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    Synopsis 
 
      
 
    She’s my best friend’s little sister. She’s off limits. She’s Tessa Blade Garcia, a girl who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it. Now she’s after me. 
 
      
 
    Everything in my life has had a predetermined path. The success of the band had to come first. I’ve put my feelings on hold long enough. The time is finally right. Mason Wilder is America’s most eligible rock star. Now, I’m going to make him mine. 
 
      
 
    I’ve known her since the day she was born, but it’s taken me 22 years to realize how much I love her. Just when everything seems perfect, my world gets turned upside down, and I need to take sides between people I’ve loved and trusted my entire life, and someone I never thought I’d see again. 
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    “Welcome back.” The pretty talk show host smiled into the camera. “With one platinum single, two sitting in the top 10 slot, and a gold debut album, Prodigy is America’s fastest rising new rock band. They’re at the tail end of a successful North American tour that has been selling out venues across America. All this after bursting onto the music scene only one year ago.” 
 
    The host announced them from left to right. “Tessa Blade Garcia on vocals and bass guitar. Lucas Blade on lead guitar. Sindy Cavanaugh on rhythm guitar.” The talk show host paused when she got to Mason and beamed at him for a moment. “He’s someone who needs no introduction, world-renowned drummer extraordinaire, Mason Wilder.”  
 
    Mason flashed his signature million-dollar smile which rivaled the studio lights and sent the audience, male and female alike, into a wave of thunderous applause and whistles. Mason chuckled softly at the reception, modesty causing him to put his hand over his heart and bow his head in appreciation. 
 
    “It’s no coincidence that we have some very famous last names on the stage today,” the host continued. “Aptly named, Prodigy is the next generation of rock stars produced by Immortal Angel’s Angel Garcia, Tommy Blade and Jimmy Wilder.” Another round of applause rose from the audience at the mention of Immortal Angel.  
 
    The host straightened several note cards in her hand and turned her attention back to the band. “Welcome to Celebrity Today. It’s an honor having you with us. Tell me, how has growing up under the tutelage of your famous families shaped Prodigy as a whole?” 
 
    Tessa knew that her brother would take this question, and Lucas leaned forward to address the host. “It was a privilege growing up with Tommy Blade as one of my dads.” A girl in the audience let out a scream when Lucas mentioned their iconic father, and the host put on a broad smile. “I feel the same way,” she said in the direction of the exclamation, and a rumble of laughter followed. 
 
    “Naturally, Immortal Angel was a big influence on us,” Lucas continued. “Mason, Tessa and I were on the road touring with them most of our lives. But Prodigy is its own band. We wanted that clear from the start. We weren’t going to capitalize on our parents’ fame. We wanted to be recognized on our own merit and started at the bottom just like everyone else. We played the indie circuit for years while Tessa and I finished college.” 
 
    “Education was important in your family. Is that correct?”  
 
    Tessa found the microphone in her face. “Yes. My dad, Tommy Blade, was adamant that we both get a college degree before embarking on a career in music. My mom, Jessi Blade, and my other dad, Angel Garcia, not so much.” 
 
    The audience laughed again. 
 
    “Sindy Cavanaugh, you’re the new face in Prodigy. Tell me, how did it feel to infiltrate this trio who had already established a presence as a band? Was it an easy transition?” 
 
    Sindy let out a small laugh. “No. Not really. Tessa and I became best friends right away. Mason, well, what’s not to love about Mason? He’s the most easygoing person I know.” 
 
    A cheer rose up from the audience in agreement. 
 
     ”It was Lucas who I had a problem with.” Sindy smirked at him playfully before wrapping her arm around him and giving him a side hug. “He drove me crazy. I honestly couldn’t stand him. He spent hours upon hours trying to teach me music theory, and all I wanted to do was play.” 
 
    “It looks like you two worked out your differences,” the host prompted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sindy replied. “He’s a pain, but I fell in love with him anyway.” 
 
    Lucas smiled at her and nudged her with his shoulder. 
 
    The host stepped in front of Mason and displayed a wide grin. “Mason Wilder.” She paused while the audience roared at finally hearing from the most famous member of the band. “I’ve been waiting a long time to interview you.” 
 
    Mason’s dimples continued to dominate his face while he slowly blinked, sealing his eyes for a moment longer than necessary. His humility was a rare gem. “What do you want to know? My life is an open book.” 
 
    “First, I want to congratulate you on your amazing career. You wowed the world when you first stepped in front of the camera at age 10 and you’ve dominated the music industry ever since. At 29, you’re a legend. As a third-generation drummer, music was your destiny. You’ve won numerous awards and toured with countless internationally-acclaimed bands. You could have taken a permanent seat with any one of them, but you held out and waited for your rightful place in Prodigy.” 
 
    “I’ve had an amazing career doing what I love,” Mason replied. “Now I get to do it with my best friends. I’m a lucky guy. Prodigy has been twenty years in the making. I’ve watched Lucas pick up his first guitar, and I saw Tessa shock everyone with her vocal ability. I think she sang before she could talk. Then it was a stroke of luck that we found Sindy. She adds an entirely new energy and dynamic to the band.” 
 
    Tessa watched him as he spoke. His words were effortless, his stature carefree and uninhibited. He leaned back in the director-style chair, an ankle crossed over his knee, one elbow on the arm of the chair, dimples on display. 
 
    “I understand you found Sindy playing for tips in a coffee shop,” the host stated. “Would you care to elaborate on that?” 
 
    “One of the girls could probably tell it better than I could,” Mason replied. 
 
    Everyone turned to Tessa. She usually monopolized interviews, but she wanted to leave this one for Sindy to explain. “Go ahead,” she told her best friend.  
 
    “It’s truly a Cinderella story,” Sindy explained. “I was struggling financially. Waiting tables and playing for tips. I was never much of a singer, but I can play my heart out on the guitar. One afternoon when I was performing a set at a local coffee house, I stumbled through the lyrics of Welcome to the Jungle, and the next thing I knew, Tessa was belting out the song. The entire coffee shop gathered around to watch and listen.” Sindy turned toward Tessa, gratitude clear in her expression. “We became instant friends. Now we’re like sisters.” 
 
    “I never wanted a rhythm guitarist in the band,” Tessa stated. “I never thought we’d find anyone who could match Lucas’ talent on the guitar, but after I heard Sindy play, I couldn’t stop thinking about how much she would rival his performance.” Tessa leaned forward to give Lucas a teasing smile. “Sometimes my brother needs his ego taken down a notch.”  
 
    Lucas chuckled at the lighthearted jab, while Sindy nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Anyway,” Tessa continued. “I’m glad I stopped for coffee that day, otherwise, I never would have met Sindy.” 
 
    “I think we all feel the same way,” the host added. “Now, back to Mason and the question on everyone’s mind. “You’re one of the most sought-after drummers in the world, and just recently,” she held up a magazine with a picture of Mason on the cover, “you can add Most Eligible Rock Star to your long list of accolades.” 
 
    Tessa sprung forward to get a better look at the magazine while the audience exploded with cheers. Mason, with his panty-melting smile and insatiable dimples, stared at the world from the cover of the magazine. Print asked the question, “What Does it Take to Snag this Unattainable Hunk?” 
 
    Suddenly bashful, Mason touched his forehead, shielding his face with his hand for a few seconds in order to hide his reddened cheeks. 
 
    “Please tell us,” the host asked. “What does a girl have to do in order for Mason Wilder to put a ring on it?” 
 
    Tessa raised her antennas, but Mason just smiled, shook his head and spread his arms to the side. “I don’t know what to say, man. I’m in love with my music. I’ve dated, but no one compares to my one true love.” 
 
    The host turned to the camera. “You heard it here, ladies. It takes a rare jewel to capture the heart of Mason Wilder. You can catch Prodigy tomorrow night at the U.S. Bank Arena for the final show of their North American tour. In the meantime, the world is left wondering, is there a girl out there for Mason Wilder?” 
 
    Yes. There is. Tessa smiled. I’m sitting right here. 
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    They were halfway through the show when the lights suddenly went out and blackness engulfed the arena. The sound of Tessa’s voice was reduced to a mere whisper compared to the explosive roar it had been a moment ago. The grungy wail of lead and rhythm guitar was now a sprinkle of sound across the stage. The heavy beat of Mason’s drums, still loud without the aid of an amplifier, trickled off as his arms came to a stop, and the shimmer of the cymbals floated through the air. A murmur of panicked voices rose from the crowd, while cell phones quickly came to life and provided small pockets of light.  
 
    Lucas immediately moved between Tessa and Sindy and offered a few reassuring words. “Power’s out. Don’t worry. The venue should be able to get it back on.”  
 
    “Everyone OK down there?” Mason called from atop the drum riser. 
 
    All three of them turned toward the back of the stage to face Mason. Tessa could barely see him, but as her vision adjusted to the darkness, the dim light illuminating from cell phones at the side stage clearly reflected his eyes. He was looking directly at her.  
 
    “Tess?” he prompted when no one immediately replied. 
 
    Her heart swelled. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “We’re OK, too,” Lucas said, a smile permeating his words. 
 
    A stagehand ran toward them with a frantic look on his face. “The whole block is out. We’re trying to get the generator turned on. Hang tight.” He looked into the audience. People were starting to get unruly, shouting and pushing as some tried to leave the venue. “This could get really ugly, real fast,” he said, fear prevalent in his voice. He looked to Tessa. “Do something while I check on the gennie.” 
 
    He flew off stage, leaving Tessa to calm the wild crowd. She knew that without her microphone her voice wouldn’t carry very far, but she was going to give it her best shot. She tried to make a joke about their music being so loud that it blew the grid, but no one reacted. She repeated the remark, this time using her diaphragm and projecting her voice. Nothing. Normally, her voice contained enough power to at least reach the first few rows, but the place was in an uproar. She tried again, this time singing the chorus of Driven at the top of her lungs and inviting the fans to join her in an a cappella sing-along. “Come on!” she shouted. “You know the words!” But they ignored her. 
 
    “Forget it,” Lucas said. “You’re going to hurt your voice. Just wait for the power to come back on.” 
 
    A bad feeling trickled up her spine, and for once in her life, she had no idea how to handle the situation. 
 
    “This is bad,” Sindy said, moving closer to Tessa and Lucas so the three were huddled together at the center of the stage. 
 
    The people in the audience were shoving each other as they tried to exit, but they couldn’t get past the end of their rows. It was about to get ugly, as the stagehand had predicted. In a last ditch effort to get the attention of the audience, she screamed out a lyric like a death metal god and played a few notes on her bass, which she could barely hear above the noise. It was useless. She stood with her brother and her best friend and watched the audience grow more agitated and louder by the second. If the generator didn’t come on soon, people could easily be trampled as they continued to push toward the exit. 
 
    BOOM. BOOM. BOOM-BOOM-BOOM. 
 
    Tessa jumped at the unexpected sound from behind her. For a quick second she thought it was an explosion, but it was Mason pounding on his double bass drums with both feet in quick succession, harder and louder than she ever heard. He attacked his toms with an aggressive assault and immediately broke a stick. Seamlessly, he grabbed a new one from the stick bag and continued the onslaught. The bass drum pounded like thunder and the symbols splashed like lightning. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Sindy asked. 
 
    Tessa’s heart ballooned with pride as she smiled at Mason. “He’s saving the day.” 
 
    A member of the road crew ran on stage and held the light from his cell phone on Mason. It was a tiny spotlight, but the bright chrome drum hardware and the mirror-like gleam from the golden cymbals picked up the reflection like diamonds. Stagehands and the rest of the road crew rushed out, cell phones lighting the way. They formed a semi-circle with Mason at the center, aglow on the otherwise darkened stage.  
 
    Tessa looked toward the audience, which had quieted down. People were no longer yelling or trying to leave in a frenzy. Their heads were slowly turning toward the front of the arena to focus their attention on Mason. They were more interested in watching Prodigy’s renowned drummer than worried about the momentary black out. The unruly crowd now became orderly.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Sindy said. “They’re paying attention to him.” 
 
    “Damn!” Lucas exclaimed, grinning at his best friend. “I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t tear a skin. Look how hard he’s smacking those drums.” 
 
    No one had to tell Tessa to look at Mason. She was hypnotized by his talent. It hadn’t just won her heart two decades ago, it calmed a crowd of 20,000 people who were near hysteria. She reveled in watching his dimpled smile, the scruffy stubble on his jaw, the prolific tattoos that covered his upper body and the gorgeous muscles that resided there. The exertion he expelled with this showy performance left his chest and shoulders broad with strength and his biceps perfect arcs of round muscle. 
 
    Without warning, the lights came on and lit up the arena. Normally, in this situation, there would’ve been a collective cheer and maybe some shouts of relief, but the crowd never reacted. With the power back, the sound of Mason’s heavy drumbeats exploded through the amplifiers. Tessa felt the vibrations in her bones with a glorious shake.  
 
    The audience’s focus intensified as they took in the magnificent showmanship on the drums, which proved why Mason Wilder, a third-generation drumming god, was one of the best drummers in the world. The smile on Mason’s face, the way his eyes were illuminated and sparkled, the way he drew his arms high above his head before bringing them down with a ferocious thunderclap, had the arena captivated. All eyes were on Mason, including the production crew and his bandmates. 
 
    Even though the amps were back, he never softened his relentless assault. Sindy had her hands over her ears with an incredulous smile on her face. Lucas gazed at his best friend just as awestruck as the audience. And Tessa beamed at him with every ounce of love in her heart. 
 
    Without pause, Mason went from slamming his sticks on his snare to throwing them straight into the audience. He stood up, smiling so brightly that it probably would have illuminated the stage if the lights went out again. He stretched his arms out to the sides and bowed to the tremendous cheers and applause before he stepped down from the riser. 
 
    Tessa watched his chest move up and down with deep breaths as air filled his lungs. His open-mouthed smile stretched across his cheeks while stars shown from his eyes, portraying the love affair he had with his instrument. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and tell him that her heart overflowed with pride and admiration. She wanted to tell him that she was honored to share the stage with someone who had as much talent as he did. Instead, she threw her arms in the air and exclaimed, “You’re amazing!” 
 
    Mason pulled her in for a quick hug, making her heart race. The scent of his labor made her woozy. It was masculine and musky, and she wanted to lean into his neck to get better acquainted with it. But she didn’t. 
 
    “That was fucking insane!” Lucas slapped Mason’s hand, also beaming at the most incredible drummer in the world. “You’re the master.” 
 
    Sindy raised her hand to give Mason a high five. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” Her eyes swept across the audience. “I don’t think any of them have either.” 
 
    Tessa could barely contain her enthusiasm as she took in the reception Mason received. She couldn’t have been prouder if she was the recipient of the over-the-top applause that was shaking the walls right now. She stepped in front of the mic and extended her arm toward Mason. “The phenomenal Mason Wilder.” 
 
    Humbled, he waved his hand at her and lowered his eyes. 
 
    “How did you know to do that,” she asked, stepping away from the mic stand so the arena wasn’t privy to their conversation. 
 
    As he shrugged his shoulders, the dimple in his cheek caught a shadow from the overhead lights. “Drumming is all I know. It’s what I do. No matter what, playing the drums chases away all my troubles. I figured it’d work for the audience too.”  
 
    She tilted her head to the side as she contemplated his simple yet profound explanation. He was right. The beats he created filled a person’s soul. The boom of the bass drum drove the blood through your veins. It made your chest vibrate and pumped energy into your heart. When Mason hit the drums, everyone felt it.  
 
    “I think you guys better play something to keep the audience occupied,” Mason stated, his smile never wilting. “I need a five-minute break.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need, bro,” Lucas said. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    Mason nodded in thanks and grabbed two bottles of water from one of the amps. As he walked off stage, he poured one bottle over his head and then put the other to his lips 
 
    Lucas was entertaining the audience with an insane arrangement on his Les Paul. Tessa watched her brother, almost as proudly as she had watched Mason. Long blond hair falling over his shoulders, Lucas commanded the legendary Les Paul, which was as famous as their father. Tommy Blade had handed down his prized Les Paul to Lucas right before Prodigy’s promotional tour over a year ago, and it continued to make magic with its second-generation owner.  
 
    Mason returned to the stage but instead of climbing onto the drum riser, he sauntered over to Tessa. He took a sip of water and wiped his face with a towel, then jutted his chin at Lucas who was on his knees at the apron blowing up the sound system with power chords. “Your brother is something else. Man, he’s incredible.” 
 
    “He is,” Tessa agreed. “But so are you. And so is Sindy. I’m honored to share the stage with such amazing musicians.” 
 
    Mason turned his head a quarter of the way so he could look at her. “Don’t sell yourself short, Tess. You got more talent than any of us.” 
 
    She choked on a laugh, taken back at the over-the-top compliment. “Yeah, right. No one matches your talent, Mason, least of all me.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and eyed her playfully. “Are you kidding? You run the band, play the bass like a lunatic, sing your face off, write killer lyrics and entertain the crowd. Sometimes, I think we could all leave the stage and you could carry the show by yourself.” 
 
    She was flabbergasted, unable to form a coherent reply at not just the enormous compliments, but by the utmost sincerity in his voice. Before she could regain her composure to at least thank him, Lucas finished his explosive guitar solo and Mason ran behind his drum kit. He clacked his sticks together and the stage erupted into the fast, hard beat of Confessions of A Rock Chick. The four of them were so in sync, their timing so spot on, that they transitioned into the song flawlessly. 
 
    Rock God followed, then Fast Forward. Confetti rained down as they finished the night with Free Ride.  
 
    “Thank you, Cincinnati!” Tessa threw the mic to the floor with a dramatic thump, mimicking her father’s signature move. Angel Garcia handed down not just his killer vocals, but his dramatic stage presence, as well. She left her bass with the stagehand and approached the apron to wait for her bandmates to join her in a final bow. 
 
    Her brother threw a handful of guitar picks into the audience, which caused a near riot from a surge of screaming girls, then slung his arm around her neck.  
 
    The color of Sindy’s bright red hair flared under the lights as she leaned over to set her Strat down in the guitar stand, and she joined Lucas and Tessa. They waited for Mason, who decided to end the night with another impromptu drum solo. Tessa watched him for the second time tonight, arms flying in a blur of tattooed muscle, his fluid movements delivered with his signature killer smile, conveying how much he loved his craft. 
 
    “He’s such a showoff,” Lucas said, smiling at his best friend.  
 
    “If ya got it, flaunt it,” Tessa replied. And Mason definitely had it. At last, he finished by bringing his sticks down on his cymbals a half dozen times, sending a shimmer throughout the arena. It punctuated the close of the show and the end of seven months on the road.  
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    Tessa was still filled with adrenaline from tonight’s final show as she entered the shower in her suite at the Millennium Hotel. A celebration in their honor was being held in the ballroom downstairs, sponsored by the tour’s promoter. It would be filled with music journalists and industry professionals, all vying for an interview, as well as a select list of VIP invite-only ticketholders. Although she would never tire of the limelight, in a way, she was looking forward to the normalcy of life again now that the tour was behind her. A short unexpected laugh bubbled from her throat. Her life was far from normal. Growing up with world-famous polyamorous parents provided her with a life different than most. 
 
    She stepped from the shower, wrapped her hair in a terrycloth towel and tied the complementary fuzzy robe around her waist. She wore her own slippers though. Someone knocked on the door to her room as soon as she exited the bathroom, and she knew it was Sindy. “Be right there!” she called. She opened the door without checking the peep hole, and found Mason staring back at her. His jeans were loose, his tank top tight. It left the upper part of his chest on display, as well as the round muscles of his shoulders and arms.  
 
    “Hey,” was all he said.  
 
    Surprised at his presence in the doorway to her hotel room, she tied her robe a little tighter and placed her hand on her cheek, embarrassed at her appearance. “Mason, I thought you were Sindy.” She touched the towel on her head. “I just got out of the shower.” 
 
    Mason let out a soft chuckle. “I can see that. Cute robe and slippers.” 
 
    She unraveled the towel and squeezed the water out of her hair with the absorbent terrycloth, attempting to make it look halfway decent. It didn’t matter that he’d seen her a million times in her pajamas, fresh out of bed in the morning. He’d never seen her moments after stepping from the shower wearing a short robe with nothing underneath, while they were alone together. It made her feel as if she was on display in a very provocative way.  
 
    He glanced down at her legs and she immediately felt a shimmer across her flesh. “I got this drum beat in my head.” He tapped his temple. “I can’t get rid of it. I thought we could go to the tour bus and I could play it for you on my electronic drum pad. I want you to tell me what you think, maybe even add a little bassline to it. It might be the start of a song.” 
 
    Tessa tilted her head to the side, wondering when the hell he had time to think up a new rhythm. “Did you come up with it in the last 15 minutes since we’ve been at the hotel?” 
 
    “Yeah. In the shower. That’s the best time. The tapping of the water on the tile always gets in my head. It makes me want to make music. Just like the way you always gotta sing in the shower.” 
 
    He listens to me sing in the shower?  
 
    “I’m not spying on you in the shower,” he quickly clarified, with a shy smile. “I used to hear you from Lucas’s suite when you both lived at home. Your voice is so powerful I heard it clear across the floor.” 
 
    “For a mansion, the walls are incredibly thin,” she said modestly. “And our suites shared a wall.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate your voice, Tess. It’s a behemoth. So, you want to throw on some clothes and head to the tour bus?” He looked at his phone. “We got some time before we have to go to the promotional party.” He flashed a wide smile. “Plus, we’re rock stars now. We don’t have to arrive on time.” 
 
    She threw on a pair of jeans and a tank top, and they both quietly made it out of the hotel’s back entrance and onto the tour bus with only a minor commotion. While Mason grabbed his electronic drum pad from his bunk, Tessa unleashed her blue-green Quantum Modulus bass from the storage closet in the back and plugged into a cabinet amp.  
 
    Mason sat across from her on the opposite couch and started pounding on the pads with his sticks, sending a loud rhythmic beat through the enclosed tour bus. Tessa tapped her foot and grooved to the sound, but she didn’t want to add a baseline until she really felt it. After about thirty seconds Mason stopped and looked at her with a pensive expression.  
 
    “Why did you stop?”  
 
    “I feel like I’m overdoing it.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth curled into a smile. There was no holding back when Mason got a beat in his head. His talent didn’t conform to structure. It needed to be wild. She thought long and hard about the beat he just played. Not in terms of whether it made her chest shake and her body move, but how it would transcend into a song. Mason loved to play without inhibitions or constraints and let his arms fly freely over every single drum and cymbal in his elaborate kit. “Let’s try this. Tessa followed the rhythm he just played, but she scaled it back. She plucked out the excessive beats and concentrated on the grungy notes that gave the beat backbone and played it on her Quantum so Mason could hear it the way she heard it.  
 
    His eyes suddenly lit up and his mouth opened into an enormous smile. Without saying anything, his stick started slapping the electronic drum pads. She let him take the lead and followed with the baseline, sharing an incredible connection as the basic underlying rhythm of a song took shape.  
 
    He suddenly stopped playing and jumped to the seat next to her, dimples punctuating his elation. He put his arm around her and squeezed a hug onto her shoulder while a musical laugh left his throat. “This is why I love writing music with you, Tess. You hear what I’m trying to play even before I hear it.”  
 
    She chuckled and gave him a quizzical look. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you filter the unnecessary noise from the beats I create. I’m out of control. I know that. I just start playing and I don’t stop sometimes. You know how to take that raw unedited material and clean out the unnecessary beats so it can be turned into a song.” 
 
    As he spoke and gushed with so much excitement, Tessa’s ego soared. Moments like this are exactly why she learned to play the bass. The two of them were responsible for the underlying current of every piece of music that Prodigy created. It was something they shared intensely, and it brought them closer than she ever thought imaginable.  
 
    The smile on his face consumed her. It fed oxygen into her lungs and sent her heart racing. These were the moments she loved, and there had been so many of them in her lifetime.  
 
    “Man, that was awesome!” He gave her another side hug, then slapped his knees. “We better get back and get ready for the party.” 
 
    Part of her wished they could skip the party and stay on the bus, alone, and continue to write music. The other part of her was looking forward to the events ahead. Tonight was a big night, in many ways. She locked her bass away and they headed back to the hotel.  
 
    Back in her room, Tessa took extra care with her makeup and outfit. Tonight was an important night. A life-changing night. Nerves tickled her belly, unsettling her usual steadfast confidence. She reminded herself that she had been waiting for this moment for as long as she could remember.  
 
    Her life had followed a pre-determined path – graduate college; embark on a music career; release an album; go on tour; claim stardom. Done. Done. And done. It was a series of events that would lead up to this night. Tonight was the final checkmark on a long list of accomplishments that needed to happen in a specific order. Tonight’s crowning moment would be the period on her long list of semicolons, and the one that meant the most to her. She was finally going to tell Mason that she was in love with him and had been since she was five years old.  
 
    She took a deep breath that calmed her nerves and strutted to the elevator that took her directly to a corridor that led to the ballroom. Media was everywhere. She smiled for photos and waved, but she didn’t stop for any interviews. She needed to get inside. 
 
    A man in a black tuxedo opened one of two large double doors and Tessa entered the grand affair. As she navigated through the crowd of people, a waiter offered her a glass of champagne. Not really her drink of choice, but she took it anyway. She was more of a mojito girl, but tonight’s celebration was in honor of Prodigy’s successful national tour and she was a newly-famous rock star. 
 
    She didn’t recognize any of the faces that she passed, although a young woman’s expression lit up when they made eye contact and a good-looking guy gave her the onceover with an excited smile. She wasn’t interested in having a conversation with either one of them, so she gave them an obligatory nod and moved on. She searched for her bandmates, tilted her chin up to see over the heads in front of her, and her eyes landed on her brother right away. It wasn’t hard to spot his mane of long blond hair and bright blue eyes, along with the group of people who always surrounded him. The present cluster appeared to be journalists.  
 
    Lucas had his arm firmly planted around Sindy’s shoulder as he rambled to the reporters without pausing for a breath. Sindy seemed bored at whatever Lucas was saying, which probably entailed an intricate explanation of music theory. Tessa loved the way Sindy teased and challenged Lucas, and it made her smile.  
 
    Tessa continued to sweep the room with her eyes until she found who she was looking for – Mason. Her jaw immediately tightened when she saw the group of girls that surrounded him, and her heart rate sped up. She headed toward him, moving swiftly through the crowd, but she abruptly stopped when she got within 15 feet of him. She paused to take in the skimpy outfits worn by the group of girls. Plunging necklines practically collided with the hem of miniscule skirts. Bare midriffs left more skin exposed than covered. Tessa was no prude. She dressed provocatively on stage, but there was a fine line between sexy and slutty.  
 
    She watched the way Mason interacted with them. He wore a flashy smile and had an ease about him that projected coolness – both traits from his father. There was no question that Mason was Jimmy Wilder’s son.  
 
    A high-pitched laugh, courtesy of a busty blond who looked like she was about to spill out of her low-cut top, pierced through the general chatter in the room. She rested her hand on Mason’s arm and leaned into him, pressing one half of her double D’s into his bicep.  
 
    Tessa took a step forward, her cheeks hot, and then stopped. She looked down at her own outfit. She was wearing black jeans with metal grommets, stiletto boots with spikes on the toe and heel, and a studded cropped leather jacket over a tank top. Even though she had a small band of skin showing above her waistline, she felt as if she was wearing too many clothes as she approached this group of half-naked girls, who were totally captivated by Mason. She spun around, intent on returning to her room in order to change into something that showed more flesh and cleavage, then stopped again. She had no reason to feel inferior in front of this group who acted as if their bodies were the only thing they had to offer the world. Tessa was petite, but she had a well-toned body with a trim waist. She was smart, witty and talented. She was a rock star. Standing taller, she marched toward Mason but a cell phone was suddenly shoved in front of her face. 
 
    “Tessa Blade Garcia. What do you plan on doing now that the tour is over? Is there a new album in the works?”  
 
    She glanced at the placard around his neck which announced that he was with a prominent satellite radio station. Thoughts of Mason and his female groupies forgotten for the moment, she reveled in discussing the future plans for Prodigy, and a smile stretched across her face. “We’re going to take a short break. Lucas and I purchased new homes a few months before the tour started and haven’t had much time to enjoy them. We’re going to jump into writing a new album and start planning our next tour which should take Prodigy to Europe and Asia. But first, we’re going to enjoy some down time, and spend time with our parents.” 
 
    The journalist’s face lit up at the mention of her famous family. “They must be very proud. Have they been to any of the shows?” 
 
    This guy needed to get on board and keep up to date with media news. The entire Immortal Angel family attended the show in L.A. a few weeks ago, which necessitated an entourage of security, bodyguards, and private limos.  
 
    Tessa continued to answer a series of questions with the appropriate responses, making sure to plug the band’s album on several occasions. After a brief explanation of what it was like to work so closely with her brother for so many years and assuring him there was no sibling rivalry, she turned toward the corner of the room to check on Mason, but he was gone. It sent a flutter of unease through her belly, and she wrapped up the interview. 
 
    Quickly moving through the crowd, she wondered where the hell Mason went. She caught sight of Sindy when she stopped to deposit her empty champagne glass on a tray and weaved toward her best friend. “Have you seen Mason?” 
 
    “Just look for a huddled group of fans,” Sindy replied. “You know how the world gravitates toward him wherever he goes.”  
 
    “Have you seen Mason?” Tessa repeated the question, this time to her brother. 
 
    “Yeah. He just left with some chick.” 
 
    Mason left with Big Boobs. Tessa felt as if the floor opened underneath her and it took all of her willpower not to react, something she had perfected over the years. Overtly outspoken and brutally honest with strong opinions, no one would have ever suspected that she’d been holding back her feelings for Mason all these years. She’d known him since the day she was born. He was almost a decade older than her and her brother’s best friend.  
 
    A childhood memory flashed inside her head, as vivid as a movie on a TV screen. They were on tour with Immortal Angel and she was listening to Mason and Lucas playing their instruments in the playroom. The playroom was an extra bedroom in one of the grand suites her parents stayed in when they weren’t on the massive double-decker tour bus. It housed all of their toys, including Mason’s drum kit. Tessa had felt the beat of the drum in her chest when she walked past the playroom and it ignited her soul. She had recognized the Metallica cover since that’s all Lucas ever wanted to play when he was a kid, and she bounced on the heels of her feet. She bobbed her head to the beat, but wasn’t content to listen through the door and turned the knob. They didn’t see her at first, and she stood in the doorway watching.  
 
    She had idolized her big brother, but it was Mason who left her spellbound. He looked like a king behind a throne, calling his followers with the gong of the drum. When her excitement bubbled over and bopping to the music didn’t suffice, she sang the lyrics to Master of Puppets at the top of her lungs. Granted, she missed some of the words, but she’d heard the song often enough to have memorized a good portion of the lyrics, and on that day her voice took on a new trajectory. It wasn’t just a toddler’s loud babbling, and she recognized the pitch and power of her voice.  
 
    Lucas and Mason had snapped their heads in her direction as soon as she started singing, surprise and awe plastered across their faces. When the song was over, Lucas patted her on the shoulder. “That was awesome, Tessa! You sang really, really good! Almost all the words!” She had been enamored at the praise from her big brother, but it was Mason’s reaction that had the most effect on her. Mason jumped off his stool, ran to her and picked her up. He kissed her cheek and flashed one of his killer smiles. “That was wicked cool! You’re gonna be our new lead singer and you’re gonna make us famous.” That’s all it took for her three-year-old heart to fall for Mason Wilder. Her cheeks had flushed and she hid her face in her hands and giggled. By the time she was 14 she vowed to marry him. She had wondered if it was just a teenage crush back then, but as the years went by they’d grown closer and formed a deeper connection. Now, at 22, she was ready to stake her claim. Tonight was the night. The time was finally right. Until Big Boobs showed up and interrupted her plans. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sindy asked. 
 
    Obviously, Tessa’s poker face wasn’t working too well right now. She opened her mouth, but didn’t know what to say so snapped it shut. Without answering, she whirled around and darted through the room. Several people tried to talk to her – another journalist; some guy who offered to get her a drink; a girl who tried to strike up a conversation about fashion – but she ignored them all. She was hell-bent on finding Mason because she wasn’t going to let him fall into bed with that girl. 
 
    She burst through the doors to the ballroom. Fans screamed from behind a barricade as soon as she stepped into the open area, causing her to stop abruptly. Security moved to her side ready to escort her through the lobby, but she didn’t know where she was headed. “Have you seen Mason Wilder?” 
 
    The guard pinched his brows together. “Who?” 
 
    “The band’s drummer.” She didn’t try to hide the annoyance in her voice. This guy didn’t even know who he was supposed to be protecting. She huffed with impatience. “Did you see him or not?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I just got here a few minutes ago.” 
 
    She ran to the row of fans at the barricade, knowing that they wouldn’t have missed Mason leaving the ballroom. They waved CD’s and ticket stubs and asked her to sign them. She grabbed a marker and started scribbling while phones snapped photos at all angles. She remained calm and smiled, even though her heart was beating so hard it felt as if she was about to break a rib. “Did you happen to see Mason leave the ballroom?” 
 
    “Yeah,” a guy answered. “He just left with some chick with double D’s.” 
 
    Oh God. She was too late. She dropped the marker in her hand and bolted in the other direction. Running down the carpeted hallway, her heels pulled at the Berber carpet as she headed toward the bank of elevators. She dodged security guards and hotel staff milling around the corridor, moving as quickly as she could. She had to catch him. She couldn’t let him take that girl to his room. Her lungs burned from the sudden sprint, even though she was a seasoned runner. At last, the row of elevators came into view and she spotted Mason waiting with a group of security guards, Big Boobs still hanging on his arm. By the time Tessa got to him, she was so winded she needed to pause in order to catch her breath. 
 
    “Tessa,” Mason said, surprised to see her so out of sorts. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened. “Tessa Blade Garcia. Oh my God. I can’t believe this. First Mason Wilder. Now you. This is incredible. It’s so nice to meet you.” 
 
    Big Boobs was nice, not at all what Tessa expected. She held up her index finger while she panted and swallowed air. “It’s nice to meet you, too,” she finally said, then quickly turned toward Mason. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure.” He took her by the elbow and glanced back at the girl. “Give us a second.” 
 
    Once they were a few feet away, Mason stopped, still holding her arm, and searched Tessa’s face with concern. “What happened?” 
 
    “You can’t take her back to your room.” 
 
    He relaxed and flashed his signature smile. “Sure, I can. She’s young, but she’s over 21.” 
 
    Tessa shook her head vehemently. “That’s not it.” She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come out. They were stuck in her throat. For the first time in her life, she was mute. She didn’t want to tell him she loved him in the hallway. That’s not how she envisioned this moment, and she stood there with her mouth gaping open. Hot tears slowly burned her eyes as fear gripped her. She realized that she was going to lose him, even though she never had him. 
 
    Mason placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “I don’t understand why you’re upset.” He paused and glanced back at the girl. “Did she do something to you?” 
 
    “No. It’s . . .” Tessa’s chin dropped into her chest and she squeezed her eyes shut while she battled with the thoughts pulling her head in two different directions. 
 
    “Just tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    She wished she could, but it took all her strength just to find her voice. “Just don’t take her to your room. Please, Mason,” she begged. 
 
    He tried to read her face and her eyes, confusion causing his brows to pinch together and his forehead to crease. He still didn’t get it. Why couldn’t he just figure it out? He was smart and sharp and he knew her so well.  
 
    Her vision blurred as the tears welled on her lower lids and threatened to fall. Emotion clogged her throat reducing her voice to a shaky whisper. “She’s not the one for you.”  
 
    Mason’s mouth pulled back into a smile and his expression grew lighthearted. “Don’t worry about it, Tess. We’re not getting married. I’ll probably never see her again after tonight.” He ran his hands down her arms. “Just give me an hour or so and we’ll talk. I promise.” 
 
    Her heart deflated as she saw her lifelong dream crushed, along with her heart. She hung her head with despair, too distraught to look at him. “Forget it.” 
 
    “No. I’ll give you a call in a little while and we’ll talk.” 
 
    Her inner voice kept urging her to tell him how she felt, but she couldn’t do it. Not in a hallway surrounded by fifty people. She’d tell him afterwards. Afterwards. The idea that he was about to sleep with someone else made her queasy, and she felt the blood rush to her feet.  
 
    She’d seen him with girls before. He’d had girlfriends for short periods in the past. Not in a long time, though, and another flashback from when she was seven or eight years old suddenly passed through her head. Mason had been about 14 and on his way to the movies with a girl he had been on a few dates with. Tessa had pouted and stuck out her bottom lip because she wanted to see the movie too, but, really, she was just jealous. He hadn’t even made it to the door before he turned around and took her by the hand and brought her to the movies with them. He let her tag along on his date without the slightest hesitation. He’d bought her popcorn and a soda and let her sit in between himself and his date. She had pretended that the girl wasn’t with them and she was the one on the date with Mason that day. It left her head inflated for a week, and that feeling infiltrated her heart and eased some of her pain right now. “Go,” she told him after a long pause. 
 
    His furrowed brow questioned her dismissal. “Are you sure?”  
 
    No. She wasn’t sure about anything right now. This was supposed to be their night – a night she had planned for since they booked this tour over a year ago and one she’d been waiting for her entire life. She closed her eyes for a long moment, hating the situation and berating herself for not getting to the party sooner, before he met this girl. 
 
    “Tessa, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it now.” 
 
    He looked back at the girl for a moment, apprehensive about what to do, but made no move to join her. It didn’t matter. The moment had been ruined. She missed her opportunity. Exasperated, she waved him away. “Go. I’ll talk to you another time. 
 
    “Are you sure.” 
 
    Tessa nodded, unable to speak around the ball of emotion in her throat. 
 
    He let out a deep breath and his shoulders slumped. “OK.” The elevator dinged and he walked toward it. He looked back over his shoulder at her for a brief second before turning away again. 
 
    Tessa watched Big Boobs take his arm and nuzzle his neck the moment they were on the elevator, but Mason wasn’t paying attention to her. He was looking at Tessa. Their eyes were glued on one another. I love you Mason! her inner voice screamed. Can’t you see that? She tried to burn it into his brain with mental telepathy. There was a shift in his eyes as if he understood, and she sucked in a breath. Then the doors closed, crushing her heart. She ran to the elevator. “Mason!” But it was too late. He was gone. A sob left her throat and she sunk to her knees, devoid of strength. Embarrassed, she buried her face in her hands while she sobbed and hoped no one noticed her. This was so fucked up. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She had a plan. She should have stuck to it. Now how was she supposed to tell him? 
 
    After a few minutes, she steadied her emotions with a few deep breaths, and she got to her feet, wiping her face. She was still too shaky on her legs to go anywhere so she sat on the bench across from the bank of elevators and stared at the floor. She pushed her fingers through her hair and groaned as fresh tears filled her eyes, and she buried her face in her hands again. 
 
    A chime signaled that the elevator had returned to the ground floor, and she lifted her eyes just as the doors opened. “Mason.” Big Boobs was still with him, but no longer hanging on his arm and wearing an annoyed scowl on her face. Then the girl took off.  
 
    A small gasp escaped Tessa as she locked eyes with Mason and every muscle in her body tensed. Mason stepped off the elevator, never averting his gaze, and approached her. He squatted in front of her, his usual cheerful face clouded with worry and concern. He wiped his thumb across her cheek and looked at the droplet he lifted.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Mason?” she whispered with disbelief. 
 
    “I couldn’t leave you like this. Something is wrong.” He took her arm and led her onto the elevator. “C’mon. Let’s go upstairs and talk about it.” 
 
    This is it, she told herself on the elevator ride. Finally. Her heart had been on hold for so long while she waited for the right time, gearing up for the day she could confess her feelings to Mason. It would all be over, out in the open, in a few minutes. It was a relief and terrifying at the same time. Her gaze moved from the floor of the elevator to Mason, who was staring at her intently while she was lost inside her head. She swallowed loudly, nerves tickling the back of her neck. 
 
    The elevator doors slid open, and she followed him down the hall. She bit her lip while he flashed his card key across the scanner, and they both entered the room.  
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Mason insisted. 
 
    As he waited for her to speak, she listened to her heart pounding in her ears. It was as if she was listening to a time bomb, knowing that one of those ticks would ultimately result in an explosion that would change their lives. She counted down to the blast off. Three. Two. One. Silence. Instead of blurting out how she felt, she threw her arms around him and kissed him.  
 
    She felt his surprise. His body jerked, and it took a moment before his hands landed apprehensively on her upper arms, but his mouth puckered in return. Until her lips parted and she tried to deepen the kiss.  
 
    He jumped back and abruptly pulled away, his eyes wide with shock. His mouth hung open, and he blinked rapidly while his brows skyrocketed. “Tessa! What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    She exhaled all the stress and tension inside of her and proclaimed her stake in his life. “I’m the one, Mason. It’s me. I’m the one you should be with.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” A puzzled expression creased his brow, and he cocked his head to the side. “Is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    Her heart was racing so fast and her hands were shaking, but the words fell out of her mouth. “I’m in love with you, Mason. I’ve been in love with you for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    He stared at her, disbelief clear across his face, too stunned to say anything. 
 
    Dread and fear crept into Tessa’s throat, but she swallowed it down. “We’re perfect for one another. I know everything about you. You know everything about me. We grew up together. We want the same things in life. Don’t tell me you don’t see it.” 
 
    It took him a moment to find his voice. “You’re my best friend’s little sister. I’ve known you since the day you were born, Tessa. I’ve watched you grow up. You’re like a sister to me.” 
 
    She felt as if she just got punched in the stomach. “A sister?” She spat the words, as if they burned her tongue. “You have to feel more for me than that.”  
 
    He slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry. No.”  
 
    Her heart sank to the floor. She had been so sure his feelings for her were deeper. How could she have been so wrong? Humiliation engulfed her, but it was her broken heart that crippled her. She wished the floor would swallow her up and she could disappear. Or that she could go back in time and never have told him, because loving him in secret was bearable. The rejection, the knowledge that he didn’t want to be with her, was too much. 
 
    Mason placed his hands on her shoulders. “Tessa . . . I don’t know what to say. I feel so bad. I never expected this.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut so he didn’t see the pain and devastation. The heartbreak. Somehow, she found the courage to make one last plea to get him to see her differently. “Didn’t you notice me when I went from a nerdy adolescent to a teenager?”  
 
    “Of course, I noticed. But in the same way Lucas noticed. I remember one time we both turned to one another and shook our heads. I said, ‘we’re gonna be kickin’ a lot of asses’, and he just groaned.” Mason lowered his eyes, and his cheeks flushed a hot pink. “I’m sorry, Tessa. That’s all there is. I had no idea you felt this way.”  
 
    He looked full of regret and sadness. She’d never seen his features this dark. The wide smile, dimpled cheeks and sparkle in his eyes were all nonexistent. Part of her wanted to run from the room with defeat and humiliation. But her inner strength pushed through, refusing to believe he had no idea how she felt about him. “How could you not know that I was in love with you? I’ve told you a million times in my songs.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say. He just kept staring at her as if he’d been blindsided. That was it, she reasoned, he was too surprised to process his true feelings. “Kiss me,” she blurted out. 
 
    He flinched. “What?” 
 
    “Kiss me, Mason. Then tell me you don’t feel anything for me.” 
 
    “I can’t do that. You’re Lucas’ little sister. There’s a code. That crosses a line. You don’t fool around with your best friend’s sister. That doesn’t happen.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest, dismissing his claim. “Lucas won’t care.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up again. “Yes. He will. He’s protective of you.” 
 
    She brazenly took a step closer, challenging him with a sudden burst of confidence. “Lucas doesn’t tell me what to do.” When he didn’t respond, she lifted her chin and leaned up toward him. 
 
    “No!” He took a giant leap backwards, putting distance between them. “This isn’t happening, Tessa. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Never had there been such seriousness in his face, and the finality of it hit her. He didn’t want to explore his feelings for her, because there weren’t any. Her chest tightened and she couldn’t breathe. She felt as if the air had been sucked from her lungs. Her face burned red hot, and tears of rejection boiled on her cheeks. She was devastated, and all she wanted to do was run and hide so she bolted from the room. 
 
    “Tessa! Wait!” 
 
    She ignored him and kept running down the hall. 
 
    Mason chased her and called her name, but she didn’t turn around or slow her pace. She had nothing left to say. Nothing left in her soul. Her room was only a few yards away and she just wanted to lock herself inside and forget tonight ever happened.  
 
    A security guard turned the corner just as she reached her door. “Is everything all right Miss Garcia?” 
 
    “No,” she sobbed. “Please stay here. Keep everyone away from my door. I don’t want to see anyone tonight.” 
 
    The security guard broadened his shoulders, ready to do his job. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She wiped her nose and fumbled with her card key. Her shaking hands couldn’t hold it steady to get a reading, and the little light kept beeping yellow. She heard Mason call her name again, closer this time. “Fuck!” 
 
    The security guard took the card from her hand and swiped it across the screen, unlocking the door. She flew into the room and latched the deadbolt. She flung herself onto the bed and buried her face into the pillow to muffle her cries. Why didn’t he love her back? He hadn’t been in a serious relationship – ever. She had thought it was because they were meant to be together. It had always been so clear. If he wasn’t so adamant about not having feelings for her, it wouldn’t have hurt so much. She stilled, a sob halfway out of her throat, when she heard Mason’s voice in the hallway. He was arguing with the guard who had stayed outside her room. 
 
    “She doesn’t want any visitors, sir. Miss Garcia gave me strict instructions not to let anyone near her door.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck. Step aside.” 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Tessa!” Mason called from the hallway. “Open the door. This is crazy. Let’s talk. Please.” 
 
    She refused to answer and hugged the pillow to her chest. 
 
     ”What’s going on?” Now it was Lucas’ voice outside the door. 
 
    “Tessa won’t let me in,” Mason explained. 
 
    “Why not? Did something happen? Is she all right?” 
 
    Tessa buried her face into the pillow to quiet a sob, hoping her brother didn’t hear her. 
 
    Mason paused before he answered Lucas. “She won’t let me in, and she told this guy not to let anyone knock on her door.” 
 
     ”That doesn’t sound like my sister.” Lucas banged on the door. “Tessa. What’s wrong? Let us in.” 
 
    No. No. No. The security guard wasn’t getting rid of them, and she couldn’t face either one of them, especially her brother. She needed to make him leave and scurried to find her phone so she could text Lucas. 
 
    TESSA: It’s not a big deal. I’m exhausted. Just want to sleep. Goodnight. 
 
    She heard Lucas’ phone ding on the other side of the door. There was a pause while he read the text message, and then he told Mason, “She said it’s no big deal. She’s tired and going to bed.” 
 
    “That’s bull,” Mason stated. “She’s upset.” 
 
    “Why is she upset? What happened?” 
 
    Mason paused before he answered, causing Tessa to suck in a breath. “Nothing. It’s just . . .” 
 
    “You know her, Mase. If she says it’s not a big deal, it’s not a big deal. If she’s pissed off, she’d tell you. She doesn’t hold anything back.” 
 
    Except she held her tongue for 22 years. 
 
    Mason huffed out a breath. “This is ridiculous. Tessa!” He wrapped on the door and waited. It wasn’t his usual rat-a-tat-tat that served as his calling card, but an impatient series of hard knocks. “Tessa, come on.” Defeat worked its way into his voice. “Fine. I’ll leave you alone. If you change your mind, call me.” 
 
    She had no intention of calling Mason because she wasn’t changing her mind. A sob threatened to burst from her lungs, so she buried her face in the pillow and squeezed her eyes shut. She never wanted to talk to Mason about pursuing a relationship ever again. She was done.  
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    It took all of three seconds before Tessa remembered that her world had been shattered. She groaned and pulled the covers over her head, while a deep ache filled her from her throat to her gut as the memories of last night came flooding back. She wanted to forget it ever happened, but the humiliation and rejection kicked her in the teeth. For the first time in her life, she had no idea what the future held. She needed to erase the last entry on her life plan and figure out how to move forward with no direction. And without Mason as anything more than a friend. A new wave of anxiety washed over her because she had no idea how they were supposed to go back to being friends. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she groaned. After berating herself for five minutes, she slowly peeled down the comforter and looked at the clock on the nightstand. The tour bus wouldn’t be leaving for a few hours, and she planned on avoiding everyone – Mason, Lucas and Sindy – between now and then, but she had no idea how she was supposed to act as if nothing was wrong on the 10-hour ride back to New York. Maybe she could feign sickness and hide in her bunk. But how could she evade Sindy? Her best friend would know something was wrong right away.  
 
    Lucas would be the easiest, and the hardest, to fool. He knew her best, and if they were sitting down engaging in a one-on-one conversation there would be no way he wouldn’t see the trouble in her eyes. But if she kept him at a distance, he’d never notice. 
 
    She flipped the covers off and dangled her legs over the side of the bed. She told herself she’d get through this, but that was her head talking not her heart. A hot shower didn’t take away any of the trepidation or the heaviness that weighed down her spirit. As she stuffed the last of her things into her overnight bag, her phone signaled an incoming message. She hadn’t looked at it since last night and picked it up. There were two screens filled with messages, which she randomly read. 
 
    MASON: Are you all right? 
 
    MASON: Please talk to me. We can work it out. 
 
    MASON: We’re friends. There’s nothing we can’t get through. 
 
    LUCAS: Hey. Never heard back from you. Just wanted to make sure you’re OK.  
 
    MASON: Don’t shut me out. 
 
    LUCAS: Call me if you need me. 
 
    MASON: I’m sorry. I feel terrible. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. 
 
    Tears stung Tessa’s eyes, blurring the words, and she didn’t want to read any more from Mason. The last message, the one that made her pick up her phone a few seconds ago, appeared on the screen. It was from Sindy. Thankfully, at least someone didn’t ask her if she was OK. 
 
    SINDY: Lucas said you were upset about something last night. Don’t sweat it. Guys can be jerks. Coffee? 
 
    She smiled at her best friend’s statement. It was true, even a guy as cool as Mason Wilder was capable of being a jerk. If only for not seeing how perfect she was for him. She contemplated meeting Sindy for breakfast but shook her head. Surely, she’d blurt out what had gone down last night, and she couldn’t take the chance that Sindy wouldn’t pass along the info to Lucas. Eventually she’d tell Sindy, but not yet. The whole situation was too raw, and she felt too exposed.  
 
    TESSA: I’m over it. Raincheck on the coffee. Meet you on the bus. 
 
    She wasn’t over anything and thought about the years she wasted pining after Mason. Was she going to give up so easily? Defeat had never been in her vocabulary. Why did it invade her mind now? She didn’t want to think about it. Right now, she was mortified and heartbroken and wanted to hide from everyone. She slipped out of the hotel without notice and onto the tour bus. Luckily, no fans lingered because she wasn’t in the mood to put on a happy face. No one was on the bus yet, so she retreated to her bunk and closed the curtain. She never hid from anything before and felt like a coward, but the idea of seeing Mason made her chest hurt.  
 
    “Fuck it.” She pulled the curtain open and stomped out of her bunk. She made coffee in the Keurig and sat in the booth tapping her spoon nervously on the table. Rehashing the night with Mason jarred something in her head, and she realized she was thumping out a beat. She could turn the internal battle into a song. It would also give her a reason to sit alone in her bunk, and she returned to the solitude of the small space.  
 
    With her bass across her lap, she bobbed her head to the new tune. She had a pad and pen, her coffee, and her bass. This is how she’d get through the ride home. A few minutes later, voices filled the bus as Sindy, Lucas and Mason boarded. Tessa gulped and her pulse quickened, but she didn’t react. Instead, she remained focused on her songwriting, immersed in her own little bubble. 
 
    “Tessa?” Sindy called. “What are you working on?” 
 
    Shit. She should have plugged in her headphones. “Something new. I’ll plug in my ears, so I don’t bother you guys. I’m gonna work on a new song on the ride home.” She hoped her voice sounded strong, because her spirit was ready to collapse.  
 
    Lucas was suddenly in front of her, squatting with his elbows on his knees and smiling. “Already? That’s my little sister. Never wasting a moment when she could be doing something to further the band. Let’s hear what you got so far.” 
 
    “No. Hopefully by the time we get home I’ll have the basic outline. That’s why I want to take advantage of this quiet time. You know it’ll be a whirlwind as soon as we get home. Unpacking. Seeing Mom, Dad and Papi. I want to write while it’s still fresh in my head.” She sounded so unaffected. So normal. But she couldn’t look him in the eyes. 
 
    Lucas smiled proudly. “Always working your fingers to the bone.” 
 
    Sindy approached and stood behind Lucas. They made eye contact for a few seconds, but that was all the time Sindy needed to realize something was wrong and that the songwriting was an outlet. Tessa thought her brother would be the one to see through her façade. It turned out it was her best friend who she couldn’t fool. Tessa dropped her eyes and fiddled with a key on the head of her Quantum Modulus, grateful that Sindy didn’t press the issue or ask any questions.  
 
    Mason’s absence in their conversation about music seemed to go unnoticed by Lucas and Sindy, but it couldn’t be clearer to Tessa that he was purposely avoiding her. He obviously felt as awkward as she did. 
 
    Lucas must have read her thoughts, because he turned his head toward the front of the bus then looked back at her. “Everything OK between you and Mason now?” 
 
    Tessa tried to keep her expression blank as she nodded. Afraid her voice would crack or waver, she didn’t dare speak a reply which resulted in a conspicuous moment of silence.  
 
    “Um,” Sindy tugged on Lucas’ arm, but her eyes remained locked on Tessa. “Let’s let her finish the song. I’m excited to hear it when it’s done.”  
 
    Alone in her bunk, with her head down, Tessa blocked out the voices coming from the front of the bus. She ignored Mason’s contagious laugh, and focused on putting together a song. Writing music had always been easy, but she’d never written when her head was in a bad place, and the song came together with a rough and gritty undertone that was unlike anything she’d ever created. It was very different and very good. 
 
    Tired of hiding and eager to share the song, she emerged from her bunk ready to meet Mason head on. Chin held high, she gripped her bass in one hand, clutched her notebook in the other, and marched proudly through the bus.  
 
    As soon as Mason saw her, he stopped talking. His eyes widened with apprehension for a moment, then sparkled with relief. 
 
    Tessa never slowed her gait but inhaled sharply through her nose. “I want you to hear what I wrote.” She addressed everyone, but stayed focused on Mason in the captain’s chair, dropping her eyes when she needed to pass him to sit on the couch across from Sindy and Lucas. She thumped out the baseline and then sang the first verse. When she got to the chorus, Mason started slapping out a beat on the arm of the captain’s chair. They were in sync, as always. They shared some sort of mental telepathy when it came to music, as if they were in each other’s head. They had a connection. They worked well together. They could work really well together as a couple. She looked at him, and a surge of energy filled her as his eyes gleamed at her. The wide smile and dimpled cheeks were back, in full force, and it reassured her that everything would be fine between them. But how could it be fine if he wasn’t by her side the way she had always dreamed?  
 
    Heartache gnawed at her, but she needed to put it aside and channeled it into the song. The result was a dark beat with grim lyrics. She sang with a gravelly voice filled with bitterness. When she was done, Lucas and Sindy stared at her, stupefied.  
 
    “Tessa.” Sindy slowly blinked with disbelief. “That was fantastic.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lucas agreed. “Where did that come from?”  
 
    Tessa shrugged and focused on her bass, purposely avoiding Mason’s gaze which she felt on her like a bullseye. “I don’t know.”  
 
    While Lucas ran to get his Les Paul to add a melody to the beat, Tessa stared at the floor. At her fingers. At the couch. At the wall. She tried everything to keep her eyes from landing on Mason, but there was no avoiding it, and she finally looked at him. She swallowed. He knew exactly where the inspiration for the song came from – her broken heart. The heart that he broke when he pushed her away. The heart that still yearned and longed for him. 
 
    “That was amazing, Tessa,” Mason said after a long pause. “You’re amazing. I’ve been telling you that your entire life. And it’s true.” 
 
    She nodded at him in thanks. She wanted to say, Yes, Mason, that’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say, but she didn’t, because she knew he wasn’t saying the words in the context in which she wanted to hear them. 
 
    Lucas returned with his Les Paul lifting the shadow of gloom that cocooned Tessa, and she ran through the song again. The rest of the ride went quickly, and the writing session lifted her spirits. By the time the bus hit New York City, she had a genuine smile on her face. 
 
    Busy uptown traffic and narrow streets made it difficult for the tour bus to stop for more than a few minutes, so Mason needed to exit quickly. The doorman in front of his luxury apartment building was already waiting when the driver hopped out and handed off Mason’s suitcase and duffle bags.  
 
    Thank God there was no time for lingering goodbyes. “Later, man,” was all Mason said before clapping his hand into Lucas’. “Great first tour,” he said to Sindy as he squeezed her upper arm. 
 
    Tessa swallowed as she waited for her turn. Goodbyes weren’t usually a big deal, and the last few hours on the bus had been almost normal, but her stomach knotted when he faced her.  
 
    “Catch ya tomorrow, Tess. Great song,” he said with a wave, and then he was gone. 
 
    She should have known he would have handled it calmly. Typical Mason. Nothing fazed him. Never any drama. No grudges. No baggage. The corners of her mouth turned upward. These were some of the reasons she loved him so much.  
 
    The bus navigated across town, through the Midtown Tunnel and onto the L.I.E., and in just over an hour they were in Lido Beach. They came to Tessa’s apartment complex first, and she was grateful to be home. The tour had been everything she dreamed about, but the last 24 hours left her mentally exhausted and she wanted to fall into the comfort of her own home.  
 
    “Do you need help getting your things up to your apartment?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “I got it.” She had bought something in every city they visited and ended up coming home with two extra bags, but she just wanted to be alone. “See you guys tomorrow. I’m gonna crash for the rest of the day.” 
 
    The driver brought her things into the building and the doorman found her a rolling cart which she wheeled onto the elevator and into her apartment by herself. She’d only been living there for about a year and most of that time had been spent on the road, so she still wasn’t used to living alone. At times she hated it, but today she reveled in the solitude.  
 
    She opened the sliders, stepped onto the balcony and breathed in the ocean air. She missed the beach, running on the sand and sitting on the boardwalk. The water glistened in the distance and filled her with tranquility. She never tired of the view, which wasn’t much different from the view from her parents’ mansion where she had grown up. After relaxing in a chaise lounge chair for about 20 minutes, she went back inside and flipped open her suitcase to look through the souvenirs she brought back from around the country. They weren’t really souvenirs. She had been to every single city they had stopped in before while she and Lucas and Mason were kids and had toured with Immortal Angel, but she bought things that she liked, and they reminded her of the tour.  
 
    She picked up two rolls of stunning fabric when she was in New Orleans. It was really for her mom, but Tessa wanted to make something for herself from it. Ideas sprang into her head, which she sketched onto the nearest pad. When she was done, she realized it was her lyric notebook that she held in her hand. It was the one that contained the song she had written on the bus. Heartache really must open one’s thought process, because her mind was filled with creativity today.  
 
    Excited about the design, she pulled her phone from her handbag and called her mom. “I’m home!” 
 
    “Sweetie! Come over!” 
 
    “I am. I just wanted to make sure you were there. I picked up some gorgeous fabric for you in New Orleans and sketched out a design. I thought we could construct it right now. Do you have time?” 
 
    Her mother’s whimsical laugh came through the earpiece. “You just got back from being on the road for seven months and the first thing you want to do is design and construct a garment? You’re definitely my daughter. Come on over, baby.” 
 
    “Great. See you in a few minutes.” 
 
    Tessa loaded the fabric and her sketch into a tote bag. She found the vintage Pantera T-shirt she picked up for her dad in Dallas, and an apron for Papi in New Orleans that said “Cooking Makes Me Cray Cray” next to a picture of a crawfish. It didn’t take long to reach her parents’ mansion, a place she still regarded as home, which was only one town over. She started to put the key into the lock, then paused. Her parents lived alone now, she reminded herself. They often boasted about being empty nesters, and she knew the affection level of her parents. The last thing she wanted to do was walk in on something she didn’t want to see. She turned the knob and creaked the door open only a few inches, squeezing her eyes shut. “Mom! I’m home!” she called into the marble entry foyer. 
 
    The door was pulled out of her hand as it swung open and her mother stood there with open arms, hair as bright pink as ever. Tessa found herself smothered in a hug while happy laughter filled her ears.  
 
    Her mom smelled of expensive perfume, a scent that reminded Tessa of some of the trips she’d taken with her mom to Fashion Week in Milan and Paris.  
 
    After a suffocating hug, her mom pulled back and cupped Tessa’s cheeks in her hands. “Let me look at you. Did you get enough rest? How’s your throat? Did you overwork your voice?” 
 
    “Yes. No. And No.” While she received the onceover, Tessa looked at her mom. The woman was everything to Tessa. Independent. Beautiful. Vivacious. Successful. Loyal to a fault and fiercely protective of her family. 
 
    “Are you hungry? Papi made arroz con pollo last night and there’s some left in the fridge.” 
 
    Tessa wasn’t hungry. Her stomach was still in knots. But the idea of eating one of Papi’s authentic home-cooked meals reminded her that she hadn’t eaten anything today. 
 
    “C’mon.” Her mom led her to the kitchen with an arm around her shoulder. “I’ll make you a plate. We’ll both have some.” 
 
    They sat at the breakfast bar with their warmed arroz con pollo. “I really missed this.” Tessa took a big bite of the chicken and relished in the flavor. Fast food on the road wasn’t for her. Lucas was better adept to it. Mason reveled in it. And Sindy admitted that she’d grown up on take-out but preferred a home-cooked meal. “Where is Papi and Dad?” 
 
    “Dad dragged Papi to the guitar store.” 
 
    A small chuckle bubbled up from Tessa’s throat. Her dad rarely bought guitars off the rack, preferring to have a custom-made Les Paul or Strat, but that wasn’t what she found amusing. The outing to a public mall necessitated an entourage of bodyguards and sometimes, shutting down the entire store. She doubted Prodigy would ever reach the degree of fame that Immortal Angel had achieved, but Tessa was happy to be out there on stage.  
 
    “How was your first tour, Tess? We really missed you and your brother. Mason too. That boy practically grew up in this house.” Her mom’s gaze drifted off to the side. “I remember so many sleepovers. Lucas and Mason were inseparable. They’d start playing music together and they’d disappear for hours. But I don’t have to tell you that.” 
 
    “No. I remember.” Tessa tried to keep the edges of her mouth from turning downward and forced her expression to remain even. She put on her bravest face, as memories flooded her mind. She’d been so fascinated with him as a child. His incredible smile was hypnotizing, and his boyish giggle used to make goosebumps rise on her arms. His talent captivated her. She used to sneak down to the studio and listen to Mason and Lucas play together. She’d sit on the stairs so they wouldn’t see her, and she’d just listen to the sound of the drums vibrating in her chest. She’d felt the beat in her blood. It was another reason she wanted to learn to play the bass. It had that same deep pulse of the song.  
 
     “You’re really enjoying that arroz con pollo, Tessa. You haven’t said a word in five minutes.” 
 
    “What?” Tessa looked at her nearly empty plate. “Oh. Yeah. I guess I am. We ate at some nice restaurants on the road, but mostly fast food. You know how it is. There wasn’t much free time.” 
 
    “Papi wants to make a big meal tomorrow night for everyone as a welcome home for Prodigy. It’ll be nice to have everyone together.” Her mom put her plate on the counter and waited for Tessa to finish hers before clearing the top of the island. “Now, let’s see this sketch and the fabulous fabric you told me about.” 
 
    Tessa pulled one bolt of fabric from the tote bag and placed in on the kitchen island. She unrolled a few yards and let it blow in the air as she shook it open. The silver thread picked up the overhead light and glistened, contrasting with the dark background. 
 
    “Black-on-black leopard?” Her mom fingered the silver metallic thread that outlined one of the leopard spots. “This is gorgeous.”  
 
    She knew her mom would love it since all Jessi Blade garments were lined with a pink silk leopard print.  
 
    “This is going to drape beautifully, Tessa. Let me see your sketch.” 
 
    Tessa dug the sheet of paper out of her bag, unfolded it and held it up.  
 
    Her mom took the paper and studied the sketch intently, her eyes roaming the page. “I love it. Let’s go to my workroom.” 
 
    Tessa followed her mom, fabric carefully cradled in her arms, to the room where trendsetting designs were born. She had spent so many hours in here as a kid, watching her mom construct designs for one of her many fashion houses, or custom-made couture pieces for the hottest rock stars and celebs. Tessa had learned, firsthand, the art of design and sewing and recently made several outfits for the tour, alongside her mother, just as they were doing now.  
 
    “You’re so talented, Tessa.” The pride always shined brightly from her mother’s gaze. “You have the capability to be a famous designer with your eye for fashion and edgy style. You’re a strong businesswoman with incredible work ethic. But most of all, you’re a performer with vocal ability beyond comprehension. You can do anything you want in life. You can have anything you want in life. Don’t ever be afraid to reach for the stars. They’re there waiting for you to pluck them out of the sky. Nothing is out of your reach.” 
 
    Tessa smiled and nodded, although her chest was caving in as her thoughts drifted back to Mason. She still couldn’t believe that she’d been so wrong about how he felt about her. She was never wrong. Her instincts were spot on. She paused for a moment and wondered why she was backing down so easily. She never accepted defeat. If she wanted something, she went after it and didn’t quit until she got it. Why was she giving up? Mason was worth fighting for. Hope and light filled her heart, and she vowed to make Mason see that they were meant to be together. 
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    Mason ran his fingers through his short hair and blew out a breath. “Christ.” He never suspected that Tessa was in love with him. He never saw any signs and was still shocked by her admission. It left him dazed and second guessing every interaction between them. He tried to recall conversations that they’d had in the past, searching for innuendo or comments he’d missed. Yeah, she’d been a flirtatious little girl, enamored by her big brother and his best friend. She would be riveted as he and Lucas played music together, often happy to simply sit and watch them or dance around the room instead of playing with her toys. She had idolized them both, but he thought it was normal, and she outgrew it.  
 
    Maybe he never read into her dazzling smile and wide-eyed gazes because she was significantly younger than him. Seven years wasn’t a big deal right now, but it had been when she was three and he was 10. And when she was 10 and he was 17. He had always viewed her as a little girl with a personality twice her size. His lips raised at the corners as he remembered the vivacious and boisterous attitude that had been prevalent since the day she was born. One thing about Tessa, she took charge of every situation and demanded attention. She was strong-willed and hard-headed. She knew what she wanted and went after it. She ran the band with an iron-clad fist, never accepting anything less than 100% from each of them, and even more from herself.  
 
    He had a decade of experience in the music industry over Tessa and Lucas. He’d toured the world with internationally acclaimed bands, but she ran Prodigy. She ran the show, and heaven forbid something or someone got in its path. She had a keen business sense and was as sharp as a whip. Nothing got past her. 
 
    He crossed the length of his apartment and stepped onto the balcony. The rich scent of carbon monoxide rose from the bustling New York City streets below filled with trucks, taxi cabs and traffic. He took a deep breath and smiled. It smelled like home. Central Park, with its lush greenery, served as a soft backdrop to the harsh concrete that surrounded it. Staring off into the distance, forgetting about the noise and activity below, he dazed out as his mind once again reverted to Tessa. He took a long, deep breath and let it out slowly. “Tessa, you just blew my fucking mind.” His phone rang and he jumped, sure it was Tessa who always had some kind of weird mental telepathy, but it was his dad. 
 
    “Welcome home, Mase!” 
 
    “Hey, Pop. How’d you know I was back already?” 
 
    “Do you think a Wilder is gonna slip into this city unrecognized?” 
 
    It was common knowledge that he and his parents were residents of the Upper West Side, but his dad was the one who caused a near riot and couldn’t step out of the house without a group of bodyguards. Although a star in his own right, Mason’s fandom didn’t encompass one-tenth of the magnitude his father commanded. Plus, he was more mellow, and the fans treated him as such. “I guess a 50-foot tour bus with Prodigy’s logo plastered across the side traveling down Fifth Avenue was a dead giveaway,” he said, smiling at the knowledge that his dad was only a few blocks away. 
 
    “It’s already all over social media. Drop by after you get settled. I miss ya, Mase.” 
 
    “Miss you, too, Dad. Tell Mom and Aunt Mary I’ll be there in a bit. I just want to grab a shower. And tell Michael I’m bringing a special treat.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Mason took his Lambo rather than walking, which would have been quicker than mid-day traffic, but he missed driving the vehicle. Lamborghini was sort of a signature brand for his family. His parents had gone through an array of color changes over the years and recently settled on twin black-on-black models. Mason’s was a deep charcoal with tan interior. When he was a kid, his dad had owned a bright red Lambo and had bought his mom a bright yellow one as a surprise. At the time, he thought it was the best present in the world and couldn’t imagine anyone getting such an extravagant gift. By the time he was 10 he realized that dropping two hundred grand on a gift for no special reason was commonplace in this family.   
 
    The familiar white and blue peaks of his favorite fast food joint made him swoop across two lanes of traffic and into the rare available parking space on Sixth Avenue. He ran inside, causing a small uproar as fans recognized him but staff came to his aid right away, and he was back in his car with two boxes filled with sliders in a New York minute. He stuffed two in his mouth before he pulled back into traffic, groaning with pleasure. There had been franchises in some of the cities he’d visited over the last few months, but no one did food like New York. And no one made a hamburger like White Castle. 
 
    By the time he took the private elevator up to his parents’ penthouse, one of the boxes was a half dozen shy. The doors opened directly into the apartment, and his little brother flew into his arms like Spiderman. He lifted the 10-year-old with one arm and gave him a hug, while trying not to drop the two boxes of White Castle. “I missed ya, Michael. Did you invent the next viral video game while I was gone?”  
 
    “I’m still working on it. Give me a few more weeks.” 
 
    The kid was a genius. A whiz at technology. Uninterested in music like Mason and their dad, or running Falcon Records like their mom, the kid was all about designing and creating video games.  
 
    “Mase!” His dad’s voice echoed in the open floor plan as he approached wearing the signature Wilder smile. 
 
    Mason found himself trapped in a big bear hug, which he heartily returned.  
 
    “How does it feel to be home?” his dad asked. 
 
    “Great. Sorry, you weren’t my first stop.” He grinned and motioned to Michael, who sat on the floor with an open box of White Castle in his lap, happily chewing with a smile of satisfaction. 
 
    His dad laughed. “I can’t believe you taught your brother to eat those things.” 
 
    “Mom! Mase is home!” Michael yelled with his face turned up toward the ceiling. 
 
    She came in from the other room wearing a tailored business suit complete with leather embellishments, obviously one of Jessi Blade’s designs. Her blond hair was still shoulder length, and she looked like she hadn’t aged a day in twenty years. She kissed him on both cheeks and hugged him tightly. “I’m so happy you’re home. I miss you so much when you’re on the road. At least this time you were with people I actually trust.” She waggled her finger at him. “You forget that I know exactly what happens on a tour bus.”  
 
    “White Castle?” Michael held up the rectangular box, offering one to his mother. 
 
    Her jaw fell open, and she playfully shook her head at Mason. “I can’t believe you brought fast food. We have a kitchen filled with gourmet meals and snacks. Are you hungry?” 
 
    She still had a personal chef who cooked every day, but Mason loved nothing more than White Castle. He plucked another burger from the box and stuffed it into his mouth. “I’m good.” 
 
    “Is that my Mason?” Aunt Mary’s sweet high-pitched voice carried through the room over the hum of her electric wheelchair as it glided toward him over the Brazilian Cherrywood. “Mason! I’m so happy you’re home!” 
 
    “Aunt Mary!” 
 
    Her hair was stark white now, without a hint of its original color which, only a few months ago, had clung to a few stubborn strands which refused to give in to the aging process. There were more wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, but she still beamed at him from behind her silver-rimmed glasses. He glanced down at the pink Burberry blanket that covered her knees. It didn’t matter if it was 90 degrees outside, she still had to have a blanket over her legs, and this pink plaid one, a gift he had given her on Mother’s Day, was her favorite. 
 
    He eradicated the distance between them in a few quick strides, happy to see her most of all. She gripped the arms of her chair tightly and started to rise, her body shaking from the simple effort. 
 
    “Aunt Mary, sit.” He touched her soft shoulder, concerned about her attempt to leave her wheelchair. 
 
    “No. No. I must hug my Mason.”  
 
    His parents were there in an instant, taking the blanket before it landed on the floor and gently supporting Aunt Mary until she was safely on her feet. She hugged him and patted his shoulder. “Oh, Mason,” she cooed. 
 
    Her frail frame felt like nothing in his arms, and her legs trembled, unused to the burden of supporting her body, so he held her tightly.  
 
    She rested her hand on his shoulder and continually patted it as she repeated his name. “You haven’t been gone this long in a while.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” Guilt gnawed at him. Although Aunt Mary was his great aunt, she was more like his grandmother, and they shared a close bond. He flashed her a teasing smile. “You can always come on tour with Prodigy, the same way you toured with Immortal Angel when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” She emitted a lighthearted laugh and waved a shaky hand at him. “I was a much younger woman back then. I still can’t believe I toured with a rock band.” 
 
    Mason’s mom helped Aunt Mary back into the chair. “You’re a bad ass, Aunt Mary,” she said. 
 
    “And you’re a dear.” Aunt Mary patted his mom’s hand with affection, then she wrinkled her nose and sniffed the air. “Is that White Castle I smell?” 
 
    Mason picked up the box of sliders and offered her one. She presented a mischievous grin and took one from the box and nibbled on it.  
 
    Mason did the same. “Just like old times, Aunt Mary. Do you want another?”  
 
    “Careful,” Mason’s mom warned. “I don’t want your stomach to get upset. We’re going by Angel’s for one of his home-cooked meals tomorrow night, and I know you don’t want to miss that.”  
 
    “Heavens, no.” Aunt Mary retracted her hand. “I love Angel’s cooking. And I’m looking forward to seeing Tessa and Lucas, too.” 
 
    Thoughts of authentic Cuban cuisine, maybe lechon asado, had Mason’s taste buds watering, but the smile fell off his face the second he remembered the uneasy tension between himself and Tessa. The White Castle burgers felt like a brick in his stomach and he dropped his arm to his side, almost dropping the small burger to the floor.  
 
    For almost an hour he totally forgot about the awkwardness that stood between him and a girl he loved like a sister. He knew he needed to face Tessa and clear the air. They needed to talk about the elephant in the room and get it out of the way. He just needed to figure out what the hell he was going to say to her. 
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    Mason tapped his signature rat-a-tat-tat on the door to a place that was like a second home to him. Long Beach was so different from the concrete jungle of the City, and he took in a deep breath of ocean air. 
 
    The door suddenly swung open and Tommy Blade greeted him. It still shocked Mason how much Lucas resembled his dad. They had the same long blond hair, the same bright blue eyes and the same talent on the guitar. There was no doubt that they were father and son. 
 
    Tommy gave Mason a bear hug accompanied by a few slaps on the back. When he pulled back, he held onto Mason’s upper arms with a strong grip. “Congratulations on your first tour with Prodigy.” He waved his hand. “You’re an old pro at touring by now. It probably doesn’t even phase you anymore. My kids, on the other hand, are over the moon. Was it everything you hoped for?” 
 
    Mason had been waiting for years for Prodigy to go mainstream and take the leap from local bar band to signed touring band. He filled with animation as he recalled the high of finally fulfilling his destiny. “The tour. Playing on stage with Prodigy. Watching the reception from the fans. Everything about it was incredible.” Everything except the last night of the tour when Tessa dropped a bomb on their friendship, and the animation that filled him as he recalled the high of the tour disappeared. His heart sank as he thought of Tessa. He still felt so bad about how he rejected her but didn’t know how to address it. He decided that the only way to get past it was to act as if it never happened. But how could he ever forget the hurt and devastation that stared back at him in her expressive brown eyes. He hated himself for making her feel that way. She was such a sweet girl, so full of life and love for everyone around her. 
 
    He let out a deep breath as he stepped into the marble entrance, wanting to see Tessa face to face and get the awkwardness out of the way. He tilted his head and turned his ear upwards, noting the lack of noise. All of Immortal Angel was here, judging by the amount of sports cars that lined the driveway, and voices should be echoing off the cathedral ceiling. “Where is everybody?” 
 
    “The guys are in the studio. Tessa and Sindy are upstairs in Tessa’s old suite, and the women are in the great room.” Tommy slung his arm around Mason’s shoulder, bumping him with a rock-hard pec. “We’re listening to Immortal Angel’s new album. Tonight’s not only a welcome home dinner for you kids, it’s our unofficial CD release party.” 
 
    They walked through the mansion and down the stairs that led to the music studio in the basement. It’s the place where magic happened. Immortal Angel recorded at Falcon Records’ studio, but Prodigy wrote music and recorded their tracks here.  
 
    Mason paused on the bottom step to take in the space that held a special place in his heart and housed two decades of memories for him. The area directly in front of him was set up like one big stage. The Tama kit stared back at him, light gleaming off the chrome hardware, saluting him with a greeting. The other side of the floor housed the isolation booth with several million dollars’ worth of recording equipment. Memories played in his head like a movie. He saw himself at 15 beating the hell out of his old Pearl kit, mesmerized by the sounds a 10-year-old Lucas played on his guitar, and astounded by the powerful vocals and heavy baseline produced by an eight-year-old little girl with a personality as big as the room and more determination and stamina than he and Lucas put together. The scene in his head flashed forward to last year when Sindy joined the band as rhythm guitarist, challenging Lucas with her dominant guitar playing and defiant attitude. 
 
    He remembered the countless hours of watching and re-watching videos of themselves throughout the years. It had been Tessa’s idea to set up a camera to record what they looked like performing as a band. And she scrutinized every bit of it, never accepting anything less than perfection from everyone, including herself. 
 
    “Mase! You finally made it.” His dad briskly walked toward him and gave him a hug similar to the one Tommy Blade just gave him. 
 
    Next to greet him was Damien Diamond, Immortal Angel’s bassist. He was the man who taught Tessa to thump out a beat on the bass guitar when she was barely big enough to hold it.  
 
    When Mason was a kid, the sky-high blue Mohawk, gory tattoos that ran all the way up to Damien’s chin, and his hard eyes had scared him at first, but he soon found out that it was all a front. The man was a pussycat underneath the tough exterior who loved his wife more than anything in the world. 
 
    “S’up?” Damien fist bumped Mason. “Glad to be home?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I could do it all over again.” 
 
    “I caught some reviews. Great job.” Damian put his fist to his chest. “Watching you kids gets me right here. Makes me wish I had a kid.” A sinister grin stretched across his face. “Almost.” 
 
    “There he is!” Angel Garcia, Tommy Blade’s husband, dynamic lead vocalist and famous frontman to Immortal Angel, better known as Papi to Lucas and Tessa, walked toward Mason from the other side of the studio. He didn’t give him a big bear hug or a cool fist bump. Mason received a warm fatherly embrace, genuine pride beaming from this man with a heart of gold. “I’m so relieved that you kids are all home safely. I worried so much about the four of you on the road. Me and Jessi would be up all night trying to figure out which city you were in, which time zone and how you were all handling the non-stop agenda.” 
 
    Tommy Blade put his palm across his forehead. “They drove me crazy sitting up in bed, Angel on one side of me and Jessi on the other. I’d be trying to sleep, and they’d be talking across me. One night, I finally had to get up and switch sides. I’m not used to sleeping on the edge of the bed. I sleep in the middle. I rolled over, and I fell clear off the bed, right onto the floor.” 
 
    Angel laughed and gave Tommy a kiss on the cheek. “Mi amor, I’m so sorry. You poor bebe. Jessi and I felt so bad.” 
 
    Tommy gazed at Angel, a spark igniting as their eyes met. “That’s OK.” He turned to Mason with a wicked smile. “He and Jessi made up for it. Big time. So, I feigned falling off the bed the next night, too.”  
 
    Lucas approached from the back room. “I thought I heard your voice.” He gave Mason a one-shoulder hug and a slap on the back. “Are you listening to this incredible new song? Thirty years and our parents are still putting out music. Can you believe it?” 
 
      Prodigy sang hard rock, but Immortal Angel’s music was unique in this age of EDM, hip hop, and hardcore rock and roll. They were one of the few old-school punk rock bands left that still topped the charts. Mason listened to the track currently playing on the Bose sound system, his foot already tapping and hand thumping on his thigh. It was fresh and catchy. The fast beats and raunchy lyrics made your body gyrate with movement. There was no standing still when listening to Immortal Angel.  
 
    After he listened to a few more songs, Mason left the studio and went upstairs. He wanted to say hello to Aunt Mary. He really missed her these last few months. Once in the great room, he felt slightly out of place for being the only man in this crowd of women, but only for a moment. Jessi, Lucas and Tessa’s mom and the wife of Tommy Blade and Angel Garcia, stood out with her colorful hair and rock star clothes. She came over, kissed both his cheeks and ruffled his hair like he was five years old again. Mason’s mom was standing near the fireplace, smiling at him warmly. The other standout in the room was Alyssa Diamond, Damien’s wife, in her usual head-to-toe black attire.  
 
    Then there was Aunt Mary sitting in her wheelchair with her favorite blanket and her hair pulled back into a soft bun, looking at home in the midst of this bunch of trendy rock star wives. She never stayed home, and no one would think about leaving her. She was at every occasion and get together. She was part of the Immortal Angel family.  
 
    When Aunt Mary spotted Mason her face became animated and she waved frantically at him, as if she hadn’t just seen him yesterday.  
 
    He went to her, took her hands and kissed her cheek. “Hi, Aunt Mary. Are you having a good time?” 
 
    She tried to squeeze his hands, but it was little more than shaky pressure. “I always have a good time with these ladies. They make me feel like a girl again.” 
 
    “You are still a girl, Aunt Mary. Do you want to get up and dance?” 
 
    She laughed and patted his cheek. “You’re so funny, Mason.” 
 
    Voices and footsteps brought Tessa and Sindy into the room and Mason stood up straight. Apprehension about what to expect, and what degree of awkwardness would persist between him and Tessa, had his stomach in a knot. He didn’t know how she was going to greet him or react once they made eye contact, but Tessa came in like a breeze and stole center stage. She floated to the center of the room and spun around, arms spread to the sides. “Me and my mom made this yesterday.” She ran her hand over her shoulder. “I picked up the fabric in New Orleans.” 
 
    Aunt Mary’s hand went to her cheek. “It’s so beautiful! You’re so talented, Tessa. Isn’t she, Mason?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. She is.” 
 
    Alyssa stepped forward, in all her gothic darkness, and touched the fabric. “This is hot. And it’s my color. Black.” 
 
    More voices and footsteps came from the other room and Angel appeared in the doorway. “Dinner is ready.” 
 
    As everyone began to exit the room, Mason hung back and waited for Tessa. He needed to clear the air between them. Something happened that needed to be addressed. Something big enough to potentially rock their friendship, and he couldn’t pretend otherwise. “Hey, Tess, hang on a sec.” 
 
    She smiled brightly at him, without any hint of unease. “What’s up?” 
 
    He waited until the room was empty and it was just the two of them. “I feel really bad about the other night. I can’t stop thinking about it. I’m sorry. I don’t want you to think—” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad. As far as I’m concerned, it never happened.”  
 
    That’s exactly how she was acting, but Mason knew it was her way of dismissing the tension. The odd thing was that Tessa never glossed over anything. She wanted everything out in the open. Exposed. It was the only way to move past a situation. “But it did happen, Tessa. And you were very upset.” 
 
    “I’m over it.” She touched his arm and her face grew intensely serious. “I was embarrassed. That’s why I reacted so strongly. I put myself out there. I took a risk, and it backfired.” 
 
    The words were like little stab wounds. Icepicks in his chest. He never wanted to hurt Tessa. Anyone but Tessa. “I’m sorry, Tess. Are you OK? Are we OK?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. I’m fine and we’re fine.” 
 
    Her words were too formal and her gaze too steady. Never wavering. Barely blinking. He knew she couldn’t have recovered so quickly. She had the strength of a warrior and a backbone of steel, but he knew her heart, and it was fragile, kind, and generous. 
 
    “Now, let’s go into the dining room. I spent the day cooking with my papi, and he’s waiting for me.” Then she exited the room and left him standing there staring after her.  
 
    He didn’t know what else to do, so he followed her, but she didn’t wait for him so they could walk together. Instead, her pace was quick, and she never looked back, as if she didn’t know he was walking 10 feet behind her. When they got to the formal dining room, her stride never slowed, and she went straight to the kitchen.  
 
    “I got a seat for ya right here, Mase,” his dad said, patting the chair between him and Aunt Mary.  
 
    Mason slipped into the empty seat and Aunt Mary patted his knee. She gave him an apple-cheeked smile and a loving gaze that told him how much she had missed him. After putting his arm around her and giving her a little hug, he got lost in the banter of the large group at the table, until Angel and Tessa emerged from the kitchen, each carrying a platter of food that carried the scent of aromatic spices and savory pork drifting across the room. They each wore novelty aprons, which was a tradition for the father/daughter team. Angel’s said, “Flour Power.” Tessa’s apron had a picture of a black hat, sunglasses and goatee on a white background, ala Walter White of Breaking Bad, accompanied by the words, “Let’s Cook.” 
 
    As usual with large gatherings at the Blade-Garcia mansion, wait staff refilled glasses and cleared the table, but the food was always prepared and presented by Angel and Tessa, and there was always a description and sometimes a story that accompanied each dish.  
 
     ”Pernil relleno!” Angel announced, placing his platter on the table. “That’s a pork roast, marinated in mojo sauce, stuffed with rice and beans.” 
 
    “Ajaico!” he said as Tessa set down the tray in her hands.  
 
    “It’s a stew with potatoes, pumpkin, pork, corn, fried egg, and a bunch of other stuff,” Tessa explained. 
 
    Another quick trip to the kitchen and a second pair of dishes landed on the table. Again, Angel revealed their names and contents. “Vaca frita. Beef marinated in lime and garlic. Ropa vieja. Beef, slow cooked, with tomatoes and onion.” 
 
    “Two beef dishes?” Mason sat up straight in his chair. Almost everything served in this house revolved around pork, so beef was a nice surprise. 
 
    “Holy cow. Literally.” Mason’s dad added, and they both shared a wide smile that mirrored the other. 
 
    “I love the pork dishes you serve,” Mason told Angel and Tessa, “but I’m a steak-and-potatoes kinda guy.” 
 
    “I made this one.” Tessa placed a large portion of the vaca frita on Mason’s plate.  
 
    He stuffed a forkful into his mouth, not bothering to wait for the rest of the side dishes and breads. Just to taste it. He’d wait for Tessa and Angel to sit down before he really dug in. The beef practically melted on his tongue, and the lime and garlic assaulted his mouth with flavor. “Mmm.” He wrapped an arm around his waist. “This is fantastic. Delicious.” 
 
    She thanked him, with a small smile on her face, happy that he enjoyed the dish she made, and returned to the kitchen with Angel to retrieve the accompaniments for the meal. Once everything was on the table, she sat directly across from Mason, and gave him another serving of the vaca frita, the corners of her mouth still turned upward. Guilt flooded him, and he felt like a jerk. Even though she acted as if she was OK, he knew she was only pretending, and it gutted him. 
 
    Angel returned and sat at the head of the table, Tommy on his right and Jessi on his left, and the meal commenced. Everyone filled their plates, followed by an array of yummy noises and compliments. They talked and had cross conversations across the table.  
 
    Mason watched Tessa, sitting between Sindy and Alyssa, talking about the tour. She began to relay the story about how the stage lights went out in the middle of the last show due to a brief power outage. “With no amps, there was no way to address the crowd or get their attention and maintain control. I tried, but I maxed out my voice after a few minutes. Mason saved the night and probably prevented a riot,” Tessa explained, sending a beaming smile his way. “He started banging on his drums and delivered a spontaneous and jaw-dropping drum solo loud enough to get everyone’s attention. The stage crew gathered around and held their phones on him like a spotlight. It was an incredible thing to witness. The crowd quieted and forgot that there was a power failure. They were totally focused on him. The power came on a few minutes later but the fans didn’t even react. They waited until Mason finished his drum solo and then they went nuts cheering and hollering. It was amazing. He was amazing!” 
 
    His quick thinking had staved off a potentially dangerous situation and brought order to an unruly crowd. The manager of the arena had been grateful and personally thanked Mason and offered them front row VIP passes to any show on the card in the next 12 months. Even so, Tessa was laying it on a little thick. Although it was hard to tell if she was playing up the heroics in order to smooth out any leftover uneasiness between them, since she had such an over-the-top vivacious personality. Maybe he was reading into her actions too much and he was the one who was dwelling on everything and making it uncomfortable. But how the hell do you forget about it when someone pours their heart out and tells you they love you? 
 
    “I hope everyone is enjoying their meal,” Angel said, quieting the chatter around the table. “My daughter and I have cooked this magnificent feast to celebrate Prodigy’s success.”  
 
    “To the next generation of rock stars.” Tommy held up his glass. 
 
     Jessi clinked her water goblet against it. “We’re so proud of you kids.” 
 
    Mason turned toward Aunt Mary, who was dabbing her eyes behind her glasses, and he touched her shoulder with concern. “What’s wrong, Aunt Mary?” 
 
    She wiped her nose with a tissue, which seemed to come from an endless supply, either tucked into her sleeve or in one of her pockets. “I’m just an old lady getting sentimental, that’s all. It seems like just yesterday that you were a small boy barely big enough to sit behind your father’s drums.” She patted his cheek with a frail hand. “That was such a courageous thing you did at the concert. People could have been hurt, and you calmed them with your music.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mason’s dad leaned forward so he could see Aunt Mary. “Because nothing evokes serenity like a Wilder pounding on his drums so hard that the walls shake and the roof threatens to collapse.” 
 
    Aunt Mary laughed and waved her balled up tissue at him. “You’re such a character, Jimmy. Always with the jokes.” 
 
    When everyone was done with the main course, the wait staff came to life and cleared the many dishes and plates from the table and prepared the little containers of leftovers that Angel insisted everyone take home at the end of the night. 
 
    Dessert was a feast in itself. Coffee was poured by the staff, but the sweets were delivered by their makers, just like the meal. 
 
    “I hope Tessa made one of her cakes,” Lucas commented. “Papi always makes Cuban and Latin desserts, but there’s nothing like a traditional chocolate cake.” 
 
    “I don’t care what it is,” Mason’s dad replied. “Bring it on!” As they waited for Angel and Tessa to bring out the desserts, Mason’s dad thumped a pair of spoons on the table, causing the water to sway in everyone’s glasses. A recognizable beat became apparent, and Mason tilted his head in order to hear it more clearly. He met his father’s gaze and they shared the famous Wilder smile. The pair of spoons at the side of Mason’s dish weren’t his instruments of choice. He preferred the butter knives to serve as makeshift drumsticks, but only one was sitting beside his formal place setting so he stole his dad’s unused butter knife. The edge of the crystal water goblet served as a beautiful percussion. As he crashed the metal utensil on the thick-cut glass, a sparkle of sound sprayed from its edge. The heavy handle of the other butter knife against the hardwood table, softened by thick protective padding and a cloth table covering, added a resounding beat, much like his bass drum. Together, he and his dad played the heavy rhythm of Prodigy’s debut single, Driven.  
 
    Tessa strolled into the dining room carrying a large round platter with a high cover. Her cheeks widened into a smile at the impromptu rendition of Prodigy’s song performed on the expensive crystal. She rested the dessert on the table and jumped into the chorus with an extra growl in her voice. The peppermill served as a microphone, and the high ceiling provided acoustics which showcased Tessa’s power without the aid of an amp. At the end of the song, Mason finished it off with a double strike to the crystal goblet which rang through the dining room as clear as a bell, and everyone applauded their little performance. 
 
    “Maravilloso! Wonderful!” Angel gave them a standing ovation as he clapped heartily. “But you do realize that was Baccarat.” He motioned to the crystal goblet. “You were banging a solid sterling butter knife on a three-hundred-dollar glass.” 
 
    Sindy choked on a gulp of water, then carefully removed the glass from her lips with two shaking hands and set it safely on the table. 
 
    Lucas gave her a pat on the back. “Don’t worry about it. It’s old.” 
 
    A sheepish grin passed over Mason’s lips. “Sorry,” he apologized.  
 
    His dad wrapped an arm around Mason’s neck and squeezed a hug onto his shoulder. “When my kid gets a beat in his head, he can’t control himself. Just like his old man!” 
 
    Alyssa, who hated the constant drumming, rolled her eyes at Damien. “And to think, I used to complain when we only had one Wilder shaking the house with constant foot tapping and banging on the furniture.”  
 
    Damien’s mouth quirked into a tiny smile and he playfully chucked his wife on the chin. “You’re married to a musician. What did you expect?” 
 
     She flipped her long black hair off her shoulder and retaliated with a shove against his chest. 
 
    “Oh, man.” Lucas’ voice bellowed when he saw that Tessa lifted the top to the cake plate. “I need a piece of that. Is the inside chocolate, too?”  
 
    “It’s triple chocolate.” Tessa pointed to the cake with her serving spatula. “Dark chocolate fudge frosting with hand grated coconut. Chocolate rum cake. And a chocolate-raspberry ganache filling. I made it just for you, big brother.” 
 
    Lucas practically drooled while he rubbed his stomach. “Cut me a nice big piece, will ya, Tess?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Mason couldn’t believe that they were home for two days, after being on the road for months, and Tessa cooked and baked a banquet and made the cool top she was wearing. “I’ll take a piece of that cake, too. It’s my favorite.” 
 
    “No it’s not,” Mason’s mom interrupted. “Red velvet is your favorite.” 
 
    Mason felt his cheeks flush. He was trying to be nice. Way to go, Mom. “You’re right.” He laughed it off. “That cake looks so good I forgot.”  
 
    “It’s OK.” Tessa held up the large slice of cake which dwarfed the small plate. “Next time I’ll make a red velvet. Here. You can have the first piece, since you’re a guest.” 
 
    Mason pointed his fork in a stabbing motion at Lucas and mocked his best friend with a laugh. “Wait your turn. You’re just her brother. I’m a guest.” 
 
    “Hey, Tessa,” Mason’s dad got her attention. “Guess what Mason did as soon as he got home from the tour?”   
 
    She looked at Mason, a smile in her eyes. “He played the drums.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, we had a little drum off in my music room, but, before that, before he even came to the penthouse, he stopped and picked up two suitcases of White Castle.” 
 
    Tessa’s mouth dropped open and her hand went to her forehead. “Oh my God, you didn’t?” 
 
    “They were almost as good as your vaca frita,” Mason teased. 
 
    Tessa snatched the cake away from him, pulling the plate across the table linen before he had a chance to snag a piece of the rich chocolate dessert with his fork. “You take that back.” Her dark eyes were ablaze, but her mouth bore a playful smile.  
 
    “I take it back,” he was quick to answer, eager for the return of his cake. 
 
    She inched the plate forward, but when he reached for it, she pulled it away again. His eyes shot up to hers. She had a full blown ear-to-ear grin on her face, and her dark eyes smoldered at him. He honestly didn’t know what to say. Everyone else was going about their own conversations. Even Lucas had cut his own slice of cake and was happily shoving forkfuls into his mouth, while Mason was engaged in a playful game of cat and mouse with Tessa. It wasn’t like her to fish for compliments, so he didn’t think that was her intention. He returned her grin, but with a questioning quirk to his brow. She leaned over the table and slowly pushed the plate in his direction.  
 
    “Enjoy it,” she said in a husky voice.  
 
    As he lowered his eyes to the plate, his gaze caught a peek down the neckline of her top. It was only a quick glimpse, which no one else probably noticed since she straightened up right away, but Mason got an up close and personal view of her cleavage, the gully between her breasts and the curve of each one. His mouth fell open and his gaze darted up to hers, but she was cutting another slice of cake. As she transferred the cake from the serving dish to the plate, her mouth curled into a sly smile and she flashed a set of twinkling brown eyes at him, then raised her brows for a quick second. Shock stole his voice. The coy smile remained on Tessa’s lips as she handed the plate to Sindy and she shot him another quick glance. 
 
    Oh my God. She was flirting with him. 
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    Even after five days Mason couldn’t stop rehashing the confrontation he had with Tessa after the show in Cincinnati. He was a guy who had always protected her as fiercely as her brother, and he had hurt her with the blunt truth. That was the biggest problem. He could have let her down easier or been more empathetic. It took an infinite amount of courage to confess that you loved someone who wasn’t expecting it and to put your heart on the line like that. Damn, he had so much respect for her. 
 
    Even though she had been crushed, when she saw him next, at dinner, she pretended nothing was wrong. And he still didn’t know what to make of the incident with the cake. He ran his fingers through his hair and blew out a breath. This was one complicated situation.  
 
    He didn’t know what would happen once they saw one another now that almost a week had past, but he was about to find out. He pulled into the driveway of the Blade-Garcia mansion, ready to rehearse the new song in the studio, and hoped that music would be the surefire way to ensure normalcy in their lives. 
 
    Angel answered the door with a surprised smile. “You have your own key. You don’t have to ring the doorbell.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to barge in since Lucas doesn’t live here anymore.” Truth being, he erred on the side of caution when it came to Angel, Tommy and Jessi. With everything that was going on, he couldn’t deal with walking in on a ménage à trois. He followed Angel to the kitchen where he found Jessi sitting on Tommy’s knee at the huge center island. She didn’t bother to move into the next seat, comfortable with their open display of affection.  
 
    “Hi, Mase.” Her eyes took on a welcoming hue. “Are you here to use the studio?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re gonna work on the new song Tessa wrote on the way home from the tour.” 
 
    “My kids are coming over?” Tommy asked. “Geeze. The parents are always the last to know.” 
 
    Jessi smiled and elbowed him. “They don’t need to call before they come over.” 
 
    Tommy rubbed his chest, as if Jessi’s tiny elbow could make a dent in his broad chest. “You don’t have to heart punch me.” 
 
    “You poor baby.” She coddled him by cupping his face with one hand and rubbing his chest with the other, which garnered a warm loving smile from Tommy, and probably the reason for his overly dramatic reaction. 
 
    Angel stood behind their chair. “Pardon the lack of manners from my spouses. Would you like breakfast, Mason? I could whip up an omelet or some huevos rancheros.” 
 
    “Nah, man. Thanks. I’m cool. I’ll help myself to some coffee though.” He took a mug from the cabinet and filled his cup. “I’m gonna head downstairs and get a jump on it. Let Lucas and Tessa know I’m ready when they get here.”  
 
    As he descended the stairs to the studio, he paused to take in the familiar surroundings and warmth filled his chest. He sat behind his Tama kit, and it felt like home. He couldn’t count the number of hours or the amount of time he’d spent sitting in this exact spot. After taking a gulp of coffee, he placed his cup on the floor behind him and took a pair of sticks from the stick bag. He fingered the dents, remembering the last time he’d played before the tour started. The chrome hardware of his toms picked up the light and winked at him. The cymbals danced with a gentle sway as he touched them lightly. “I may disappear for months at a time,” he said aloud, “but, I’ll never leave you.”   
 
    He played a quick 2/4 beat and a smile bloomed on his face. Nothing fulfilled him more than hitting the drums, and this kit in particular was his baby. They were reunited after a long hiatus and he lovingly placed his hand on the snare. “Daddy’s home,” he whispered. As he continued to play, a feeling of unification filled him. He suddenly stilled, one stick in the air, one touching his side tom, as a memory passed behind his eyes. He had a vision of himself sitting in this exact spot when he was about 22. He had just come home from a long stint on the road with an internationally-acclaimed rock band. The tour had been eight months, the longest he’d been away from home. He had missed his family. It had been hard to be away from Lucas and Tessa, and from Prodigy, for such a long period of time. He had come to the studio to play on his favorite kit and got lost in the connection he shared with the instrument. He had looked up and Tessa was standing at the bottom of the steps, leaning against the newel post. She had been quietly watching him with a smile and a faraway look in her eyes. She must have been 15 or 16 back then. He remembered the way her gaze made him feel, as if he was her hero. At the time, he had thought it was because they’d never been apart for so long before and because of the close friendship they shared. Now he realized it was because she was in love with him.  
 
    He blinked, sure he was hallucinating. Tessa was standing in the same spot right now, arms folded across her chest leaning against the newel post. She wore a dreamy smile on her face, almost exactly as she had done back then. 
 
    “I could watch you play for hours.” She slowly strolled toward him. “There’s something about watching you play that always hypnotizes me.” 
 
    Except, he wasn’t playing. He had been drifting off, thinking about a moment they shared almost seven years ago. Could she have been recalling a similar memory? 
 
    “I tweaked the lyrics a little on the song and came up with a title. Dirty Little Secrets.” 
 
    He knew the song was about her hidden feelings for him, and he forced himself not to react or look down at the floor. He nodded. “It’s a great song. You really outdid yourself with this one, Tessa.” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side with modesty. “I just write what comes to me. You know how it is. We have no control over the music that fills our soul. It just pours out.” 
 
    Voices from the staircase grew louder, pulling their attention to Lucas and Sindy who stepped into the studio. Lucas already had his Les Paul on his shoulder. Sometimes Mason thought that thing was glued to Lucas’ chest. There were over a dozen guitars housed in the guitar room at the back of the studio that Lucas could choose from, but he chose to rehearse with the beloved instrument in his hands that had been passed down from his father.  
 
    Sindy picked a Gibson from the rack and handed Tessa her Quantum Modulus bass. “I can’t wait to hear how this song sounds through the house amps. I haven’t been this excited about a song in a long time.” 
 
    Tessa’s gaze never left Mason as she tightened a key on the head of her bass. “Me either. I’m gonna rock this shit. Hard.” 
 
    A small chill ran down Mason’s back at the inflection in her voice. Or maybe he was over-analyzing it. He honestly didn’t know what the hell to think at this point. There was a tornado whirling around in his head, and it was constantly picking up speed. He wasn’t in the habit of analyzing people’s words and actions. He was too chill to try to decipher hidden meanings and decode innuendo. He decided to let go of the crazy thoughts needling at his brain and concentrate on the song. 
 
    They had only played it on the bus a few times on the way home from Cincinnati, and, at that time, he had only used his electronic drum pad. He’d perfected the beat on the Pearl drum kit in his apartment only yesterday. With everyone in position, Mason counted off four beats on his sticks and slammed them down on the drums. Tessa followed his rhythm perfectly, even with the slight variations she hadn’t heard before. Her thick bassline beefed up the beat. Lucas and Sindy had obviously rehearsed together as well and added a few extra chords that elevated the melody to a higher level. They had all worked on the song individually, and it still came together harmoniously.  
 
    By the time the second chorus rolled around, Mason was lost in his head. Nothing mattered except the boom that kept his heart beating. He dazed out, in a fog of hard beats and shattered splashes from his cymbals. The room felt like it was spinning, but he was stuck in one spot. The music became a cyclone around him, and he felt as if he was at the center of it, fueling its momentum. Bands of muscle pulled across his biceps and shoulders with each heavy strike, and his calves burned from hitting the double bass.  
 
    Tessa stood in front of him, breaking his trance and demanding attention. Instead of singing into the mirror that covered the wall facing them as she usually did, she was in front of the small drum riser. Then she surprised him by leaping onto it, as quick as a cat. She crouched down, mic to her lips, and growled out lyrics with a soul shaking hiss. Passion infused every word. It was seductive, loud and abrasive. It was rock and roll. When he hit his left cymbal, Tessa took the eight-thousand-dollar mic and smashed it repeatedly into the right cymbal with rebellion and attitude. Then she jumped down and returned to the front of the room.  
 
    He was shocked into a wide eyed incredulous smile that was cemented onto his lips. He’d never seen her so in your face. He rolled his sticks across his toms and kicked his bass with a surge of adrenaline. As he twirled his drumstick between his fingers, Tessa spun around and pointed at him as she delivered a lyric, and he did something he hadn’t done since he was six years old. He dropped a drumstick.  
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    “Man, that was an incredible rehearsal,” Mason told Lucas as they stood by the enormous guitar-shaped pool behind the Blade-Garcia mansion. 
 
    “It was.” Lucas took a swig of his beer. “I love the way this song turned out. Sindy and I worked on it a little last night, but I never expected both you and Tessa to change it up, too. It all just came together. That’s what happens when you have four people who work together the way we do. We can easily transition into subtle changes. It’s like we know exactly what each other are thinking.”  
 
    If only. That’s what Mason thought, until Tessa blindsided him with the truth. “Did you hear that spin Tessa put on the vocals?” It was another shocker from this girl he thought he knew so well. 
 
    “Yeah.” Lucas raised his brows. “She really jumped into it. But that’s my sister. What’d you think of the way we twisted the riff? Sindy loved how intricate some of the patterns were. She actually listened to me when I explained how I came up with them.” 
 
    As Mason tipped the bottle to his lips and took a sip of beer, movement from the other side of the pool caught his attention. It was Tessa, padding across the stamped concrete with her bare feet wearing a short beach robe.  
 
    “Don’t worry, big brother,” she called to Lucas. “I’m only taking a quick swim. I’m not gonna barge in on your guy time.” 
 
    “OK by me.” Lucas shrugged indifferently, and continued to explain the reasoning behind changing the riff. 
 
    But Mason wasn’t listening. Not because he wasn’t interested, because he was watching Tessa. She was acting remarkably unaffected. The contrast from her initial reaction to his rejection was too contradictory. She was overcompensating. He was worried about her, and he wanted to make sure she was all right.  
 
    He glanced at Lucas, worried his best friend noticed that he’d been focusing on Tessa. But Lucas was engrossed in explaining the intricate details of chord progression and the balance of notes in the melody of the new song. When Lucas was discussing music theory, a meteor could fall from the sky and land right next to him and the guy wouldn’t have blinked. 
 
    Mason returned his gaze to Tessa. She walked around the long end of the pool, the sprawling neck of the guitar that ran a good 25 feet in length. Her short silky robe flapped in the breeze, exposing her upper thighs. She skipped over something on the concrete, causing a gust to raise the hem of her robe and reveal the curve of one butt cheek. Mason quickly averted his eyes. He pretended to pay attention to his best friend for a few seconds, and then his eyes drifted back to Tessa. She had rounded the neck of the guitar-shaped pool and was headed toward where Mason and Lucas stood. With a bounce in her step, she smiled at them as she past. “Hi, Mason,” she said cheerfully. Way too cheerfully. And it was odd that she greeted him when they’d just spent several hours together in the studio. 
 
    “Hey.” His eyes followed her as she rounded the other end of the pool – the round body of the guitar – where the water was deepest. She climbed onto the diving board and walked to the end. Eyes straight ahead, she untied the belt to her short silky robe. He noticed that it was the same fabric as the top she had displayed the other night at dinner. Had she made the robe, too? She let the robe fall off her shoulders and tossed it behind her where it floated down to the concrete. The gold foil bikini she wore made his eyes pop. There were jeweled accents along the cleavage that accentuated her small perky breasts and sparkled in the light of the sun, making a prism. There were more jewels on the high leg openings of the skimpy bottom that made her legs look twice as long. Her skin was tanned a deep bronze. She must have spent a day in the sun yesterday, and the hue of her complexion contrasted beautifully with the metallic color of her swimsuit, which glimmered in the sunlight along with the jewels. She looked more beautiful than he’d ever seen, as if she belonged on a magazine cover or in an ad for suntan lotion.  
 
    She positioned her toes at the end of the board and took a few deep breaths. She pulled at the sides of her bikini bottom, lifting them higher and elongating her legs. She adjusted the strings at the back of her neck, straightened her arms at her sides and rolled her shoulders. Meanwhile, Lucas kept on talking, not even noticing that Mason’s eyes hadn’t left his sister. Tessa knew he was watching her, though, and the little show at the end of the board was clearly for his benefit. She raised her arms over her head in a delicate arc, bounced off the end of the board and slipped into the water with grace. 
 
    Lucas tapped Mason on the arm with his beer bottle. “I guess I’m boring you with music theory again.”  
 
    Mason’s eyes snapped back to his best friend. 
 
    “I wish someone got it like I did. I was hoping that person would be Sindy, but she turned out to be another lost soul.” Lucas drained his beer. “I’m getting a refill. Want one?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure.” As Lucas headed into the house, Mason watched Tessa through the blur of the water. Her hair fanned out like black feathers while she moved underneath the surface. Her arms and legs created ripples on top of the water. She swam halfway down the length of the pool before she popped up for air, then swam back toward him. She shot up from the water and lifted herself onto the cement in front of him in one quick motion.  
 
    Squeezing the water from her hair, she smiled at him. “The water is beautiful.” 
 
    The tiny bikini, adorned with gems, sparkled brightly now that they were wet, and Mason’s eyes washed over her. Droplets of water cascaded down her taut body. Running on the beach and swimming left her arms and legs well-toned, without an ounce of fat. He’d never noticed how attractive she was before. 
 
    “I love this pool. Don’t you?” 
 
    Mason’s gaze shot up to Tessa’s face. “Uh. Um. It’s one of a kind. Who else has a 50-foot guitar-shaped swimming pool with purple lighting?” 
 
    She picked up a towel that was folded on the chaise lounge next to her and tied it around her waist. “See ya later.”  
 
    Mason watched her walk toward the house. She had a swagger to her gate, and her hips sashayed as she made her way around the perimeter of the pool. When she got to the sliders, she stopped and looked back at him, the corner of her mouth curling into a smile. She pulled the towel from around her waist with one hand, which exposed her bare butt cheeks in the skimpy thong he never expected her to be wearing. He stared at the perfect globes of her ass, firm and tan, with two little dimples sitting at the small of her back. Then she slipped inside and out of view. 
 
    Mason ran his hand through his short bristly hair, still shocked at the display he just witnessed. “Christ.” 
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    “I want to do something fun,” Sindy said, putting down the makeup brush on Tessa’s vanity. 
 
    Tessa moved behind Sindy and peered at her best friend’s makeup in the mirror. Sindy had given herself a smoky eye, heavy on the smoke. It immediately made Tessa think of Alyssa Diamond. “We could get something pierced.”  
 
    Sindy spun around, a devilish glint in her eye. “I love that idea.” 
 
    “Really?” Tessa had only said it on a whim, never expecting Sindy to agree. “What do you want to get pierced?”  
 
    “Our tongues.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for Tessa to agree. “OK.”  
 
    “Great. Where should we go?” 
 
    There was only one place to go for piercings in this family. “Brooklyn.” 
 
    “Why do we have to go all the way to Brooklyn?” Sindy asked. “There are a million tattoo shops with piercers right here.” 
 
    “I know. But Alyssa is a piercer by trade. We all go to her.” 
 
    Sindy’s brows shot up. “Alyssa? As in Alyssa Diamond? The coolest goth chick on the East Coast is going to pierce our tongues? We’re going to Damien Diamond’s famous loft apartment in Brooklyn to get pierced?” 
 
    Tessa nodded, amused that Sindy was still enamored by the members of Immortal Angel and their wives.  
 
    Sindy blinked a few times. “Give me a minute. I need a second to get used to the idea that I’m going to be inside Damien Diamond’s loft.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to get used to. It’s just Damien and Alyssa. Are you really still star-struck by Immortal Angel?” Tessa asked with surprise. She knew the enormity of Immortal Angel’s fame, but none of them were pretentious rock stars. Even Audra, Mason’s mom and her sister Kira, who were born into a record empire, were chill and organic. 
 
    “Of course!” Sindy exclaimed. “Who wouldn’t? I’m just now getting used to being in the same room with all three of your parents at the same time. You have no idea how I used to shake and how my heart would race whenever the entire band was together. It was surreal to sit at a dinner table or stand around in the great room in your parents’ mansion together. Not a big deal for you. Bucket list for me.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The doors of the modern stainless steel elevator opened into the massive living room in Damien and Alyssa’s trendy loft apartment, where a wall of windows that showcased the city skyline greeted Tessa and Sindy. It was breathtaking. Tessa watched Sindy take in every inch of the ultra-contemporary apartment that had heavy gothic overtones. The entire back wall was painted solid black, while the rest were a dark shade of charcoal, and the furniture was an eclectic mix of one-of-a kind pieces in, naturally, black. 
 
    An array of female voices welcomed them, starting with Tessa’s mom. “Hi, girls.” They each received a quick kiss on the cheek. “Come in. We’re making margaritas.” 
 
    “I didn’t know everyone was going to be here,” Sindy whispered to Tessa.  
 
    “It’s just my mom, Mason’s mom and Alyssa.” Basically, all the women in the family. “Hi, Mom. Did you say margaritas?” 
 
    Audra walked in from the other room and greeted Tessa and Sindy with two salt-rimmed glasses. “Enjoy!”  
 
    Tessa barely had a sip before Alyssa came over and took the glasses out of their hands. “I don’t pierce anyone who’s been drinking.”  
 
    “Lighten up!” Audra joked. 
 
    Sindy looked at Tessa, then back and Alyssa. “Are those rats?” 
 
    “Say hello to Ozzy and Flea.” Alyssa smiled, still holding a margarita in each hand, and nuzzled her pets who were sitting one on each shoulder. This woman was cooler than cool with her long black hair, heavy black eyeliner and black lips, covered in tattoos, standing there with a white rat on each shoulder.  
 
    Alyssa set down the glasses, picked up Ozzy and Flea, gave them each a kiss on the nose and put both rats back inside their elaborate enclosure. “Enough playtime. Let’s get down to business.” 
 
    They followed Alyssa to a room in the back of the apartment where she kept all of her piercing supplies.  
 
    “I feel like I’m at the dentist’s office,” Sindy whispered. 
 
    Alyssa heard and cackled. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t hurt.”  
 
    “I’ll go first,” Tessa offered. 
 
    Alyssa left the room to scrub her hands and returned wearing latex gloves. In seconds, the piercing was done. It really didn’t hurt, just as Alyssa had said, but Tessa’s tongue felt two sizes too big for her mouth. “Is thith normal?” Her hand flew to her lips, surprised at the lisp in her speech. 
 
    “You’ll be fine in a few days.” Alyssa handed her a mirror. “Take a look.” 
 
    Tessa opened her mouth and admired her new jewelry. She imagined showing it to Mason and the expression on his face, and, hopefully, some erotic images it may conjure up in his head. 
 
    Next was Sindy’s turn, which turned out to be a little more dramatic, but she got through it. They sat side by side on the small couch and took a selfie of their matching piercings. 
 
    Tessa’s mom and Audra entered the room to inspect their new jewelry and Tessa and Sindy both opened their mouths.  
 
    “Very nice.” Tessa’s mom stuck out her tongue to show off the same silver ball sitting in the center of her tongue. Then Audra did the same thing, and, lastly, Alyssa.  
 
    Tessa and Sindy looked at each other and laughed, but their laughter was overshadowed by loud voices and heavy footsteps from inside the apartment, and everyone turned toward the doorway. 
 
    “They’re all here?” Alyssa asked. “I swear those guys are lost without us.” 
 
    Tessa heard discernable voices. Damien and Jimmy. Her dad and Papi. Was that Lucas? Oh God, it was, which meant Mason was here too. She wasn’t ready to see him so soon after her piercing. She had a pronounced lisp and her tongue felt as if it didn’t fit inside her mouth.  
 
    “Where are you?” Damien called, looking for his wife.  
 
    Alyssa rolled her eyes. “In here.” 
 
    A blue Mohawk poked through the doorway. “What’s going on?” He looked at everyone and displayed an evil grin. “Who got pierced? And where?” 
 
    “The girls got their tongues pierced,” Tessa’s mom boasted. 
 
    “What?” Tessa’s dad pushed past Damien and into the room. “Alyssa, you pierced my daughter’s tongue?” 
 
    “Relax, baby,” Tessa’s mom put her arm around her dad’s shoulders. “It’s not a big deal.” We all have our tongues pierced. It seems to be a rite of passage for the women in this family.” 
 
    Jimmy suddenly invaded the room and looked around with a wide dimpled smile. “I’m having such a flashback right now.” He put his hand to his temple and closed his eyes. “Tour bus. Audra’s first go round as Immortal Angel’s tour manager. The back bedroom.” 
 
    Audra’s hand flew to her cheek and the rest of them laughed. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Tessa asked. She’d heard a million stories from when Immortal Angel had toured the world, but didn’t know this one. 
 
    “I pierced Audra’s nipples,” Alyssa said. “It was before the two of them were a couple. We were in the back bedroom. Me, Audra and your mom. As usual, the guys couldn’t be away from us for five minutes, and they all barged into the bedroom. Just like now. Poor Audra was wearing a big oversized white T-shirt, braless, trying to cover her boobs with her arms without irritating the new piercings, and Jimmy couldn’t take his eyes off her chest. He knew exactly what was going on.” 
 
    “I was so embarrassed!” Audra let out a lighthearted laugh. 
 
    “Where did everyone go?” Papi’s voice came from outside the room.  
 
    “What’s everyone laughing about?” Now Lucas. If Mason joined them Tessa was running out of the room and out the front door. This wasn’t how she planned on showing him her piercing.  
 
    Relief flooded her when she realized Mason wasn’t with them, so she slipped out of the room and left everyone behind. Before she found Mason, she went to the fridge and filled a glass with crushed ice. As she took a big mouthful in order to soothe her raw tongue, she heard Mason come up behind her. 
 
    “What’s going on back there?” 
 
    She swallowed the ice, turned toward him and smiled with her mouth closed. She stuck her tongue out, briefly, and clamped her mouth shut while Mason still had his eyes locked on the jewelry. 
 
    His gaze shot up to her eyes. “Let me see that again.” 
 
    She tried to tone down her smile and opened her mouth again for a few seconds while he leaned in to inspect it.  
 
    “You got your tongue pierced.”  
 
    It wasn’t a question, just an observation, and Tessa couldn’t tell if he was intrigued or surprised. Not wanting to sound silly in case she lisped, she simply nodded. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Mason asked. 
 
    “No.” It sounded more like she said “dough”, and she immediately thought of Homer Simpson and his comical catchphrase. 
 
    “Open your mouth again.” 
 
    This time, he held her chin in his hand when she stuck her tongue out. His gaze went from her mouth to her eyes and stopped there. She closed her mouth as a shiver ran down her back. His hand dropped from her chin abruptly and his cheeks turned bright red.  
 
    She swallowed and waited. 
 
    He took a step back. “It looks good.” Then he practically ran from the kitchen. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the reaction she anticipated, but something obviously stirred inside him. And that was the reaction she had hoped for.   
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    There was an old saying that went, “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” Tessa slipped her feet into a pair of five-inch heels and updated the adage to, “The way to rile up a man’s hormones is with a pair of hot stilettos.” She admired her reflection in the full-length mirror. Her jeans were tight, but not obnoxiously so, and the studded tank top was snug but not revealing. She wanted to look sexy, but classy. Tonight she was cooking dinner for Mason. Technically, for Mason, Lucas and Sindy, but the menu consisted of all of Mason’s favorite dishes. She had wanted to prepare this special dinner over a week ago, but the impromptu tongue piercing needed to heal first. 
 
    She went to the kitchen and pulled her new apron out of the drawer, slipped it over her head and tied it around her waist. She read the words written across the front out loud, while she strutted to the oven with an exaggerated sway of her hips. “Hot stuff comin’ through!” A covered platter with smoke spiraling upwards accompanied the script text across her chest, giving the phrase a comical double meaning. She loved her novelty aprons. 
 
    She had a pitcher of mojitos chilling in the fridge alongside some fresh sprigs of mint that she picked up from the local farmer’s market. The drinks were a nice touch, but Mason and Lucas preferred beer. She and Sindy would enjoy the mojitos. The table was set perfectly, but modestly. She thought about using the fine china and crystal, but it said too much. Subtlety was better.  
 
    The buzzer sounded right on time and she pushed the button on the intercom. “Yes, Jonathan?”  
 
    “Your brother, his girlfriend and Mason Wilder are here to see you Miss Garcia.” 
 
    “Thanks, but there’s no need to announce them. You can always send them right up.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note of it, ma’am.” 
 
    The three of them, especially Sindy, were over so often that Tessa felt bad inconveniencing the doorman. Plus, that damn buzzer was grating sometimes. She must have told the doorman a dozen times to send Lucas, Sindy and Mason up to her apartment unannounced, but he still buzzed her half the time.  
 
    She cracked the door open and headed back to the kitchen, but slowed her pace when she realized that Mason stopped at Lucas’ first, instead of coming straight to her apartment. He’d never done that before. He obviously didn’t want to be alone with her, and she reflected on possible reasons why.  
 
    “We’re here and we’re hungry,” Lucas called as he pushed the door open so Sindy could enter first. He had manners, Tessa had to give him that. 
 
    “Bienvenido,” she welcomed them, placing the appetizers on the table. She lifted her eyes to look at Mason, but his back was to her as he closed the apartment door, and she wondered if he was purposely avoiding her gaze.  
 
    “I wanted to bring something,” Sindy said. “But your brother wouldn’t let me.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you don’t ever need to bring anything. I know most people think it impolite to come empty handed, but I’m the hostess. I provide everything for my guests.” 
 
    Lucas let out a small laugh and poked Sindy in the ribs. “Told you.” 
 
    “Sit down and help yourself.” Tessa motioned everyone toward the table which had tidbits for everyone to nibble on, as well as a bucket of beers on ice for the guys. “I’ll get the drinks.” 
 
    “Mohitos?” Sindy asked, picking up one of the salt-rimmed glasses as soon as Tessa set the tray on the table. 
 
    “Beer?” Lucas countered, and Sindy bumped him with her shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks for being prompt. You guys are right on time,” Tessa said. Thank God, otherwise her main course might end up overcooked. It was a risk, but the flame was low. She returned to the kitchen and checked the porterhouse steaks. They only needed a few more minutes before they were ready. 
 
    “Whoa,” she heard the smile in Mason’s voice and turned away from the oven. With the open floor plan, she could see the entire apartment from the kitchen, with the exception of the bedrooms.  
 
    “It smells like you’re cooking some top choice steaks in there,” Mason called from the dining table. 
 
    “They are,” Tessa bragged. “Only the best for the people I care about. How’s the frituras de calabaza?” 
 
    “The what?” Sindy laughed. “I swear I need a Spanish lesson when I sit down to eat with you and your family.” 
 
    Lucas pushed the plate toward Sindy. “Frituras de calabaza. It’s a pumpkin fritter.” He took a bite out of one and then held it up as if he was making a toast. “A mi hermana la cocinera.” 
 
    Sindy snapped her head in Lucas’ direction. “Did you just speak Spanish?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said, to my sister the chef.” 
 
    “Say it again.” 
 
    Lucas gave her a quizzical smile. “To my sister the chef.” 
 
    A laugh burst from Sindy’s lips. “In Spanish.” 
 
    Lucas repeated the sentence, this time in Spanish. 
 
    “Since when do you speak Spanish?” Sindy asked, her face filled with animation. 
 
    “I’m bilingual. Like Tessa.” 
 
    She blinked a few times. “You’re shitting me?” 
 
    Mason let out a hearty laugh at Sindy’s choice of words, and he finally made eye contact with Tessa. It was a carefree and unencumbered gaze shared between two friends that spread warmth through Tessa’s chest, and the appearance of Mason’s dimples made her smile spread up to her eyes. 
 
    “I need one of those fritters,” Mason said, still looking at Tessa. Then he made grabby hands at Lucas to pass the plate. “I love these things!” He stuffed one into his mouth and chomped on it while he rolled his eyes to indicate how delicious they were. 
 
    A feeling of intense satisfaction and reward filled Tessa. She loved that Mason was enjoying the little appetizer. She knew that those small bites, filled with seasoned pumpkin and goat cheese mousse, were a favorite of his. She hadn’t made them in a long time so decided to put them on the menu tonight, for his benefit.  
 
    “Do you speak Spanish, too?” Sindy asked Mason. 
 
    “Um. A little.” 
 
    “Say something.” 
 
    “Gracias.” Mason flashed a sheepish smile at his rudimentary Spanish, evoking a small rumble of laughter from everyone.  
 
    The timer went off, indicating the steaks were done, and Tessa pulled them from the oven. She inhaled the savory coating. They were perfect.  
 
    “I’m helping you,” Sindy said, now standing next to the oven. 
 
    Tessa conceded and let Sindy put the sofrito rice and black beans on the table. But she was bringing the potato dish. After all, Mason was a steak-and-potatoes kinda guy. “Papas asadas!” she announced, carrying the platter into the dining room.  
 
    Sindy peered into the plate as Tessa set it on the table. “They look like potatoes to me.” 
 
    “Papas asadas?” Mason’s smile almost blinded Tessa. “You gotta try these, Sindy.” Mason placed a scoop in her dish, then two big spoonfuls in his own plate. He speared three slices of potatoes on his fork and quickly ate them. “Mmm. So good.” 
 
    Tessa beamed at Mason, her chest filling with pride. “Thank you.” She loved the way he enjoyed her food, and she was reminded of the adage about the way to a man’s heart. She felt the weight of Sindy’s stare, and shifted her eyes to her best friend.  
 
    Sindy glanced at Mason, then back at Tessa, a questioning crease in her brow.  
 
    Embarrassed that Sindy caught her gawking at Mason, Tessa retreated to the kitchen and plated the steaks. She turned and Sindy was standing in front of her again.” 
 
    “You’re acting strange.” Sindy took the two plates from Tessa’s hands and returned to the table. Tessa followed with the other two steaks and set them on the table. As she took off her apron she heard Lucas’ voice. 
 
    “Dude, why are you staring at my sister?” 
 
    Tessa stopped folding her apron and slowly turned toward Mason. He was flustered and trying to avert his gaze, but his eyes kept darting back to her, and he couldn’t hide his grin if his life depended on it. 
 
    “She looks really nice,” Mason answered Lucas. “Those are some hot shoes you’re wearing, Tess.” 
 
    Tessa’s heart ran rampant. He noticed.  
 
    Sindy leaned over the side of her chair to get a better look. “Wow. They’re really sexy.” 
 
    “Thanks. I went shopping.” Tessa slid into her seat when she saw Lucas eyeing her suspiciously, and she hoped she wasn’t going overboard. “Eat before your food gets cold,” she said, trying to distract attention. “The steak is covered in a glaze of brown butter with rosemary and garlic.” 
 
    Mason swept his fork through the dressing and tasted it, raising his brows with approval. He sliced into the steak, which was so tender you could cut it with a butter knife, swished a piece in the liquid and ate it. His eyes brightened as he chewed and remained locked on hers. “You outdid yourself tonight, Tess,” he said, slicing another piece of the steak. 
 
    “I love to cook. And I love that you’re enjoying it.” She sat with her chin on her fist and gazed at him. She imagined it was only the two of them sharing a meal complete with candles on the table, and she sighed.  
 
    “You all right?” Sindy asked. “Why aren’t you eating?” 
 
    Tessa picked up her fork and tried to act as if she wasn’t obsessing over a man that she secretly loved. “I just like watching everyone enjoy the meal.” 
 
    “Why the oven?” Sindy asked. “I thought people always grilled steaks.” 
 
    Lucas and Mason both turned their heads toward Sindy at the same time, forks held midway between their plates and their mouths. 
 
    “What?” she asked, shrinking back defensively. “You always cook steak on the barbecue,” she told Lucas. “And Mason’s never had us over for dinner. I think I’ve been to your apartment twice, Mason. What’s up with that?”  
 
    “I’m a single guy. I don’t entertain,” Mason replied. 
 
    “That’s my job,” Tessa said, with a smile. “I’m the hostess, remember? And to answer your question, steaks cook too quickly on the grill. It ruins the texture. The oven slow cooks the meat so it’s tender and juicy.” 
 
    “That it is!” Mason flashed a dazzling smile that made Tessa melt. 
 
    The rest of the dinner was filled with small talk, reminiscing about the tour and what lay ahead for Prodigy. Sindy helped Tessa clear the table when they were done and load the dishwasher, while the guys sat at the table enjoying a beer. Tessa imagined that this is how it could be – she and Mason and Sindy and Lucas. Two couples. It felt right, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  
 
    “What freakishly over-the-top dessert did you make?” Sindy asked. 
 
    Tessa took the lid off the cake she’d spend two hours baking and decorating. “Just a cake.” The sight of it boosted her ego. She excelled in cake decoration and presentation. She used a piping bag and food coloring to make silver scrolls up and down the sides and pearls along the edge of the perimeter. Two sugary large red roses rested in a bed of cream cheese frosting on the top of the cake, as if they just bloomed. 
 
    “Just a cake?” Sindy’s lids popped wide open as she stared at it.  
 
    “It’s a lot easier than it looks. All you need is a steady hand and a piping bag.” She turned her head and called into the dining room, “Mason, I made your favorite – red velvet cake with cream cheese frosting.” 
 
    Sindy tugged on Tessa’s arm. “What the hell are you doing?”  
 
    Tessa sucked in a deep breath and felt the color run from her face. She knew she couldn’t fool her best friend, but she wasn’t ready to confess. She wiped a spot of icing off the plate with a napkin and tried to act unaffected. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t try to play it cool with me. I see what you’ve been doing since we’ve been back from the tour. Showing off your skills in the studio. Making his favorite dishes.” She glanced down at the floor. “Wearing those fuck-me shoes.” 
 
    Tessa gasped. “These are not fuck-me shoes!” 
 
    “It’s so fucking obvious. Something is going on with you and Mason.” 
 
    “Nothing is going on between me and Mason. Is that what you think?”  
 
    “I’m starting to think there’s been something going on all along.” 
 
    “That’s not true at all. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because you’re always so overprotective of him. Whenever girls in the bar would talk to him for more than two minutes, you’d always run over to rescue him.” Sindy used air quotes around the word “rescue,” knowing full well that Mason didn’t need rescuing.  
 
    “I just don’t want anyone to bother him, that’s all. He’s too nice to tell some of those gold-diggers in the neighborhood bars to leave him alone.” So far, Tessa was cleverly evading the truth. But she knew it was only a matter of time before she caved, because she wasn’t a liar. She honestly couldn’t believe it took Sindy this long to start asking questions.  
 
    Sindy eyed Tessa suspiciously, prying for more information. “What about the way you flew off the handle when you thought I was fooling around with Mason?” 
 
    “I was just worried about it interfering with the band.” 
 
    “No. You weren’t. Because it was all good when you found out it was Lucas instead of Mason that I was fooling around with.” Sindy stilled, as if she just realized something. “You thought he was cheating on you with me.” 
 
    Oh my God. Tessa couldn’t imagine how she would have reacted it that were true.  
 
    Sindy started to chuckle. “Put your eyes back in your head and close your mouth. I’m not interested in Mason. I never was.” She pointed a finger at Tessa. “Your reaction proves that there’s something going on with the two of you. Why are you hiding it? You gave me shit for trying to hide my relationship with your brother. Just admit it.” 
 
    “I’m not fooling around with Mason.” 
 
    Sindy paused, then nodded. “I get it now. You’re afraid Lucas isn’t going to approve. It’s a violation of the bro code.” 
 
    Again with the bro code. First Mason brought it up and now Sindy. Where is this code written, and why hasn’t she gotten a copy of it? “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re his little sister. Lucas is naturally protective of you.” 
 
    “Yeah. When there’s a reason to be. Which is, like, never. I can handle myself. And when have you ever noticed him being over-protective? He doesn’t tell me what to do. No one tells me how to live my life. You know that, Sindy.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why he doesn’t say anything, but he’s always watching to make sure guys don’t try to touch you inappropriately or get out of line. I’ve noticed that since I first met you. Lucas is your big brother, and it’s his job to look out for you. You’re the chick that rocks. You’re every guy’s dream. Lucas is always watching you with one eye, but he’s sly about it because he knows you’d be pissed off if he tried to butt into your business.” Sindy rested her hand on Tessa’s arm. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t confide in him. Trust him enough to tell him.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell.” The truthfulness of the statement weighed on Tessa, and her face fell with remorse and sadness. She wished she could blurt out that she and Mason were in love and were waiting for the right time to tell everyone. Or relay a romantic tale of how she had confessed her love to Mason and he had wrapped his arms around her and said he loved her as well. But that was only the way she had fantasized it would happen, which couldn’t be further from the way it played out. 
 
    Sindy’s mouth turned downward with realization. “But you wish there was something to tell, don’t you?” 
 
    Unable to keep this mess bottled up inside her any longer, Tessa let out an exhausted sigh. Emotion welled in her throat and she covered her face with her hands to hide her quivering lips.  
 
    “Come on. We need to talk in private.” Sindy took Tessa by the upper arm and led her into the bedroom and closed the door. ”How long have you felt this way about him?”  
 
    Tessa wanted to dive into the bed and pull the covers over her head, but settled on covering her face with her hands. “Oh, God,” she sighed. “I didn’t want anyone to know.” 
 
    “You should at least tell Mason. Give it a shot.” 
 
    Hot tears filled her eyes as she lowered her hands and stared at Sindy. 
 
    Sindy’s shoulders fell and her face filled with empathy. “You did tell him, didn’t you?” 
 
    Tessa nodded. “The last night of the tour. I kissed him and told him I’d loved him since I was a kid. He told me that he loved me like a sister and that was it.” Repeating the words burned and stung, and she was unable to continue. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tessa.”  
 
    The hug that Tessa received somehow made her feel worse. She worried she was making a fool of herself, and tucked her chin into her chest and rubbed her forehead. “Am I acting like a fucking idiot?” She looked up, tears blurring her vision. “I don’t know what else to do. I’m not ready to give up.” 
 
    “No. You’re not an idiot. You’re adorable. He’s the fucking idiot. You and Mason are perfect for one another. You’re best friends already. You share so much of your lives together. You shouldn’t have to try so hard to make him see that.” 
 
    Tessa’s heart galloped in her chest, embarrassed that her flirtation with Mason had been obvious. “Does Lucas see it, too? I don’t want my brother to think I’m acting like a desperate fool.” 
 
    Sindy huffed and waved her hand. “He’s a Neanderthal. He has a one-track mind. Music. Music. And music theory. That’s it.” 
 
    Biting back the tears, Tessa swallowed hard, and tried to think clearly about the last few weeks. Mason was worth fighting for, but she wondered if her persistence was pointless. “Do you think I have a chance with Mason?” 
 
    “Listen to me. I’m your best friend, and I’ll never lie to you. If you want Mason, go after him. But know when to stop. If he’s not interested, fuck him. Move on and find someone else. Don’t waste your time on someone you have to make fall in love with you. If he doesn’t see how perfect you are for him, it’s his loss.” 
 
    Tessa nodded, reluctantly. She was giving it her best shot, but then she was done. She wasn’t wasting the rest of her life chasing after Mason. But she wasn’t giving up yet. She swung open the bedroom door and marched into the kitchen. Standing with her hands on the breakfast bar, she watched Mason with Lucas at the table. He was wearing a smile that gave her life and set her heart on fire. She thought about what Sindy said about knowing when to give up. Would she ever know when to stop when it came to Mason? Probably not.  
 
    Sindy came up beside her. “What’s the game plan?” 
 
    It was simple. She had no elaborate scheme or intricate ploy to win him over. “The plan is to be myself. I’m not going to make believe I’m someone I’m not.” She shrugged. “This is me. This is what I have to offer. My bubbly personality. My pitch-perfect voice. My dynamic bass playing. My know-how when it comes to the band. My design skills. And my phenomenal cooking.”  
 
    Sindy let out a short laugh. “Let’s not forget your modesty.” 
 
    “Hey, a girl’s gotta play up her attributes.” Tessa smiled, picked up the cake plate and headed for the table, feeling better and remaining hopeful once again. She cut the first piece for Mason. It was a large perfect triangle, deep crimson against stark white. 
 
    Mason slid the plate closer to him and looked at Tessa with an odd look in his eyes. 
 
    She was laying it on too thick, just like Sindy had said, and Mason caught on. She needed to cool it. Tone it down. But it was hard. She was so tired of hiding her feelings.  
 
    “Do you want me to put on the coffee?” Sindy asked. 
 
    “The coffee!” Tessa practically ran to the kitchen, berating herself for almost forgetting what she thought was the best part of the meal. She ground the fresh espresso beans, filled the silver pot and placed it on the stove.  
 
    “What are you doing in there?” Lucas called to her. “Come eat dessert. This cake is delicious. Don’t worry about the coffee.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” She made the perfect espuma, stirring the sugar with a bit of the espresso until it was a light caramel color and nice and frothy. She filled four small cups with the rich coffee, topped with deliciously sweet foam, and the intoxicating aroma filled her nostrils. She carried a tray to the table, proud of the traditional Cuban coffee. 
 
    “What did you make?” Sindy asked. 
 
    “Cafecito with espuma. That’s foam made from sugar.” She placed a cup in front of Mason. “Taste it.” 
 
    He looked up at her. So did Sindy and Lucas. And it was suddenly awkward. There wasn’t any question in her head that they all knew she was purposely doting on Mason. She quickly handed out two more cups, took one for herself and sat down. 
 
    Sindy was the first to say something. “This is incredible. I’ve never had such rich coffee. It’s strong, but sweet.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Tessa’s voice was subdued, sheepish, without the usual strength and enthusiasm. She felt self-conscious and a little embarrassed. Maybe Lucas was unsure why she was paying extra attention to Mason, but Mason knew what she was doing, and she was making him uncomfortable. He ended up leaving early, not long after dessert, and Lucas and Sindy followed shortly afterwards. 
 
    Tessa sat down on the couch and stared straight ahead, drained. She felt as if her heart had slipped down into the pit of her stomach and there was a gaping hole in her chest. Mason wasn’t interested in her. He didn’t want her. She realized that this was the “knowing when to stop” she’d discussed with Sindy earlier, and it gutted her. She felt pathetic and as if she had wasted her life. 
 
     Tears rushed to her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. Sobs wracked her as she mourned a future that would never be. She cried so hard that her stomach ached, so she curled into a fetal position, hugging the throw pillow and burying her face in the soft flokati for at least a small bit of comfort. But there was nothing that would ease the loss of her shattered dreams and the sobs continued. Mason would always be close, but remain out of her reach. She would never be his lover, his wife, his companion. He was her soulmate and the love of her life, yet she’d be forced to keep her distance. Their lives wouldn’t be one, and she didn’t think she’d ever be whole. She gasped violently as she finally accepted the truth.  
 
    Eventually, her heaving sobs tapered off and she was left defenseless and raw, unable to move so she just lie there immobilized. 
 
    A while later, the intercom buzzed, filling Tessa with a tiny bit of strength. She knew Sindy would be back so they could talk. She sat up, relieved to have her best friend to lean on for support, and took several deep breaths. Her legs trembled when she forced herself to stand, but she pushed through and made it to the kitchen to retrieve the leftover cake. She and Sindy would bond over heartbreak and decadent red velvet. Cradling the cake pedestal in one hand, she pressed the button on the intercom. “You can send Sindy up,” she told the doorman. 
 
    “It’s not Miss Cavanaugh,” the doorman replied. “Mr. Wilder is on his way up, Miss Garcia.” 
 
    The cake slipped from Tessa’s hand and dropped to the floor splattering confection in a semicircle at her feet. Her hands flew to her mouth, and she squeezed her eyes shut, unsure whether to let out a giddy laugh or a sob of relief. A nervous flutter interrupted her moment of triumph, and she pressed the button on the intercom. “Was he alone?” Please say yes. Please say yes. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She exhaled, relief filling her eyes with happy tears. She suddenly stilled. It didn’t mean he came back to tell her that he had feelings for her. He probably wanted to talk to her about her behavior. Deflated, she lowered her gaze to the floor and a lone tear fell onto the remnants of her beautiful red velvet cake. Her shoes were doused with frosting and the floor was a mess. Even though she was brokenhearted, she couldn’t let Mason see the mess on the floor. She barely had time to wipe her shoes with the dish towel when Mason’s signature rat-a-tat-tat landed on the door. She covered the disaster on the floor with the towel and stood up straight. “Mason?” 
 
    “You know it’s me, Tessa. We need to talk.” 
 
    His voice was off. This wasn’t the passionate open-the-door-I-have-to-tell-you-how-much-I-love-you declaration that she was hoping for. As she thought about it, she became certain that he was going to tell her to knock off the flirting and that nothing was ever going to happen between them. Nausea washed over her, and her face grew red hot with humiliation.  
 
    Bracing herself, she took a deep breath and pushed her shoulders back as she opened the door and acted surprised to see him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He walked past her and into the apartment before spinning around to face her. “I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    She slowly shut the door, her heart hammering in her throat. “What am I doing, Mason?” 
 
    “You’re trying to make me see how irresistible you are. You’re trying to make me fall for you. You’re coming on to me, without coming on to me.” 
 
    She had no excuses to offer for her behavior. She should have accepted that he wasn’t interested in her romantically, instead of acting like a fool. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He flashed a wide smile. “You’re slick. You’re really clever. I gotta hand you that. For the last few weeks you’ve made it obvious how talented you are. Writing that killer song on the fly on the bus. You put together a hit song like that.” He snapped his fingers. “And it was effortless. That was incredible. Even for you. Then you designed and made a top the very same day. A hit song and a gorgeous article of clothing, that your mother is going to showcase in her stores, all in one day. Not even a day. A half day. Then when we rehearsed the song, you practically knocked me off my chair with that performance.” His smile widened, he leaned back and put his hands up. “I’m not even gonna say anything about that thong bikini you were wearing by the pool that day. And I can’t begin to describe these gourmet meals you’ve been preparing.” He extended his arm toward the kitchen and saw the smashed dessert on the floor. He took a step closer to it and his brows pinched together. “What happened here?” 
 
    “I . . . I dropped it.” Nerves had her rattled. Mason was rambling and she still had no idea which way the conversation was going. 
 
    “Well, that’s a damn shame.” He shook his head at the ruined red velvet cake. “I was really hoping to have another piece of that.” He paused, and his shoulders dropped. “Tessa, you don’t have to flaunt your talent in my face.” 
 
    “I’m . . . I’m not.” Yes she was. That’s exactly what she was doing, but felt too ashamed to admit it. 
 
    “Whatever. It doesn’t matter.” He took a step closer to her. “I was halfway home when I realized that I had to come back and tell you to stop it.” 
 
    She knew her cheeks were crimson while she focused on the floor, unable to look at him. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have been acting that way. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You can stop trying to win me over, Tessa.” 
 
    Humiliation made her agitated and she tightened her jaw. She was done with this conversation and wanted him to leave. “I said you were right, Mason. What more do you want me to say?” 
 
    He put his hands on her shoulders and looked intently into her eyes. “You can stop trying to win me over, because you already have.” 
 
    She almost choked on her own saliva. “W-what?” 
 
    “I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. Maybe I did. I must have. Maybe I was just blinded by the fact that you were like a sister to me.” 
 
    “Stop saying that.” 
 
    “I know.” He crinkled his brow and curled his lip. “That sounds weird now, because I’ve been thinking about you lately in a way that is the furthest thing from a sister.”                             
 
    He pulled her to him. The way his body pressed against hers, the way his eyes bore into her with yearning, and the closeness of his lips made her lightheaded. Dizzy. Euphoric. They gazed at one another with serious intensity. “What are you saying?” she asked breathlessly, her gaze traveling between his eyes and his lips. 
 
    “In my mind, you were always Lucas’ little sister. I never had that eye opening she-turned-into-a-woman moment, until you put that seed in my brain. It was as if a curtain was lifted and the opacity was gone. In an instant, you turned into this voluptuous, gorgeous woman that I couldn’t resist. That I wanted. That stirred things inside of me that weren’t there before. I see it all clearly now. Me and you. A drummer and a bassist. We come from the same background. We have the same goals. Our sights are set on the same things. What two people share a better connection than us? You were meant to be in my life.” He paused and his expression deflated a little. “My life could have been very different. I could have never known my father. Never known you. Or Lucas. Or any of the Immortal Angel family. I believe I was brought here for a reason. Fate. Fate brought me to you. I love you Tessa Blade Garcia.” 
 
    She’d waited a lifetime to hear those three little words. They were overwhelming. She had always envisioned her reaction to be one of over-the-top elation. Jump-up-and-down hysteria. But Mason’s heartfelt revelation left her exhausted with relief, and she just wanted to feel him in her arms. “Kiss me,” she breathed. 
 
    His eyes dropped to her lips, and he pulled her closer. His mouth met hers with so much heat she thought she would combust. His mouth was warm and fiery. His lips were soft. Gentle. His hands pressed against her back and held her to him, possessively. It was as if every pore in her body woke from a drunken slumber. As if they were waiting, dormant, for Mason to touch her. In a very real sense, they were. Her nerve endings were pulsing. Her heart was thundering. Nothing had prepared her for this moment. A million fantasies couldn’t conjure up the rampage of feelings spiraling inside of her. This was really happening. She was kissing the man of her dreams. Right now. It wasn’t a fantasy or her imagination. Mason loved her. He finally realized they were supposed to be together.  
 
    When their lips slowly parted, she said the words she’d practiced in her head for so long. Only this time she knew they would be returned. “I love you, Mason.” 
 
    “I love you, Tessa.” 
 
    The words finally registered, and tears sprung to her eyes while a quivering smile spread across her face. “You love me?” 
 
    “I had an epiphany. Everything cleared. Like I had my head in the sand and someone yanked it out and I could see the light of day for the first time. I always said I wasn’t interested in settling down or having a steady girlfriend because I was too involved with my music. People thought I was a player. You saw all the headlines, but you knew they weren’t true. Anyone who knew me knew I wasn’t like that. Now I realize that I never wanted anyone because it was you. I always said it was the music, but it was you. All along it was you. It was always you.”  
 
    Her skin prickled. Gooseflesh rose on her arms and trailed down her spine, causing her to tingle all over. “Oh, Mason.” She cupped his face in her hands, happiness and joy flooding her soul. Suddenly weak with relief, she fell into him, and she kissed him. His short stubble scraped against her face, and his breath gusted across her cheek. One hand moved to the back of his head, pushing her fingers through his hair. The other hand moved over his round shoulder.  
 
    He tugged at her tank top and pulled it from the waistband of her jeans. As she slipped it over her head, he pulled his shirt off. While he drank in her near naked torso, her hand went to his chest and her lips went to his shoulder. She’d seen him shirtless many times and always imagined what the hard muscles of his body felt like, but never imagined the rush of adrenaline it would give her, or the way it would made her body tingle. She caressed his shoulders and biceps, and the tattoos that covered them. Her finger traced the veins in his forearms. They were chords of strength brought on by years of drumming, and she fingered them like the strings of her bass. She felt his blood pulsing beneath her touch, and it made her heart quicken. Both of her hands traveled over his pecs and up to his shoulders. He had a drummer’s body. Strong and naturally muscled from the labor of his love. 
 
    Without warning, he picked her up with an arm across her back and one under her knees. He carried her through the apartment and kicked open the bedroom door. It swung back at them, and she stopped it with her foot, which made them both laugh. 
 
    He put her down on the bed, slid into the spot next to her and kissed her. Her mind was still spiraling, and, again, she needed to remind herself that this wasn’t a dream.  
 
    His hands, strong and confident, slid around her back, unhooked her bra and tossed it over the side of the bed. He stilled and stared down at her, then his dimples made an appearance. “You had your nipples pierced?” 
 
    She forgot that it would cause a reaction. No one had really seen them before, and she felt a little shy about it, so she did the opposite. She pushed her shoulders back and stuck her chest out. “Alyssa did them when I turned 18.” 
 
    His grin widened. “You little devil.” He cupped her breast and ran his thumb over the nub, flicking the end of the barbell. She inhaled at the rush of sensations and his eyes shot up to hers. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    She released a deep breath. “It feels amazing.” 
 
    His lips landed on her naked breast, and he licked the piercing. First one, then the other. A rough scrape from the short stubble on his cheeks, combined with the pleasuring sensations of his mouth on her nipple, made her shudder and she let out a soft moan. Her fingers found their way into his hair and she pressed his mouth into her flesh. He sucked on her nipple, and she moaned again. As he lie next to her on the bed, with his tongue dancing across her breasts, his hand firmly slid down the perimeter of her torso and waist. His hand moved with power and assuredness. He palmed her hip, owning it, the same way he owned a drumstick when he gripped it in his hand. He found the button on her jeans, popped it open and peeled them off her with determination, leaving her with nothing except her thin panties. Then he stood and undressed. 
 
    She watched him kick off his sneakers, push his jeans down to the floor and step out of them. Her gaze was riveted and her chest heaved as he dropped his briefs. She fought the urge to gasp when she saw his arousal and how much he wanted her, and she dropped her eyes so he didn’t catch her staring. He moved to the bed and lie next to her. As he kissed her, his hand traveled over her breast and paused to run his thumb in a circular motion over her nipple, causing her body to react. Her toes were twitching and her scalp was tingling. She imagined this so many times, but never expected the rush of heat that covered her flesh or how over-sensitized her nerve endings would be. Every part of her quivered. She felt Mason’s breath on her cheek as prevalent as the touch of his hand. She could feel the air in the room ghosting over her limbs.  
 
    His palm dusted the area between her breasts and skimmed her waist, causing her breaths to deepen and her body to shudder at his touch. When he slipped the tips of his fingers into her panties she gasped slightly. “Mason.” 
 
    His hand inched lower. So low that his fingers touched the curve of her mound. “Mason. Wait.” She placed her hand over his, stopping it from going any further. 
 
    He pulled back slightly, keeping his hand in place beneath her panties, and gave her his signature dimpled smile. “I brought protection with me. I knew what was going to happen when I came back here.” 
 
    “That’s not it.” She bit her bottom lip and looked away. When she turned back to him, there were heavy creases between his brows. 
 
    He withdrew his hand, hurt and confusion plastered across his face. “You don’t want to?” 
 
    “I do. It’s just that . . .” Her heart pounded loudly in her ears, apprehension causing her cheeks to flush. “I wasn’t lying when I said I waited for you.” She paused, giving him a moment to understand. 
 
    His brows pinched together more closely. “Are you saying . . . is this your first time?” 
 
    She nodded. “I wanted you to be the one. You are the one, Mason.” 
 
    His brows skyrocketed and he blinked a few times as he stared at her. 
 
    It scared her. Maybe this was too much for him. Too much responsibility for him to handle. And then he kissed her. There was so much passion and tenderness in it that she knew she did the right thing by waiting for him. 
 
    He glanced down at her near-naked body, as if he couldn’t believe this was really happening, but she’s the one who was lost somewhere between fantasy and reality. She didn’t want to think about how surreal this was, or how shocked she’d been that he’d come back and admitted he loved her. She only wanted to enjoy a moment she’d dreamed about too many times to remember. He loves me, her inner voice echoed for the hundredth time.  
 
    Mason put his lips to her belly and rested them there while his hands held her waist. A soft breath escaped her as she automatically closed her eyes, but she forced them open to watch. His powerful hands covered most of her midsection, his face between them. She ran her fingers through his short hair then over his shoulders. “Mason.” How she had longed to touch him in this way. She’d brushed her fingers through his hair and rested her hand on his bare shoulder many times, but never in an intimate gesture, and she couldn’t get enough of him, but he was the one who perused her body, as if he wanted to take in every inch of her. The thought that he wanted her just as much as she wanted him, sent her emotions spiraling. 
 
    He looked up at her when she sighed his name and the intense gaze they shared held them together. There had always been a tie between them, only this time it was filled with longing and lust. He kissed his way up to her lips. The strength and depth of his kiss left her chest heaving. Feelings of desire filled her with insurmountable passion and urgency, something she never experienced before. She craved his touch, and she wanted it all over her body at once. “Mason,” she called his name again. 
 
    He pulled back and looked at her, questioning. Hesitant. “Do you want to take it slow?” 
 
    Slow? No. She definitely did not want to take it slowly. She’d waited too long for this moment. She was impatient, and answered by taking his face in her hands and kissing him, feverishly, twisting and turning her mouth.  
 
    He pulled back and smiled at her eagerness, which caused his cheeks to dimple under her thumbs. She let them fall into the soft gullies that made him so irresistibly adorable and gently stroked the little indents. She had wanted to caress his dimples for so long. She stared at his tattooed chest, shoulders and arms, only inches from her face. They were beautiful and masculine and accentuated the tight curves of muscle they rested upon. Her eyes went back to his face. He was watching her watch him. “Kiss me,” she whispered. 
 
    He fell into her and she wrapped her arms around him tightly, pressing his body against hers. His bare chest rubbed against her bare breasts. His hips bumped against her hips. His erection pressed into her lower abdomen. His razor stubble scraped against her jaw, then her neck, then her right breast, sending a tingling reverberation throughout her body. 
 
    With his lips moving from one breast to the other, his hand made a slow, soft descent across her hip and over her belly. She held her breath, practically shaking with anticipation, as his fingers gently touched her mound, tentatively, as if he wanted to make sure he didn’t rush anything. She quivered as she exhaled and raised her hips, inviting him to touch her more intimately. He kissed her as his fingers slipped between her legs and inside her. Unused to the rush of stimulation and sudden pressure, she gasped and broke the kiss. He paused to read her eyes, and she nodded. His fingers began to move again. In and out, then knocking inside of her. She never felt so alive. Every pore, every cell, every nerve ending shimmered with sensations. She pulled on his shoulders. Tugged at his back. Then reached down and boldly took his hard length in her hand and stroked it. Touching him amplified his touch on her. She responded twofold, panting and grunting. As her hand moved up and down his shaft, she pushed up and down with her hips. His breaths began to match hers, and she realized she was bringing him pleasure. It filled her with an intense rush to know that he enjoyed her touch.  
 
    Mason shifted on the bed, then paused as he gazed at her. He rolled off the bed, found his jeans and wallet and returned to the bed with a condom. He covered his shaft and positioned himself on top of her. Kissing her gently, he ran his hand down her cheek. “I’m going to go slow. Let me know if I’m hurting you.” 
 
    She nodded, unsure what to expect. She’d never done this before. She’d never been touched by a man nor had she ever touched a man. She wanted all of her firsts to be with Mason, and it was worth every agonizing second that she had to endure as she waited for this day. She still couldn’t believe she was about to lose her virginity. To Mason Wilder. She let out a relieved breath through a smile. It was about damn time. 
 
    He moved his hips forward and pressure tugged at her body with a deep burn. He paused when she tensed and waited for her body to get accustomed to his girth. After a moment, he slowly started rocking his hips and it soothed and relaxed her. His movements sent waves of stimulation through her body as he filled her, and she began to respond to his thrusts. She held onto his buttocks and clenched the tight muscles as she pumped her hips upwards taking his full length. She stared into his eyes, allowing the sensations to overtake her until they became too much. She panted heavily, as if she was absorbing his energy through her pores and lungs. She was lightheaded, but not from the lack of air, from the amazing man in her arms who she’d been waiting for her entire life. He was finally hers, and it brought an overwhelming sense of relief along with a strong bout of emotion. Oh God, she was going to cry. He was making love to her and she was going to cry. Embarrassed, she couldn’t let him see her tears, so she feigned wiping her brow, and let her hand slide across her eyes.  
 
    He must have noticed, because he slowed his momentum, cupped her cheek in one hand and kissed her. Not a lust-filled impatient kiss, but a hypnotic brush of lips against lips. “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    The beauty of his declaration, at the most intimate moment, left her helpless, too overcome to find her voice and respond. 
 
    He picked up speed, a little at a time, maintaining eye contact, until he was slamming into her. Everything vibrated and hummed inside of her body. Her vision began to blur as the world spun around her. A multitude of sensations collided at once, and she cried out as an orgasm rushed through her. The years of pent up passion finally found release, and the emotion returned full force. This time, though, Mason didn’t notice because he was lost in his own state of euphoria. She ran her fingers through her damp hair and wiped a single tear from the corner of her eye. She regained composure quickly, as happiness and joy filled her to her core, and she gazed at Mason with a full heart. His eyes were rolling upwards, his jaw clenched. He stiffened for a few moments and then he lowered himself so their bodies were pressed together. He rested his face in the crook of her neck, and she wrapped her arms around him as her heart rate settled and returned to normal. 
 
    “That was incredible, Mason.”  
 
    He rolled off her, onto his side, but kept his face tucked into her shoulder. “I love you, Tessa.” 
 
    She smiled and placed her hand on his cheek. She’d never tire of hearing those three words from him. “I love you too, Mason.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Mason’s head was reeling. How the hell had it taken him so long to realize how much he loved this unbelievable girl? He couldn’t tell her enough times, and planned to tell her every day for the rest of his life. He rubbed his cheek along her shoulder and listened to her even breathing. Her hair tickled him and he smiled. He found her hand, brought it to his lips and kissed her fingers. He kept her hand in his and brought it to his chest as he replayed the latter part of the evening in his head. He’d gone home early, feeling uncomfortable because he saw how hard Tessa was trying to win him over and his heart went out to her. He had just crossed through the Midtown Tunnel and turned onto 34th Street when he realized what a fool he’d been. Something had gone off in his head like a bombshell. As if a fog had cleared and his subconscious finally let the rest of his brain see the truth. He was in love with Tessa. He had spun the car around so fast he almost sideswiped a parked SUV and drove frantically back to Long Island. And then, when he found out that she was a virgin, he realized the extent of her love for him, and that love seeped into his soul and became part of his spirit. This extraordinary girl had actually saved herself for him. She was sweet and pure. Chaste. He’d never known anyone like her.  
 
    Exhausted, he rolled over and pulled off the condom. He probably should go to the bathroom and clean up, but he didn’t want to leave Tessa. She stirred and sleepily reached for him. He took her hand, kissed it, and snuggled against her. “I’m here.” And he was never leaving her side. 
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    “Can’t we just serve chips and pretzels? You don’t need to make anything.” Mason closed the lid on the grill. It’s only Lucas and Sindy.” 
 
    Tessa rushed onto the balcony, several strands of her dark hair flying free from the pony tail tied at the back of her neck. She looked frazzled, totally opposite of her usual take-charge, I-got-everything-under-control composure. They were going to surprise Lucas and Sindy with the news of their relationship, and, at the last minute, Tessa decided to whip up some awesome little croquettes, because homemade croquettes was something a person made on the spur of the moment, along with freshly made tortilla chips and a corn and cotija cheese dip. 
 
    She stood with her hands on her hips. “Did you just suggest that I serve pretzels and chips? When have I ever served something out of a snack bag?” Her lips spread into a what-am-I-going-to-do-with-you smile and she wiped her hands on the apron tied around her waist. This one said, “This is How I Roll” above a photo of a rolling pin. She was so damn cute. He cupped her face in his hands and gave her a small kiss.  
 
    She pushed him away and waggled her finger at him. “No fooling around. Lucas and Sindy are on their way up. My croquetas de jamón are ready, and I just pulled the tortilla chips out of the fryer. I need the corn for my queso dip.” She lifted the lid to the barbecue and her jaw dropped when she saw the barely seared vegetables. “You just put them on? What were you doing?” 
 
    “Watching my hot girlfriend in the kitchen.” 
 
    She smiled. “I might let you off the hook for that remark. This time.” She turned up the flame. “No wonder they’re not done. The flame was too low. You’re a dude. You’re supposed to know how to use the grill.” 
 
    She had a smart mouth, and he loved her attitude. As he grabbed her around the waist to pull her in for a kiss, he hit her tickle spot and she shrieked. She jumped and hit the tray of utensils, causing the spatula to fall to the concrete floor with a clank. When she bent down to pick it up, he couldn’t resist pinching her cute little bottom. 
 
    Mason!” She shot straight up, a happy smile on her face, and swiped at him playfully with the spatula.  
 
    He pulled it out of her hand, grinned, and dropped it again. “Oops.” 
 
    She let out a beautiful light laugh. “Very funny.”  
 
    This time, when she bent over he grabbed her by her hips, jutted his pelvis forward and rubbed against her.  
 
    “Stop it.” She smacked him on the leg with the spatula and chuckled. When she turned around to check on the barbecue, he slid his hands over the globes of her adorable little ass. “Behave,” she warned, or I’m gonna hit you with the spatula again. 
 
    “Hey! What the fuck are you doing to my sister?” Lucas yelled from inside the living room. “Get your fucking hands off her!” 
 
    Mason barely had a chance to turn his head before Lucas sprinted to the balcony and had him by the front of his shirt. The cold hard stare and hot fire behind Lucas’ deep blue eyes took Mason by complete surprise and unnerved him. “Calm down.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking tell me to calm down.” He spun Mason around and pushed him against the concrete wall. “You’re outta line. How dare you disrespect my little sister like that? Apologize. Right fucking now.” 
 
    “Whoa, man.” This is the exact reaction Mason had feared, but he needed to explain to his best friend that he wasn’t groping his little sister. They were in love. “It’s not what you think. Give me a chance to explain.” 
 
    Tessa huffed, rolled her eyes and pawed at Lucas’ arms. “Let go of him. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Lucas turned to his sister, eyes bulging. “What’s wrong with me? He has no right to touch you like that!”  
 
    She yanked Lucas’ hands free and pulled Mason to her side. “We have something to tell you. Just don’t be a dumb ass about it.” She calmly slipped her hand into Mason’s. “We’re together.” 
 
    “We weren’t hiding it, man,” Mason quickly clarified. “Or sneaking around. This is brand new. We invited you guys over to tell you about it.” 
 
    Lucas jerked his head back, brows furrowed. “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “No,” Mason and Tessa replied at the same time, then looked at each other and shared a smile. 
 
    Lucas pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head to clear it. “You two are together, like a couple?” 
 
    Mason put his arm around Tessa’s shoulder. “Yup. I’m in love with her, man.” 
 
    “Love?” Lucas’ jaw fell open, then he slowly turned his head toward Tessa. “And you’re in love with him, too?”  
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Since I was five years old.” 
 
    Lucas had a bewildered look on his face, still trying to comprehend what they’d just told him. He looked from Tessa to Mason and back again, then looked into the living room through the sliding glass doors. “Sindy! Get out here.” There was an uneasy quiet for a few seconds before Lucas called into the living room again. “Sindy!” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” she called from inside the apartment. “I’m looking for wine glasses.” 
 
    “Forget about the wine glasses. Did you know about this?” 
 
    Mason and Tessa exchanged uneasy glances, worried about Lucas’ reaction, while they continued to receive a questioning glare. The sound of Sindy’s footsteps grew steadily louder in the awkward silence that surrounded them, until she finally joined them on the balcony.  
 
    “Know about what?” She eyed Tessa and Mason with their arms around one another and squealed. “Oh my God! I’m so happy for you!” She hugged Tessa and then swatted Mason on the arm. “You finally came to your senses. What the hell took you so long?” 
 
    “You knew?” Lucas asked with surprise. “And you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “Only since yesterday. And I don’t have to tell you everything. You’re not my lord and keeper.” 
 
    Lucas rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    “Don’t fight it, bro,” Mason said with a small laugh, trying to lighten the tension, or at least bring a smile to Lucas’ face. “It’s a losing battle. You can’t argue with the women in this family.” 
 
    Lucas didn’t react. His eyes kept ping-ponging between Mason and Tessa while he still tried to comprehend everything. He had this dazed and disoriented look on his face. “You’ve really been in love with Mason since you were five years old?” he asked Tessa. “Why didn’t you say anything before? Why did you wait so long?” 
 
    “Because,” Tessa answered, as if she couldn’t understand why no one figured it out. “Everything had to go according to the plan. The band needed to come first. You know that.” 
 
    “Nothing gets in the way of the band,” Mason teased, which earned him a smile from his girlfriend. His girlfriend. He still wasn’t used to referring to her that way. It sounded both foreign and natural at the same time. He shook his head with disbelief and realized how crazy this must be for Lucas.  
 
    “It’s true,” Tessa declared. “Everything in our lives led up to Prodigy going mainstream. That was the number one goal that we all shared. Now that’s been accomplished and we’ve achieved fame and success, I’m ready to take the next step in my life. Everything is checked off my list.” She gazed lovingly at Mason. “Mason was the final countdown. I had to tell him how I felt. It’s our time. He just needed a little while to get used to the idea.” 
 
    Mason let Tessa do most of the talking because she had a way of smoothing out a situation and not letting it get out of hand. She took control, but Mason needed to make one thing clear to his best friend. “I know this is a shock, man. I know your best friend’s little sister is supposed to be off limits. And I’m really sorry, but this isn’t a fling. I’m in love with her and I really want this to work out. I want you to know that I respect your feelings about it, though. I hope you don’t have a problem with us being together. Because if you do, tough fucking shit.” 
 
    Lucas finally relaxed and let out a laugh. He pushed his fingers through his long hair and held onto the roots for a moment. “This is just such a shock.” He dropped his hands to his sides and paused while thoughts danced behind his eyes. After several seconds, he nodded, and when he spoke, his voice was low and sincere. “This is actually really cool. I’m happy.” He gave Mason a bear hug and a few pats on the back. “I’m happy for you guys.” Lucas stepped back and narrowed his eyes, his face suddenly turning serious. He pointed his finger at Mason and poked him in the chest. “Just remember, if you break my sister’s heart I’m gonna kick your ass.” Then he put Tessa in a headlock and gave her a noogie like she was 12. “And you, try not to put my best friend through the wringer.” 
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    Mason stood at the railing at the edge of the rooftop and took in the view of the Atlantic Ocean. The private section that belonged to the condominium complex offered them seclusion and privacy, but sometimes attracted fans and paparazzi at the outer edges of the public portion of the beach. He preferred the serenity of the rooftop, and wished Tessa’s apartment, which he could see parallel to Lucas’ building, had the same amenity. It didn’t really matter since they bounced back and forth between the two complexes, an advantage of having his best friend living across the street from his girlfriend.  
 
    They’d told their collective group of parents about their relationship the day after telling Lucas and Sindy, and their reactions were pretty anti-climactic. They’d all been overjoyed, but no one seemed surprised. Lucas had been the only one floored at the announcement. Everyone else seemed to have been waiting for Mason and Tessa to get together for years, even Aunt Mary, who seemed happiest of all. 
 
    Mason turned away from the beach in front of him and lounged in a cushioned chaise, sunglasses covering his eyes. The sun was hot at this height, and he pulled off his shirt. Might as well work on his tan. It was the one thing living in New York City didn’t offer him. The balcony at his apartment only had a short window of direct sunshine during the day. He couldn’t walk around town shirtless. The last time he tried that a frenzied group of female fans had literally darted across Fifth Avenue and caused a pile up.  
 
    The sound of a cap twisting off a bottle got his attention, and he opened his eyes just as an ice cold Budweiser landed in his cup holder, curtesy of his best friend. He picked it up and gave Lucas a wide smile. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    Lucas sat in the chaise next to Mason, brought a bottle to his lips and stared up at the sky. This guy worshiped the sun and had a golden tan to prove it, which contrasted nicely with his pale blond hair. Sometimes Mason thought Lucas looked more like a surfer dude than a rock star from New York. Mason loved tattoos and his chest and arms were covered, but his best friend was unmarked. Over the years, they’d spent countless hours at the gigantic guitar-shaped inground pool at the Blade-Garcia mansion, sitting side by side just like this. They still used it, but not as much since Lucas and Tessa had moved out. “Do you miss the pool at your parents’ house?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I got the ocean right outside my door.” Lucas looked around the rooftop deck, took off his Metallica tee and wiped his brow, then stuck the balled up shirt under his head. “You OK with the heat? I got a mister. I could turn it on if you want.” 
 
    Mason popped his head up. “A what?” 
 
    “A misting station. Like they have in Vegas.” He jumped up and turned a knob on something that looked like a lamppost and a fine spray of water delicately tickled the air.  
 
    Mason looked at the glow on his arms. It was just enough to cool his skin, but not enough to really get him wet. He flashed a smile and chuckled. “I guess you know you’ve made it when you can afford your own mist.” 
 
    Lucas took a long sip of beer and exhaled a refreshing, “Ahh.” He leaned on the arm of his lounger and turned to look at Mason. “So. You and my sister.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. Just a statement from an older brother to his little sister’s new boyfriend, and Mason readied himself for the customary grilling. He nodded once. “Me and Tessa.” He could practically see the thoughts swirling inside Lucas’ head. Even though Lucas had known about the relationship for a week, this was the first time he’d brought it up. It wasn’t the first time they were alone, so there had been ample opportunity. But Lucas probably had to analyze the situation, just like his big brain always did with every situation, and he had stockpiled the questions. 
 
    “Let me ask you something,” Lucas said, pale brows drawn together over his baby blues. “What was going on that night after the show in Cincinnati?” 
 
    Mason had expected questions like, did you have feelings for my sister when we were kids? Or, did anything ever go on between you two while we were growing up? Mason knew exactly how to answer those questions, but he wasn’t prepared to tell Lucas how he broke his sister’s heart. “It’s not a big deal, man.” He tried to sound unfazed by the question as he crossed his ankles and laced his fingers behind his head. 
 
    “It is a big deal. I didn’t think anything about it at the time, because I know Tessa can be a drama queen, but now that I’ve been thinking about that night, it’s clear that she was upset. And it wasn’t because you went over time at the show.” 
 
    Mason tipped back his beer while he thought about an answer. He wasn’t about to lie, but he wasn’t going to leak personal conversations between himself and Tessa either. 
 
    “You’re my brother, Mase,” Lucas said, adamantly. “But she’s my little sister. And I get the feeling that you said something to upset her.” 
 
    When Mason didn’t respond, Lucas threw his legs over the side of the chaise and sat with his elbows on his knees. “I expected her to light up the party. Talk everyone’s ear off. Hog the camera. But she ditched the party, and us, and stayed in her room for the rest of the night. I saw you pounding on her hotel room door.” Lucas focused on his beer cap as he flipped it through his fingers. “What happened that night?” 
 
    Lucas may as well have socked Mason in the gut, because he felt as if his insides plummeted. Thoughts of sweet Tessa, hurt and crying hysterically, all because he rejected her, slashed at his heart. He needed to be honest, though. “She told me how she felt. She told me she loved me, and to tell you the truth, I was shocked. Man, she took me totally by surprise.” He hung his head, reliving the horrid moment he broke Tessa’s heart. “I told her I didn’t feel the same way. I guess I did. I just never realized it. Maybe that’s why I never settled into a serious relationship. I think I knew, deep down, that it was Tessa who I held on a pedestal. No one stood up to her. She’s light years ahead of everyone else. I don’t have to tell you how awesome your sister is. You already know it.” 
 
    Lucas slowly nodded. “She is something else. I gotta admit that. So, what made you realize you loved her? Did a light switch just flip inside your head?” 
 
    Mason looked up to the sky and mulled over those first few days after they got back from the tour. After the initial shock had worn off, he began to look at Tessa differently. She was no longer Lucas’ little sister or the baby who always crashed his jam sessions with Lucas. She was a woman who ran the band like a business. Someone who pushed all of them to be better musicians. Someone who never settled for anything less than perfection in everything she did. Singer. Bass player. Songwriter. Frontwoman. Chef. Entrepreneur. She was bilingual. She had been volunteering at soup kitchens since she was ten. Her talents were limitless and her heart was huge. “Yeah. It was as if something hit me over the head. But I kept thinking, this is crazy! Lucas would beat my ass if I touched his little sister.”  
 
    “I almost did.” 
 
    Mason laughed when Lucas playfully punched him in the arm. “I don’t care, man. She’s worth it. Besides, I knew you’d be OK with it once you realized we were in love.” 
 
    “Yeah. You love her. I can see that. And I can see she’s nuts about you. I honestly don’t know how she kept it to herself all these years. It must have been killing her because she’s never held anything back. If there’s one thing everyone knows about Tessa, it’s that she has no filter. She tells it like it is.” Lucas stared at Mason for a moment. “Truth, bro. You’re the only one good enough for her.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” It meant the world to him that Lucas viewed him as worthy of his little sister’s affection. 
 
    Lucas’ phone buzzed, and he read the screen. “We got company. Immortal Angel is here.” 
 
    “My pops? He didn’t tell me he was coming to Long Island.” 
 
    After Lucas spoke to the building concierge and gave the OK to let the crew up to the rooftop, he said, “My dad and my papi have something for me.” 
 
    Knowing Angel’s extravagance, it could be anything from a new grill to a new car. The elevator doors that led to the rooftop slid open and Mason’s dad and Tommy walked onto the roof carrying a freestanding basketball hoop with an acrylic backboard painted with an American flag. “Oh, man,” Mason exclaimed. “That’s so cool.” 
 
    “Wow,” Lucas eyed the gift enthusiastically. “Thanks. I haven’t played in a long time.” 
 
    “I know,” Tommy told his son. “We used to play when you were a kid all the time. I thought we could get a game together.” 
 
    A basketball bounced across the rooftop deck, courtesy of a six-foot punk rocker with a giant blue Mohawk. Damien palmed the ball. “Set it up right there,” he told Tommy, pointing to a spot on the deck. 
 
    “Papi, are you gonna join us for a game of B Ball?” Lucas asked Angel, who was the last to enter the rooftop. 
 
    “God, no,” Angel replied. “I packed a lunch.” 
 
    Mason laughed. “Cool. I’m hungry.” He went to his dad and they exchanged a hug. “So how should we do this?” Mason asked. “Young guns against the old dudes? Or the Wilders against the Blades and we flip a coin for Damien?” 
 
    Damien held the basketball on his hip, then chucked it at Mason. Hard. “Who you calling old dudes?” 
 
    Mason caught the ball with a grunt. Clearly, not Damien. “Just my pops and Tommy,” he replied with a lopsided smile. 
 
    “Tell ya what.” A sinister grin spread across Damien’s face. “I’ll play with the old dudes. They need all the help they can get.” 
 
    This side of the rooftop was void of furniture, with ample room to run and dribble, which was a good thing because they needed every inch of it. Mason’s dad, Tommy and Damien ran and jumped like athletes. It wasn’t that surprising considering they’ve been performing a highly-active punk rock show for decades. The shows today were as active as they’d been when Mason was a kid. “You sure you guys don’t need a nap?” Mason asked with a laugh. His dad, Tommy and Damien were running circles around him and Lucas. 
 
    “I can go all night long,” Tommy boasted. “I’m used to it. I got a husband and a wife to keep up with.” 
 
    “I can vouch for that!” Angel called from the chaise lounge where he sat sipping a cocktail from a salt-rimmed glass. “Tommy has the stamina of an 18-year old!” 
 
    “They ain’t kidding,” Mason’s dad added. “I still share a tour bus with them.” 
 
    Damien, the tallest and leanest of them all, slam dunked another basket. “You kiddos better get ready to serve us old dudes our lunch, cuz we’re about to whip your butts.” 
 
    Mason took control of the ball, bounced it around his dad and took the shot. “Score!” He gloated with a hearty laugh directed at Damien, which earned him a menacing scowl.  
 
    Damien stole the ball, dribbled it across the rooftop and tried to pass it to Tommy, but Mason, blocked it and stole the ball back. 
 
    “Over here!” Lucas called running toward the basket. Mason threw the ball to Lucas, who caught it and slammed it into the basket, winning the game. 
 
    “Yes!” Mason shouted. He raised a fist toward the sky and chest bumped Lucas in victory. 
 
    “What the fuck, Jimmy?” Tommy approached Mason’s dad, arms spread wide. “You were supposed to cover Lucas. He was wide open. We could’ve fucking won.”  
 
    “I was covering him.” Mason’s dad replied. “He shot out of reach in a flash. That’s one quick cat.” 
 
    “Pay attention next time.” Tommy picked up the basketball and threw it at Mason’s dad, hitting him square in the chest, much harder than expected. Tommy’s mouth fell open, and he let out a small laugh. “Sorry, Jimbo.” 
 
    Mason’s dad put his hand to his wounded chest. “You’re a dead man, Blade!” He chased Tommy around the rooftop and the two ended up grappling like teenagers. 
 
    Damien grunted a laugh and corralled Mason and Lucas under his long arms and led them to the patio table. “And you guys are supposed to be the kids in this scenario. Let’s see what Angel brought for lunch.” 
 
    Angel stood as they approached and fanned his hand in front of the spread on the table. “We have sweet rolls, corn salsa with mint and lime, fresh plantain chips, boniato con mojo, which are sweet potatoes, roasted Brussels sprouts with braised pork belly, and grilled pork tenderloin, with mojo, of course.” 
 
    “It looks great, Papi,” Lucas said. “I’m starved.” 
 
    Mason watched his dad and Tommy walk toward the table, an arm slung over the other’s shoulder which portrayed decades of friendship. Tommy still had his trademark long blond hair and Mason’s dad never got rid of the sideburns that reached his chin, and his pompadour remained gelled in place, even after the hectic basketball game. 
 
    “Where’s the steaks?” his dad asked, looking down at the table. 
 
    “On the grill. They’ll be done in two more minutes. I know how you Wilders love your beef.” Angel went to the barbecue to brush the steaks with another coating of his special glaze, and a heavenly aroma blew across the rooftop. 
 
    “What about you, Damien?” Mason asked, noting that Damien was already filling his plate with a large amount of the tenderloin. “Don’t you want steak?” 
 
    Damien shrugged. “I ate most of my meals at Angel’s house when I was young. Before I met my girl. So I always go for the pork.” He grabbed a roll and slapped Angel on the back. “Save me a piece of that steak, though.” Then he strolled over to the side of the building to face the water. 
 
    Mason’s dad and Lucas headed over to the grill, plates in hand waiting for the steaks, but Tommy grabbed a beer from the cooler and sat across the table facing Mason. 
 
    Tommy flipped the cap between his fingers, staring straight at Mason. “So. You and my daughter.” 
 
    Mason’s jaw fell open and the corners of his mouth curled upward. It was like déjà vu. Not only did Tommy ask the same question, but he played with his beer cap just as Lucas had. These two were as alike as father and son could be, and not just in the physical resemblance either. Mason gave Tommy one of his contagious smiles. “Don’t sweat it, man. Lucas already read me my rights. Hurt my sister and I’ll kick your ass,” he paraphrased, which summed it up nicely.  
 
    “That’s my boy,” Tommy said with pride. “Seriously, Mase. I couldn’t pick a better guy for her. I don’t know why it took so long, though. You two should have been together years ago.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” Mason was humbled. Both Tommy and Lucas were overly protective of Tessa, and their approval meant a lot to him. “You’re right. We should have been together years ago.” 
 
    Angel set the steaks down on the table, then placed his hand on Mason’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “We’re just happy you two finally figured it out. You have no idea how it was killing me not to say anything to Tessa. There were so many times when we were cooking together that she would relay a story of something amazing you did in the studio or on stage, and I could see the love she had for you as clear as day. Her eyes would sparkle and her entire face would light up.” Angel sighed. “It was very romantic.” 
 
    Mason had seen that look in her eyes, as well, but he thought it was the music that had Tessa so enamored. Now, he realized it was him. 
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    Everyone came to honor Aunt Mary on her 90th  birthday. The entire Immortal Angel family was there to celebrate. Even Mason’s Aunt Kira and Uncle Brett, who lived half the year on the West Coast, the other half in the penthouse next to Mason’s parents, flew in from California with their twins to join the celebration. All four of Mason’s grandparents also showed up for the occasion. These were the people whose lives Aunt Mary touched, and she was humbled at the fuss. 
 
    “Oh, my. This is all so overwhelming.” Aunt Mary pulled the glasses from her face and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. 
 
    “Blow out the candle.” Mason’s mom, pushed the cake a little closer to Aunt Mary. 
 
    The elderly woman leaned her elbows on the table and took a big breath of air. The candle flickered against the shallow gust she exhaled before the flame finally extinguished and the room filled with cheers and applause. Everyone quieted as Aunt Mary removed the pink Burberry blanket from her legs, pushed back on her wheelchair and stood with a wobbly gait, supporting herself with her frail hands on the edge of the table.  
 
    Mason started to rise to help her. He always got so nervous when she didn’t use her chair, but his dad jumped up to assist her.  
 
    “I’m fine, Jimmy.” She waved him away with an arthritic hand. “I want to tell you all something.” She paused to look at the faces around the large table, while the sweetest smile spread across her lips, wrinkling her cheeks and the corners of her eyes. “I’m 90 years old today.” 
 
    “You still look 21!” Mason’s dad called out, with his hands cupped around his mouth, and everyone laughed. 
 
    “Oh, hush! You’re so silly, Jimmy. Living with you has always kept me smiling. You’ve all kept me smiling. Especially you little ones.” Rightfully, Michael and the twins were the only ones who still fell into that category, but Aunt Mary still included Mason, Lucas, and Tessa in the blanket term. “I never had any children, but I always felt like a grandmother.” 
 
    “We love you Aunt Mary!” Mason called out. 
 
    She waved at him to be quiet, a smile crinkling the apples of her cheeks. “Shush. You’re just like your father. Let an old woman speak.” Her eyes traveled over everyone at the table. “I love all of you so much.” She paused again while reflection glazed over her wise eyes for several moments. “I’ve had an amazing life thanks to you. I’ve done more in the last 30 years than most people do in a lifetime. I got to see a man with a husband and a wife.” She smiled at Angel, Tommy and Jessi. “I’ve never witnessed so much love. I traveled all over the world. I went to Australia and Japan. I’ve been to Europe and South America. Dozens of times!” Her voice grew higher, as if she just said she’d gone to the moon. “I even rode on a tour bus across the country with a rock and roll band more times than I can count.” 
 
    “Technically, it’s a punk rock band,” Angel said with a teasing smile. “You should know there’s a difference, Aunt Mary. But that’s OK.” 
 
    Aunt Mary let out a small laugh. “You boys. Always giving me a hard time and keeping me on my toes.” She curled her arthritic fingers into a fist and looked at it. Slowly, she raised her index finger and then uncurled her pinky and raised her fist a little higher and smiled as she raised rock and roll horns in the air. Everyone erupted into laughter. She was so darn cute. 
 
    Her eyes rested on Jimmy, and her smiled quivered “You’ve been so good to me, Jimmy. Taking me into this beautiful penthouse and giving me my own suite of rooms so I could be near my Mason and watch him grow up and become a rock star and fall in love. I’m so thankful I got to be part of Michael’s life.” He ran to her side and gave her a gentle hug, and she cupped his chin in her hand. “You’re such a dear. And so very smart. Thank you for not beating the drums at all hours of the day and night like your brother.” Mason chuckled and smiled affectionately at this woman who he had looked up to since he was a baby. She returned the smile, deep lines forming above her cheekbones and around her mouth. Then she turned toward the opposite end of the table. “I got to bounce twin babies on my lap and spend a summer in California thanks to you, Kira.” 
 
    “I had a little something to do with that,” Uncle Brett added, sending a small rumble of laughter around the table.  
 
    Aunt Mary extended her frail hand to Mason, and he quickly moved to her side to take it. Her fingers shook as she tried to assert a tender squeeze.  
 
    “Mason is my only blood relation in this room, but you’re all my family. You’re all my children, and you’ve taken such good care of me.” Her hand, still in Mason’s, began to tremble and she sniffled.  
 
    He helped her sit back down in the chair, leaving a kiss on her leathery cheek. 
 
    “I love you, Aunt Mary. Happy Birthday.” 
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    The call came at 6:08 in the morning. Somehow, Mason knew. Maybe it was the finality of Aunt Mary’s speech last night. Or the sinking feeling in his chest. Or maybe it was just the connection he shared with this woman who he loved like a grandmother. Whatever the reason, he knew she’d passed before his father had uttered the heart-rendering words. 
 
    “Aunt Mary passed in her sleep. I’m so sorry, buddy.” Those were the words that kept playing on repeat in Mason’s head as he sat at the same dining room table where they’d celebrated the life of this incredible woman less than 24 hours earlier. Balloons still floated near the ceiling, announcing the 90 years of life that had been lived. According to Mason’s dad, Aunt Mary had wanted to sit in her favorite recliner before bed and look at her photo albums. Never getting on board with the digital era, she loved to look at printed photos. Mason’s mom always made it a point to print off photos at the end of every year to document the people and events in Aunt Mary’s life. There were dozens of flip books, albums and framed photos all over Aunt Mary’s suite of rooms. She had always wanted them within reach, so she could take them off the shelf and look at them without asking for help.  
 
    Mason’s dad said he had gone to check on her when he got up to use the bathroom, just to make sure she made it into bed OK, and that’s when he’d found her. At first, he thought she was sleeping, but her hand was cold to his touch. She looked peaceful, his father had told him, with the corners of her mouth turned up into a small smile. Tears streamed down Mason’s cheeks as he looked down at the small photo album in his hands, the one his dad found in Aunt Mary’s lap. He touched the lettering on the cover of the album. MASON – 4 YEARS OLD. It was the first year he and Aunt Mary came to live with his dad. Even before his dad married his mom. 
 
    Tessa knelt beside him and put her hands on his thigh. “What’s that?” she asked softly. 
 
    “The photo album Aunt Mary was looking at when she died.” He kept his gaze lowered so Tessa couldn’t see his pain, but he knew she felt it. There was no hiding his grief. 
 
    “Can I see?” 
 
    Mason opened the book. The first page showed Mason sitting behind his dad’s drum kit. He saw Tessa smiling as he flipped the pages, which were filled with more images of himself and his dad. Some with Aunt Mary. Some with his mom. Each photo brought another memory to life.  
 
    “You were always such a happy kid,” Tessa commented. “You had that adorable giggle, and I always loved the way your cheeks dimpled when you smiled.” She ran a tender hand over his cheek. “I still do.” 
 
    He held her hand against his lips and kissed her palm as he gazed at her, his eyes watering. This girl had so much compassion and sensitivity in her soul that it constantly poured out and nurtured the ones she loved, and he felt it. His attention dropped to the photo book, and he took in the memories that seemed like yesterday and so long ago at the same time. It amazed him how much he remembered from when he was young. “You and Lucas weren’t even born when these were taken.” He turned away from the album in his lap to study Tessa’s profile. She was so pretty and so kind. “I can’t believe there was a time when I didn’t know you. That there was a period of my life that you weren’t part of.” He flipped through more pages and it came to an end with a photo of him sitting on his dad’s lap playing the big blue drums. As he closed the leather cover and stood up, the album slipped through his fingers and landed on the floor.  
 
    Tessa picked it up, along with a small three-by-five photo that landed next to it. She studied the photo for a few seconds before handing it to Mason. “Who’s this?”  
 
    Mason stared at the photo. It was of a baby in a bouncy seat with a young woman holding up a stuffed animal and smiling at the baby. “I think it’s me.”  
 
    “I know the baby’s you. I can see your dimples. Who’s the girl?” 
 
    Mason’s heart plummeted with realization, then it beat at an incredible speed. His cheeks grew hot and his throat closed. It couldn’t be her. But he knew it was her. She looked exactly as he remembered. Her familiar sandy blond hair with the flyaway strands that always surrounded her face jumped out at him. He was shocked that he remembered her so vividly. “She’s my birth mother.” 
 
    Tessa’s mouth fell open, and her expression took on one of shock and surprise, but she said nothing. 
 
    This was the only photo he’d seen of his birth mother. He had asked his dad for a picture of her once, when he was little, but his dad had said that he didn’t have one. His dad said he hadn’t known her that long. Or that well. So, Mason asked Aunt Mary. She said she’d find one, but never did. He wondered if she meant to give him this photo and forgot where she put it.  
 
    He felt as if everyone just wanted to forget about his birth mother. No one ever talked about her. Not even Aunt Mary. So, he’d stopped asking questions at a very young age. Now, with the sudden appearance of the photo in his hand, he wondered if they were purposely keeping her whereabouts from him. More importantly, why hadn’t she bothered to contact him in the last twenty-something years? 
 
    He didn’t remember much about her, only that she was never home and that he had spent most of his time with Aunt Mary, until the day he met his dad. Suddenly, he had family. A big one. Grandparents. Uncles. Angel, Tommy and Jessi. Damien and Alyssa. And his mom. Naturally, he’d called her Audra back then. He didn’t remember exactly when he started calling her Mom, but it wasn’t that long after she married his dad. She was the only real mother he’d ever known, and she owned the title.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a picture of her,” Tessa said. 
 
    Lost in the two-dimensional photo, Mason forgot Tessa was standing in front of him. He turned the small photo around to show it to her again. “This is the first picture I’ve ever seen of her.” 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled as she looked at the photo. “Why don’t you have any photos?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “She’s pretty. What happened to her?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He stared at the photo, searching his memory. But it was a blank slate. He hadn’t thought about her in years, and he hadn’t seen her since the day she left him with his dad. 
 
    “What’s her name?”  
 
    He needed to think about it for a long time, and then it came to him. “Kendall.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll come to Aunt Mary’s funeral?” 
 
    Bitterness filled his belly. He didn’t want to see her. He didn’t know her anymore. She was a total stranger. What kind of person abandons their four-year-old child? “I hope not.” 
 
    “Why not? She’s your mother.” 
 
    “She’s not my mother.” It came out harsher than expected, and Tessa flinched.  
 
    She placed a calming hand on his cheek. “You don’t have to explain, Mason. We’re all grieving. Everyone loved Aunt Mary. She was a big part of my life too. When we were kids and on tour with Immortal Angel, Aunt Mary took care of me. She played with me when you and Lucas were playing music together. We played dolls and dress up and watched Disney movies.” Tessa’s voice cracked as she recalled old memories of time spent with Aunt Mary. “She tucked me in bed every night when my parents were at the arena and read me a story.” Tears welled on Tessa’s lower lids and then slid down her cheeks. She covered her mouth just as a sob broke free. 
 
    Mason hugged her, tightly, while she sobbed on his shoulder. Thoughts and memories flooded him, all ripping at his heart like a razor. Grief overwhelmed him as the void filled him. Aunt Mary wouldn’t be there to greet him with her sing-song voice whenever he visited. She wouldn’t call him, just to say goodnight. She had been in his life longer than anyone, even longer than his dad. And now she was gone. Overwhelmed with loss, he clung to Tessa, buried his face in her hair, and cried bitterly. 
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    Mason stood in the alcove to his father’s study twirling the small photo between his fingers. He didn’t know how to start the conversation, so he just waited until his dad noticed him. 
 
    “Hey, buddy. How you holding up?” 
 
    Mason shrugged. “OK. I guess.” 
 
    His dad left the desk, slung his arm around Mason’s shoulder and pulled him into the room. “Most of the arrangements are made. We still need to order flowers. You know how she loved flowers. I found a guy who makes custom pieces. I thought you’d like to pick out something special from you and Tessa.” 
 
    He nodded. “She’d like that.” 
 
    His dad let out a long, pained sigh. “I know it’s hard, but she had a great life. A long life. Surrounded by people who loved her very much. She watched you and Tessa and Lucas grow up, and you know how much she adored Michael and the twins. I’m glad that we were able to make her happy.”  
 
    There were tears in his dad’s eyes, the first Mason had ever seen, and he realized how much she meant to him. Aunt Mary had lived in the penthouse with his dad and mom for over twenty years. They took care of her. They hired a private nurse to help her shower and dress every day, even though the woman was still able to take care of herself.  
 
    His dad’s eyes dropped to the photo. “What do you got there, Mase?”  
 
    Mason stopped fidgeting with it but didn’t show him the picture. “I found this in one of Aunt Mary’s photo albums. I was wondering if you were going to invite . . .” He didn’t know what to call her. Anything with the word mom or mother in it didn’t seem right. Those words belonged to Audra Abelman-Wilder. He passed the photo to his dad. “Her.”  
 
    A pained expression darkened his father’s features as he stared at the picture, and it took a long time before he answered. “I called her early this morning.” 
 
    Mason held his breath, unnerved by the shiver that ran through him and what to expect if he saw this woman again after all the years that had gone by. “Is she coming?” 
 
    Another pause. “I don’t think so.” His father handed him the photo . “I’m sorry, Mase. She’s got her own life, and it seems to be all she cares about.” 
 
    The blow hit Mason like a slap in the face. He should be relieved, he told himself. He didn’t want a reconciliation with this woman. Although he had a million questions for her, none more pressing than why she left him and why she never returned. “Did she ask about me?” 
 
    The tension in his father’s brow distorted the man’s face with a mixture of anger and sorrow. A few beats passed before he met Mason’s eyes. “All this woman ever talks about is herself. I told her about you, though. I told her you were a successful musician. One of the best drummer’s in the world.” The corner of his mouth quirked into a half smile. “Even better than me. She said she was happy for you. And not the least bit surprised. It’s your talent that brought you to me, you know.” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were my son. You know that part. I hadn’t seen Kendall in years before she showed up with you at her side. You were three or four. Do you remember the first time we met? The first time you played my drums? The big blue drums. That’s what you used to call my old Pearl kit.” 
 
    Of course, Mason remembered that kit. He’d never seen drums that big. They were gargantuan. His foot didn’t reach the bass pedal, so he’d kicked the drum skin with the toe of his sneaker. Everyone had been so impressed that he had simulated the sound with his foot. To him, it was the obvious thing to do. He vaguely remembered playing them. He’d been too young to remember details, but the emotion he felt when he played them stayed with him. Just like he didn’t really remember Kendall. He remembered missing her and wondering when she was coming back to visit, but he didn’t remember her.  
 
    “You were probably too young to remember the day I first met you,” his dad said. “Immortal Angel had just made it big and we played a local gig. She showed up with you later that night. You took one look at my drum kit and your mouth gaped open.” His dad smiled at the memory. “You were mesmerized. And when you played, that’s when I knew you were my kid.” His dad ran a hand over his jaw. “I don’t think I ever told you this, but Kendall thought another guy was your father.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Just some guy from The Quadrangle. It’s not important.” 
 
    “Did he take a paternity test? Is that how he found out he wasn’t my father?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think so. Apparently, Aunt Mary bought you a little drum set on a whim. The moment you started playing, Kendall knew I was your dad. A DNA test proved it, but that was just a formality.” He placed his arm around Mason’s neck and drew him in for a hug. “We have Aunt Mary to thank for bringing us together.”  
 
     The shake in his father’s voice made him tear up. Not only had Aunt Mary taken care of him when he was a baby, she was responsible for reuniting him with his dad. If it weren’t for her, he wouldn’t have grown up in this enormous circle of love and support. He wiped a tear from his eye, and saw that his father did the same. 
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    The funeral was hard on Mason. The finality of it sunk in. Aunt Mary was gone. Tears had flowed freely down his cheeks at the gravesite. He’d clung to Tessa. To his mom. To his dad. They had all cried for Aunt Mary.  
 
    He’d been in a stupor on the way home, not saying much while his gaze remained focused on the back of the limo driver’s head. As he sat on his living room couch, still in his suit jacket and staring at the blank television screen, he wished this day was over. A part of him wanted time to speed up, so the pain of his loss would diminish. The other part of him wanted time to stand still, so all the memories of Aunt Mary would remain fresh.  
 
    “Are you OK, Mase?” Tessa sat next to him and rubbed his knee. She’d changed out of the black dress she wore to the burial and put on a pair of jeans and a tank top.  
 
    He nodded. “I’ll be OK. It’s just so hard to get used to. It’s the first time anyone close to me has died.” 
 
    Tessa loosened his tie and opened the top two buttons of his shirt. “Do you want me to do anything? Make you something to eat?” 
 
    “No. I’m not hungry.” He pulled the tie over his head and balled it in his fist. He needed to clear his head. “I’m gonna go for a walk.” 
 
    Concern filled Tessa’s eyes, and her face wrinkled with worry. “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    He tried to force a smile for the first time in his life, but his mouth wouldn’t comply. “Nah. I’ll be all right.” He ditched the suit, threw on an old pair of jeans and a T-shirt, and headed outside. He stepped out of his apartment building and only made it to the curb before he stopped, worried about recognition. Everyone knew him in the neighborhood and usually no one bothered him, but with the publicity from Immortal Angel attending the funeral, stalkers or paparazzi might be congregating nearby in hopes of spotting his dad. A quick sweep of the vicinity didn’t expose anyone that appeared to be a threat. Most were Upper West Side types going about their business without regard for anything around them, as most New Yorkers did.  
 
    He nearly made it to the corner before someone called his name. Automatically, he turned his head, never expecting the stunning woman in black. She wore a short trench coat over a pencil skirt that fell mid-calf. White gloves covered her hands. A large brimmed hat, also black, rested on her head, while a sleek ponytail held her sandy blond hair at the back of her neck. 
 
    “I’ve been walking in front of your flat for an hour trying to work up the nerve to have the doorman ring you,” she explained. “I couldn’t go back to London without seeing you. I just couldn’t.” 
 
    He had no idea who this woman could be. She obviously wasn’t a fan or the paparazzi. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” 
 
    She removed her dark glasses to reveal water glistening in her eyes, as her mouth pulled back in a small pained smile. “It’s me, Mason. I’m your mother.” 
 
    He wasn’t in the mood to deal with a psycho fan and shook his head at her with annoyance. “Look, this isn’t funny. My aunt just died—” There was something familiar about her eyes. Something that made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. He looked closer at her, his mouth still hanging open, and recognition hit him like a sledgehammer. It was her. 
 
    She was nothing like he remembered. Although he could never fully visualize Kendall’s face, he always had a mental image of her messy hair and disheveled clothing. Her appearance couldn’t have been more different from the female role models that had surrounded him as a kid. His mom, Aunt Kira, Jessi and Alyssa were the women figures in his life back then, and Kendell didn’t compare to their style and polish. The woman who stood in front of him right now was both regal and elegant. And she had a British accent, which was even more confusing. 
 
    “I know you probably don’t remember me,” she pleaded with him. “It was such a long time ago. I’m so sorry I’ve never kept in touch. I just thought that you had a life here, and I had a life in England. I thought it best that I leave it at that.” She looked him up and down. “I can see I was right. Jimmy did a fine job raising you.” 
 
    Mason’s head was swirling with an array of emotions, confusion at the forefront. “Why are you here? Now? What do you want?” 
 
    “I came for Aunt Mary’s funeral, of course. I wasn’t going to. I hadn’t seen her in so many years. I thought there was no reason to come back to the States. There’s nothing for me here.” She lowered her eyes. “Nothing except bad memories. At the last minute I decided I should do right by her and pay my respects. After all, she was the only one who stepped in and helped me when you were a baby.” 
 
    Two girls slowed as they walked by, one whispering under her hand to the other. Both eyed Mason with excitement, but the sight of Kendall, dressed in black from head to toe, must have reminded them that he just lost someone close to him, because they didn’t approach.  
 
    At the last minute, one of the girls stepped toward him. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    He nodded at her. “Thank you.” And she moved on. 
 
    Kendall’s head swiveled and she watched the two girls continue down the street, who kept glancing back at Mason. “You’re famous.” She said it as if she didn’t know that he’d been a celebrated drummer most of his life, living in the spotlight. 
 
    “I’ve been famous since I was 10, when I first appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show.” 
 
    Her mouth hung open in a surprised smile. “You met Oprah?” 
 
    He gaped at this woman, who didn’t know him at all and obviously never bothered to find out what had been going on in his life for the past two decades. And did she really just say that she had nothing left here to come back to? How about her fucking son? 
 
    Another small group of people passed and their heads turned in his direction, but they kept walking. Soon, a crowd would form, and he couldn’t deal with that right now. “I gotta go.” 
 
    She placed her hand on his arm, the first physical contact he’d had from her since he was probably three years old. “Please don’t leave,” she begged. “Let’s have some tea. Or coffee. Ten minutes is all I ask. Let’s sit down and talk for a bit. I don’t know if we’ll ever have this chance again.” 
 
    Her pleading tone got to him, and curiosity nagged at him. He wanted to hear what she had to say, so he agreed. The coffee house was the best choice and the closest. He had no intention of bringing her up to his apartment. Once they ordered and sat at a small table, he pulled out his phone. 
 
    “Are you texting your father?” Kendall asked, a wave of concern in her voice. “He doesn’t know I’m here.” 
 
    “No. I’m texting my girlfriend. She’s at my apartment and I don’t want her to worry about where I am.” 
 
    “You have a girlfriend? I thought you’d be married by now.” 
 
    Another factoid that had escaped her which could have easily been clarified with a simple phone call. Or if she just picked up an entertainment magazine. Or searched for his name online. “Why didn’t you tell my father you were here? Were you at the funeral?” 
 
    She exhaled and her chest deflated. “I know I’m not welcome. These people don’t want me here, so I just stayed in the background at the cemetery so no one would see me. I followed you home. That’s how I knew where you lived. It’s an impressive building. I’m glad you’re well off, but then again, with Jimmy and Immortal Angel, there was never any doubt about that.” 
 
    Mason had thought about this day hundreds of times. He always thought that if he ever saw her again he’d blurt out the question he’d been waiting a lifetime to ask, but he was too stunned. He wanted to hear what she had to say, which, so far, wasn’t much. “Why did you leave?” The heavy accusation in his voice delivered its intended blow, and she winced.  
 
    She looked as if she tried to wrinkle her brow, but it remained perfectly smooth, obviously cemented in place by an injectable cosmetic procedure. “I had no future here. I wanted to make something of myself. Your father and . . .” she paused, a hostile grimace making its presence known for a brief few seconds before she righted her mouth. “The others,” she continued, “didn’t like me much. I can only imagine the poisonous things those unkind people told you about me.”  
 
    Mason’s defenses rose. How dare this woman pass judgement on people who loved and supported him? “If you’re referring to the members of Immortal Angel and their wives, they’re my family.” 
 
    She raised her head. “Those people that you call your family basically blacklisted me in the music industry. They—” She abruptly stopped talking and let go of the hostility that was brimming on her words. “It’s not important anymore. It was a long time ago, and I’ve moved on.” 
 
    She was trying to put blame on other people and that was bullshit. He was her son and she left him and never came back. He wasn’t going to let her evade the question. “I deserve an answer. Why did you leave?” She reached across the table and covered his hand with hers, a sentimental gesture meant to comfort him, the first he could remember. He dropped his eyes to her hand and noted her perfectly polished fingernails. A French manicure, he thought it was called. He abruptly pulled his hand away, not wanting any physical contact with this woman. 
 
    “I couldn’t take care of you. I didn’t have a job. All I knew how to do was sing, and that dream was taken away from me. I didn’t plan on leaving. Once I confirmed Jimmy was your father, I thought he’d help me financially and help raise you.” She took a sip of her tea, pausing to stare into the cup as she cradled it in her hands. “I know he would have. He loved you from the moment he met you. To be honest, I didn’t give him a chance. I met someone. A producer who promised to make me a star. It was my one chance to become something.”  
 
    Pleading blue eyes sought his. He knew that look. It was filled with dreams not yet realized, so close you could practically reach out and touch them, but never close enough to fully grab hold of. He’d seen the look in Tessa’s eyes when she was a teenager and rushing through college so she could finally embark on a full-time music career. 
 
    “I couldn’t pass it up. I had to reach for the stars. I didn’t want to leave you, Mason. But I had to. I knew your father would give you everything. He loved you, and he was well off financially. Aunt Mary was still here for you. And, although I never really liked her, I could tell Audra cared about you.” She let out a sarcastic laugh under her breath. “I never expected that relationship to last, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    The remark infuriated Mason. His parents loved each other and had a wonderful marriage. And why the hell would Kendall not like his mom? “What’s not to like? She’s wonderful. Were you jealous of her because of my father?” 
 
    “Of course not. It was never serious between Jimmy and I. It was just a fling. I have no idea why those girls didn’t like me. Audra. Kira. Alyssa. Tommy’s wife. They hated me. I always felt bullied by them. It was one of me and four of them.” She looked off to the side and shook her head, clearly reliving hurtful memories. “I never did anything to them. I barely talked to them. I guess they were just cliquey, and they decided I didn’t belong. Honestly, they were so mean to me.” She took a deep breath and shook it off. “But that’s all in the past. I haven’t thought about those people in a very, very long time. Tell me about you. What’s going on in your life?” 
 
    He started to soften as he listened to her story about how she was the outcast, but, again, her last sentence tainted his sympathy. He had been in the public eye since he was a boy. Fans knew everything about him. Why didn’t she? And why did she refer to Jessi as Tommy’s wife instead of using her name? “You could have followed my life by doing a simple Google search. Why didn’t you ever look me up? Or ask my dad about me? Or call me? Or send me a card on my birthday?” He realized his voice grew louder with each question, causing people to stare, so he made it a point to relax his rigid back. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I think it just hurt too much to see you and know I wasn’t part of your life.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you be part of my life? Why did you leave?”  
 
    “I told you why I left. I think you want to know why I stayed away. The answer to that is simple. No one wanted me here. Right before I left, Jimmy and I had a big fight and he criticized me for being an irresponsible mother and not giving you enough attention. I couldn’t be in your life full time because I lived so far away. I stayed away because I didn’t want to hurt you by popping in every few months or every few years and then leaving. I know how selfish it sounds, and I admit it. I was selfish and self-absorbed back then. I was young. I never expected to become a mother. I didn’t know how to be a mother.” She fidgeted with her cup and stared into it. “I have no excuse. I apologize for making bad decisions.” 
 
     Was that it? Her excuse was that she wasn’t a good mother, so she decided not to be a mother at all? It was clear that chasing fame was more important to her than her own child. “Did it work out for you?” He leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “Did you become a big star in the U.K.?” He couldn’t help the sarcasm. 
 
    She lowered her eyes for a moment, and the apples of her cheeks turned pink. “No. I didn’t. I tried, though. Very hard and for a very long time. First in L.A. and then in Europe.” She let out a long breath. “Eventually, I realized that everyone was right. I just wasn’t good enough, and I stopped chasing my dreams.” 
 
    A bout of empathy suddenly overtook Mason. He’d be crushed if the world didn’t recognize his passion for music. Sometimes, all it came down to was timing. Talented artist often fell by the wayside simply because their big break never came. But her explanation only created more confusion. “Then why didn’t you come back?” 
 
    Her eyes bore into him, begging him to understand. “Because too much time had gone by. I missed my window of opportunity. I had become a stranger to my own son. I didn’t know how you’d react to seeing me again. I had no idea what people told you about me. Whatever you’ve heard, I’ve changed. I’m not the same person I was when they knew me. I went back and forth a million times on whether to come to the States or not. And then when I saw you – just a glimpse – I had to speak to you.” She reached across the table and grabbed both of his hands in a desperate gesture. “I had to, Mason. I had to try, before it was too late. Losing Aunt Mary made me realize how much of your life I’ve missed. I can’t make up for the past, but I’m here now. Please, Mason. I just want to get to know my son.” 
 
    The genuine remorse in her voice and in her eyes tugged at his heart, and he caved.  
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    “You’re birth mother?” Tessa’s eyes were as wide as saucers. 
 
    “I’m as surprised as you are.” While Mason paraphrased the entire conversation he had with Kendall, Tessa had been silently staring at him, eyes growing wider with disbelief with each sentence.  
 
     “Are you OK?” Tessa cupped Mason’s face in her hands. “You must be so upset.” 
 
    Mason didn’t know if he was OK or not. His head was in a daze, and he felt pulled in two different directions. One part of him thought it would be nice to have a relationship with Kendall. The other still didn’t trust her. There were too many gaps in her story. Too many lost years void of content. He had no idea why she thought everyone hated her and talked badly about her. No one ever said a word about her, good or bad.  
 
    “Sit down.” Tessa guided him to the couch. “I’ll get you a glass of pomegranate iced tea.” 
 
    Mason sat back against the couch cushion and stared across the room. He tried to recall memories of Kendall, but the only images that played in his head were of Aunt Mary. She’s the one who bathed him and dressed him. Took him to the playground. Memories of Kendall were always fleeting glimpses of her running out of the house. It reminded him of how much he missed Aunt Mary, and his chest hurt from grief. He always viewed her as a grandmother, but, now, he realized that when he was a baby she was like a mother to him. Emotion tightened his throat, and he teared up. 
 
    “Mason . . .” Tessa knelt next to him and put her hand on his knee. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He wiped his eyes. The pain was still so fresh and raw it oozed out of him. “Nothing. I . . . I was just thinking about Aunt Mary.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes watered and her mouth bowed into a frown. “I’m sorry, Mase. I miss her, too.” She offered him the glass. “Here. Drink this. I put a little Southern Comfort in it.” 
 
    He gave her a sad smile. It was all he could muster. “Thanks. I need it.” He took a long sip and welcomed the splash of alcohol. “It’s such bad timing. I know she came back because of Aunt Mary’s funeral, but I wish she would have waited. My head’s not clear. I can’t think straight.” 
 
    Tessa, always there to ease and comfort someone’s troubled heart, moved into the seat next to him and ran her hand up and down his back. “How do you feel about what she said?” 
 
    “I feel like she’s hiding something. Like everybody is hiding something. Why doesn’t anyone ever talk about her? Why does she think everyone hates her?” 
 
    Tessa shook her head. “Maybe because she wasn’t around. Or, they had nothing to say about her.” 
 
    He believed that there were ill feelings between Kendall and his parents and the rest of the Immortal Angel family. She admitted that she was selfish and self-absorbed back then and she probably did things she regretted. The real question is, has she changed? He didn’t know the answer, but he needed to find out. 
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    Kendall already sat at the manicured table when Mason entered Le Bernardin on West 51st Street. He had slept fitfully the night before and dreamed that she never showed up at the restaurant for brunch. But she was here. Nerves tickled his belly as he approached, and she rose to greet him. She had shed yesterday’s black ensemble, and it was replaced by a pale peach sheath that fell just above her knee. A twist at the back of her neck held her hair in a sophisticated up-do. She was chic, and her fashion surprised him.  
 
    He could tell Kendell wanted to give him a hug or perhaps kiss his cheek, but she hesitated, and he didn’t feel comfortable offering affection. He was still making his mind up about her, which is why he didn’t tell his dad yet that he’d been in contact with her. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting me, Mason.” She looked past him. “You didn’t bring your girlfriend? I was looking forward to meeting her.” 
 
    “No. I thought it best if we just take it slow.” He slid into the chair, awkwardness creeping up his back. 
 
    “Oh.” Disappointment made her smile disappear, but she nodded as if she understood. “I hope you like French cuisine. I don’t get to eat at many fabulous restaurants in London. Not like in New York City. I’d have to fly to Paris in order to dine on French cuisine of this caliber.” She looked around the place, eyes bright. “I never could have afforded to eat at someplace this elite when I lived in the States. Nor would I have appreciated it. I had no culture back then.” 
 
    “So what do you do?” She obviously had money by her refined appearance and choice of restaurant. 
 
    She paused to fill her glass with water from a large bottle of Evian on the table. “I married money. I know it sounds shallow, but Edward is a good man and he loves me.” 
 
    “Do I have any brothers or sisters?” 
 
    “No.” She smiled as if it were absurd. “I didn’t have any more children. What about Jimmy and Audra?” 
 
    She really hadn’t bothered to find out any information about him at all. Details about his family were all over the internet. His dad’s fame, his mom’s role at Falcon Records, his own career as a musician, even Michael’s aptitude as a whiz kid and winner of the National Science Fair was readily available with a few clicks of the keyboard. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking.” She pressed her fingers along the crease of her napkin. “I know I could have kept up to date on your life, but I don’t pay attention to entertainment news, and I’m not the type to snoop online. I’ve done that in the past, and I didn’t handle it well. It kept sucking me in and I needed to move on. I needed to forget about those people.” 
 
    She kept using the words “everyone,” “them” and “those people” as if there was some kind of feud going on with her on one side, and his parents and the Immortal Angel family on the other. But Mason wondered if it was a diversion and what she actually meant was that she was still hung up on his dad.  
 
    A waiter stopped at their table and handed them menus. “Bienvenue à Le Bernardin. Welcome to Le Bernardin. May I suggest you start with a mimosa made with Nicolas Feuillatte Brut and freshly-squeezed orange juice?” 
 
    Kendall held up her hand. “No alcohol for me, thank you. Just another bottle of Evian, s’il vous plait. Mason, please feel free to order a mimosa or whatever you fancy. You don’t have to pass up alcohol on my account.” 
 
    He shook his head at the waiter. “Nah. I’ll stick with water, as well.” 
 
    The waiter nodded and walked away with the promise of returning to take their order shortly. 
 
    Mason sat back and assessed Kendall’s remark about alcohol. “What was that about?” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed again, and she refilled her glass from the bottle of water on the table. “I had a bit of a drinking problem, but it was a long time ago.” She raised her eyes to meet his. “I’m actually surprised Jimmy or one of the others never mentioned it.” 
 
    “They don’t talk about you.” He didn’t know why he said it like that, as if she didn’t matter, and he felt bad for being insensitive. “I’m sorry. I just meant—” 
 
    “It’s all right. I understand. I doubt they’d have much to say. You know how the expression goes – if you don’t have anything nice to say, and so forth and so on.” She forced a smile. “On to happier things. You never answered my question about siblings. Did Jimmy and Audra have any children together?” 
 
    “I have a ten year old brother. Michael.” 
 
    A genuine smile lit up her face. “That’s precious. Does he play the drums, too?” 
 
    “Not really. He’s very smart. Already an entrepreneur. He’s a lot like my mo—” The word hung in the air. He’d never been more confused about how to address people. Audra was his mother. His mom. But he felt guilty calling her that in front of Kendall, although she had no right to the title. 
 
    Kendall nodded with understanding, but also with a tinge of resentment sitting in the corner of her mouth. “She raised you. She’s your mum.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say or how to respond, and the awkwardness came back, causing him to drum his fingers on the table. 
 
    “Just like your father,” she said, referring to his finger tapping. She was lost in thought for a few moments as she stared at Mason’s hand. “I wanted fame so badly when I was young. I’m embarrassed now that I think back on it. I didn’t have half the talent I thought I had.” The confidence she portrayed up until now diminished, and vulnerability took its place. “Everyone told me I was terrible, but I never believed them. I thought they were just jealous.” She mocked herself with a laugh. “I should have listened to them. I probably made such a fool of myself. However, I had big dreams. Now I see that everyone was right about me. I hope I never run into any of them. I couldn’t stand to hear them gloat about it.” 
 
    Dismayed and a little irked, he frowned. It must be horrible to, not only have your dreams crushed, but for others to crush them. No one deserved to be torn down and ridiculed. He wanted to ask her specifically who she was referring to when she said “them” and “everyone”, because he couldn’t imagine his parents, Aunt Kira, Tommy, Angel, Jessi, Damien or Alyssa cutting her down the way she kept insinuating. He was listening, though. He wanted to form an unbiased opinion. The complexity of her intrigued him. She admitted to being at fault and regretting decisions she’d made. She also kept saying that she was a different person now, which seemed obvious, but he still wasn’t one hundred percent sure what to believe. 
 
    “I guess I deserved it,” she said, with regret. “I wasn’t very nice back then.” 
 
    “No one deserves to be bullied,” he quickly stated. 
 
    Her eyes welled with tears and she dabbed the napkin to the corner of her eye. “You’re right. I tried not to let it bother me and continued to pursue my singing career, but it hurt my feelings terribly. It still hurts.” She forced a smile and blinked a few times. “Enough about the poor sad girl I used to be.” 
 
    The waiter approached the table with a fresh bottle of Evian and refilled their glasses. Mason watched Kendall as she gave the waiter her order. She spoke eloquently, throwing in a few words in French here and there. He couldn’t imagine the person she used to be and the way she explained her life had been. After he gave his order the waiter left and they were alone again, and she seemed to be happier. 
 
    “Tell me about your fabulous life.” She leaned forward and rested her chin in her hand. “How did your music career take off?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It just happened. I guess because of who my dad is, I got noticed right away. I made the rounds on daytime talk shows when I was 10. I’ve been in world famous bands since I was 18. Now I’m in my own band and we’ve skyrocketed. We have a number one single and a successful album. I just got back from our first tour about a month ago.” 
 
    She was beaming with pride, fidgeting in her seat as she listened. “Your life sounds so exciting. I’m so happy for you. I knew you were destined for fame and greatness. You’ve turned out so well. You’ve done so much with your life. You’re such a handsome man. You have Jimmy’s incredible smile and those adorable dimples.” Her gaze grew heavy, and she sat back in her chair. “Tell me about Aunt Mary.” 
 
    A weight landed on his chest. Not just from loss, but from guilt because he hadn’t thought about her yet today. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Kendall patted Mason’s hand. “I didn’t mean to upset you. She was a wonderful woman. As sweet as can be. And she loved you so much. I remember when you were born. I didn’t know what I was doing. I had no help. My mother wasn’t there for me. I had no one. Aunt Mary showed up at my door when you were three days old with an arm full of diapers and baby clothes and these little tricks to help you fall asleep. She was a Godsend. Did you see her often? Were you close?” 
 
    “She lived with us. When I came to live with my dad, so did she. Even after I moved out, she stayed. She was part of our family.” 
 
    “I had no idea you were all so close. What was she like? Was she the same?” 
 
    A ton of memories filled Mason’s head, each one more special than the last, and a sentimental smile spread across his lips. “She was fun. Always with a smile on her face. Me and my dad used to drive her crazy with our drumming. He soundproofed the drum room, but she could still hear it. She used to walk around the penthouse wearing these big headphones to muffle the noise. One time, she didn’t notice that we were done playing and we didn’t tell her.” He chuckled at the memory. “She wore those headphones for an hour before she realized we were sitting in the living room. She got us back by hiding our drumsticks. We pretended to go nuts looking for them. We didn’t have the heart to tell her we had a stack of ‘em in the closet.” 
 
    Kendall’s laughter lit up her face and Mason laughed with her. “This is nice,” Kendall said. “Us. Talking. Getting to know one another.” 
 
    Unexpected warmth filled Mason’s chest. “It is. I’m glad I came today. I’m glad you came to New York.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mason. It means the world to me. I’d like to stay for a while and spend some time with you. If that’s all right.” 
 
    He didn’t need to think about it. “I’d like that.” 
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    Mason popped open a beer and plopped down in the lounge chair on the rooftop deck of Lucas’ penthouse. The sun was blaring down on him, so he pushed his shades higher on the bridge of his nose. He stared into the blue sky and tried to clear his head. For one day he didn’t want to think about loss or surprise biological parents showing up out of the blue. He rolled his head to the side to look at Tessa. “Do you think I can bring my drum set up here?”  
 
    “No. I think you’d get Lucas kicked out of his apartment if you brought your kit up here.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought.” He covered Tessa’s hand with his and gave her a soft closed-mouth smile that, he hoped, conveyed how much he appreciated her in his life. With all the crazy shit going on the last few days, she turned out to be his rock. He knew she would be. She was one of those people who always knew what to say and how to handle a situation. Even if it was just a loving embrace, her empathy and compassion eased his heavy heart. 
 
    “Lower the flame!” Tessa called to her brother. She was the cook and the grill master, but Lucas refused to let her man the barbecue when they were at his pad. 
 
    Lucas didn’t listen, and another flame shot up from the grill. The top choice rib eye burgers that had Mason’s mouth watering were in danger of turning into well-done inedible pieces of meat. “You better give him some tips, babe, because I don’t think he knows the knob turns in two directions.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know how he’s related to me right now. He’s not even wearing an apron.”  
 
    He chuckled at the overly dramatic huff she expelled from her lungs. Others may have thought she was joking, giving her brother a hard time, but Mason knew better. Food was serious for Tessa. The only thing she committed to more than cooking was the band.  
 
    Tessa rummaged through the tote bag she brought, which contained sunscreen, lotions, towels, bug spray, extra sunglasses, a lightweight beach cover-up, and, apparently, an apron. No. Make that two aprons. And those were only the things Mason saw her pull from the bottomless bag. His girl was prepared for anything. 
 
    “Put this on, big brother.” She slipped the apron over Lucas’s head and knotted it around his waist. “And tie your hair back before you singe it off. Geeze. Don’t you remember anything from our childhood?” 
 
    Mason threw his head back and laughed up to the sky as he recalled the incident she was referring to, although Tommy Blade losing a chunk of his long blond hair when he had leaned over the grill to steal a sausage was definitely no laughing matter. Mason watched Tessa secure an apron around her waist before she assisted her brother on the grill. She lowered the flame and showed him how to rotate the burgers so they cooked evenly, and she moved the salmon steaks to the top rack, but not before coating it with a healthy dose of olive oil with a basting brush she produced from the bag, so they didn’t stick to the grill. 
 
    The elevator doors that led to the rooftop opened and Sindy walked through them carrying several large sealed containers. Mason jumped up to help her. Together, they spread the salads and sides on the table and took a seat to wait for the brother and sister duo to place the grilled feast on the table. 
 
    “Make room for Lucas’ famous barbecue. It’ll be done in 30 seconds,” Tessa announced, giving her brother credit even though she’s the one who made sure everything was cooked perfectly. 
 
    Sindy’s high-pitched laughter echoed in the open air, and Mason turned to see what had her cackling. Lucas and Tessa were facing them, backs to the barbecue, one holding a spatula, the other holding a basting brush. Apparently, it was their aprons – Lucas’ specifically – that had Sindy laughing. Tessa’s apron read, “Life is Short, Lick the Bowl.” Lucas’ portrayed a picture of a two-pronged barbecue fork holding a flaming hot dog and read, “It’s All Fun and Games Until Somebody Burns Their Weiner.” A hearty laugh flew out of Mason’s mouth as soon as he read it. “Nice apron, bro.” 
 
    Lucas lowered his chin and inspected the apron, apparently for the first time, and then playfully swatted the spatula at his sister. 
 
    Mason went to Tessa and wrapped his arms around her in an overly protective embrace. “Watch it, bro,” he warned Lucas with a light-hearted smile, then kissed Tessa. 
 
    “My hero,” Tessa proclaimed with a dramatic sigh. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Sindy complained, as she helped Lucas bring the burgers and salmon to the table. “You two are sickening. I’m trying to eat here.” 
 
    Tessa sat at the patio table and smirked at her friend. “Don’t hate us because we’re in love.” 
 
    “We’re in love, too,” Lucas said, sitting next to Sindy and placing his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, but you and Sindy thought flirting meant trying to kill each other.” 
 
    Lucas placed a wet kiss on Sindy’s cheek. “That’s all in the past.” 
 
    “Please.” Sindy pushed Lucas away and leaned in the opposite direction. “I still want to kill you.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you try?” 
 
    Sindy was about to make a sarcastic comeback, but paused and melted a little as she gazed into Lucas’ eyes. “I would, but it seems that I’m totally enamored by your incredible blue eyes, master guitar playing and luscious long blond hair, not to mention your spectacular body.” 
 
    Lucas broadened his shoulders and Mason swore the guy’s head grew six inches larger in circumference. “What about my brain?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Your intelligence sealed the deal for me,” Sindy said. “A bubble-headed blond rock star is not what you are, Lucas Blade. You’re the smartest man I know.” 
 
    Mason wasn’t sure if she was joking, until Sindy’s lips fell onto Lucas’ with passion that couldn’t be manufactured. 
 
    After they ate, the four of them sat in a circle around the fire. Lucas and Sindy had their acoustic guitars, Tessa had an acoustic bass, and Mason had his electronic drum pad. They ran through a few of their older songs that were going to be included on Prodigy’s next album, then they played Enter Sandman and Hardwired to Self-Destruct, at Lucas’ insistence. When Sindy played the intro to Paradise City, Mason and Tessa both rolled their heads toward one another. Lucas was a Metallica fanatic and Sindy was a Guns N’ Roses aficionado. Between the two of them, Prodigy’s jam sessions were practically boxed into a mashup of nothing but classic 80’s rock and timeless heavy metal covers.  
 
    “Now there’s two of them,” Tessa whispered. “We should start cornering the market on covers.” 
 
    “I call A7X,” Mason said. “I could channel The Rev.” 
 
    “I’ll take the Chili Peppers,” Tessa replied. “Flea is my hero.” 
 
    They were quietly teasing their two best friends and it was hilarious, in a devious way. Realizing that Lucas and Sindy were halfway through the song without waiting for Mason and Tessa to add the rhythm, they sat back and listened to the two guitarists. Mason tapped his foot, an involuntary action that he barely noticed anymore, but Tessa let her head fall back as if she was bored.  
 
    As Mason listened to the acoustics echo in the open space of the rooftop, he began to imagine what it would sound like if he set up his full drum kit up here. “You know what would sound cool?” he asked when Lucas and Sindy finished the song. 
 
    “Adding a drum beat and baseline when me and Sindy play?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Yeah. That too. I was just thinking we should plug in up here. Do you think we can get a permit and do a rooftop show?” 
 
    “Here?” Tessa asked. “We’re five stories high.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it so cool.”  
 
    “I have an idea.” Tessa always had an idea. “We could give fans a sneak peek of our new song and do the show for charity. We could raise money to feed the homeless. It’s a win-win opportunity!” 
 
    Sindy smiled at her best friend. “That’s such a nice idea. You’re so generous, Tessa. I just love you.” 
 
    Tessa actually blushed as she waved off the compliment. She was so Goddamn adorable that it brightened Mason’s smile. This girl, who was seven years his junior, continually amazed him with her industry knowledge. It didn’t matter that he grew up in the business. She took to overseeing the band’s direction, the shape and sound of the songs, more than he ever could. He loved her take-charge attitude and her sense of direction. She had more dedication than seasoned musicians who’d been at it for decades.  
 
    They ran through Dirty Little Secrets several times, Tessa recording the last take on her phone, and then they went down to Lucas’ apartment. 
 
    Mason settled in the overstuff chair and listened to the playback of the song. It was very different, unlike anything on the radio and a surefire hit. It was cutting edge and had a great beat. It was kind of bittersweet, though, because it was written from a dark place, when he broke Tessa’s heart the night he told her he didn’t love her. It still stabbed him in the chest when he thought about it. 
 
    “We gotta get into the studio and record this,” Tessa said. “We need to release this as a single.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Mason sighed and ran his hand over his face. So much for one day without drama. Going into the studio meant seeing Tessa and Lucas’ parents. Mason’s dad would want to hear the song. Recording the single meant giving it to his Aunt Kira, who was helping as A&R rep until they hired someone full time. He’d been putting off seeing their families because he didn’t want to tell them about Kendall yet, and if he saw them or talked to them for more than five minutes, he’d spill. He hated secrets, and it ate away at him.  
 
    Lucas dropped into the seat next to Mason, a concerned look on his face. “You all right, Mase?” 
 
    Mason knew that the sympathetic hand on his shoulder stemmed from Lucas’ intuitive nature. Withholding important events in his life from his best friend was added stress that Mason didn’t need right now. It was time to confess the details of the last few days. “I gotta tell ya something, man, but you can’t say anything to any of our parents. Not yet.” His head was swimming and his emotions were still all over the place, but he realized that he wanted to share the news of the reconciliation with his birth mother. He had started to bond with her, which was something he didn’t think would happen. Ever. 
 
    Tessa sat on the arm of the chair and draped her hand across Mason’s shoulder for support, aware that he was ready to talk about Kendall. Lucas sat on the coffee table facing Mason and Sindy sat on the adjacent couch, both leaning forward as they waited to hear what Mason had to share. He could almost see the mixture of hesitation, anxiety and excitement plastered across his face, which left question marks on both Lucas and Sindy’s expressions. “My birth mother showed up after Aunt Mary’s funeral,” he blurted out. 
 
    Sindy’s mouth opened into a wide smile and she sucked in a breath, ready to offer some sort of happy congratulations, but stopped when she saw the consternation on everyone’s faces, especially Lucas’. 
 
    Lucas’ brows pinched together with suspicion. “What does she want?” His jaw softened, slightly. “I mean, after all this time she just shows up out of the blue? And why didn’t she come to Aunt Mary’s funeral? She was her aunt, right?” 
 
    Sindy looked shocked at the questions and insinuations, but they were all valid. “She wants to get to know me.” Mason told Lucas about the initial encounter and how blindsided he’d been. How he’d needed a day to sort things out before he saw her again and how their luncheon made him feel like they had a chance at a relationship. 
 
    Sindy responded before Lucas had a chance to say anything. “I think that’s great, Mason. It’s never too late to mend fences.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lucas asked her. “You told your parents to get lost and blocked their number.” 
 
    “That’s different. My parents are drug abusers. They never cared about me. They never called me once since I left Baltimore. Then all of a sudden I’m on the radio and on TV and they remember they have a daughter. They didn’t ask how I was or if I was OK. They called to ask for money.” 
 
    Lucas turned a wary eye on Mason. “Do you think your birth mother could be after your money?” 
 
    It was just like Lucas to lay it on the table. Others may have tiptoed around an awkward question. Not Lucas. He blurted everything out without holding anything back. In that regard, he and Tessa were exactly alike. A trait they inherited from Jessi Blade. Truthfully, it was a question that never occurred to Mason. He thought about it for a few moments, and then shook his head. “Nah. I’ve been over 18 for a lot of years and famous for almost as long. She would have come sooner if it was for money.” He reflected on her fancy clothing, upscale appearance and haughty mannerisms. “Besides, she doesn’t look like she’s hurting for money. Apparently, she married rich.” 
 
    Lucas pondered Mason’s answer and then gave a curt nod. “Just be careful, bro. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I know, man. Thanks. But, remember, don’t say anything yet.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Sindy said. “Why don’t you want your parents to know she’s around?” 
 
    Mason didn’t know how to explain it. He was still trying to figure it out himself, and not sure if he really wanted to know the details. “I’m not sure. There’s some untold story. Some unpleasant history. According to Kendall – that’s my birth mother’s name – she thinks our families hate her. I just want to form an opinion on my own, without hearing all the slanderous details of something that happened 25 years ago.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Tessa agreed, rubbing his upper back. 
 
    “When are you going to see her again?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow. I think. She’s waiting for me to call her. I’m still a little apprehensive. Unsure of her intentions. So I’m taking it slow.” 
 
    “I could make dinner,” Tessa offered.  
 
    The corners of Mason’s mouth turned up. This girl couldn’t be any sweeter or more generous, always going out of her way for everyone. “You don’t have to do that, Tess.” 
 
    She gave him a cutesy smirk, flashed her eyes and tilted her head as if to say, are you kidding? 
 
    He put his arms around her and leaned up to offer a kiss. “I don’t want you to go to any trouble. I know you enjoy cooking for people, but you spend hours in the kitchen preparing these grand meals. We can just order pizza.” Somehow, he didn’t see Kendall eating pizza or take-out. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Pizza is for a room full of guys fueled with testosterone watching football.” She cupped his face in her hands. “I’ll make something nice, but I won’t go overboard. Plus, I really want to meet her. I’m an excellent judge of character and could give you my take on her.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Sindy added, and then shrank back. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “No.” Mason nodded. “I think it’s a good idea for you and Lucas to be there. I’d like an unbiased opinion. I was hard on her at first. I know that, but I softened. I’m a pushover. I cave easily. I’m a sucker for a sob story. All it takes is a little down and out, and I get all mushy inside.” 
 
    Tessa put her hand on his chest. “That’s one of the things I always loved about you, Mase. Your big non-judgmental heart and easygoing nature.” 
 
    “Do you really want all of us there?” Lucas asked. “It might scare her off. Like we’re there to interrogate her or something.” 
 
    Sindy nudged Lucas with her shoulder. “You’re hardly intimidating, Lucas.” 
 
    He glared at her, his cobalt blue eyes turning to steel. Then he grabbed her around the waist and tickled her until tears ran down her cheeks. “OK! OK!” Sindy gasped. “Stop!” 
 
    “Great,” Tessa rolled her eyes. “If anyone tries to mug us in a dark alley, it’s good to know my brother’s tickle skills are par none.” 
 
    Mason laughed at the teasing jab. Standing over six feet, with broad shoulders and a wide back, Lucas was built like a linebacker. 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Tessa stated. “Dinner tomorrow night for the five of us.” 
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    “You’re flat is lovely,” Kendall turned in a semicircle taking in Mason’s apartment. “It’s so lush and upscale. The décor is impeccable. It’s not what I expected at all from a single man. You have excellent taste, Mason.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He knew his apartment was the furthest thing from a bachelor pad and not what a person envisioned when they thought of a single guy living alone, but Mason came from a family where everything was done to the max. His mom had hired an interior decorator for him as a housewarming gift when he’d first bought the apartment, so everything matched and fit together. The place was definitely masculine, with black and gray dominating the color palate. There was a lot of music memorabilia displayed throughout the place, including one wall with original signed drum skins from greats like Neil Peart, Mike Portnoy and Chad Smith. He was by no means a neat freak, but he had a cleaning lady come once a week and everything was always in place. The lack of food in the apartment was the only real stereotype of a single guy’s apartment that he adhered to. Fast food was always his choice, even though his family had a personal chef when he was growing up. Now that Tessa was in his life, his empty fridge and cupboards were pretty well stocked, though.  
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” he offered, not used to playing the host. 
 
    “No thank you. I’m fine.” She raised her chin and breathed in. “Something smells marvelous. I do hope your girlfriend didn’t go to too much trouble. I would have been more than happy to take the two of you out for a grand meal.” 
 
    “My girl wouldn’t hear of it. She loves to cook.” 
 
    Kendall turned toward a noise in the other room. “Is that her?” 
 
    “No. That’s Lucas. I hope you don’t mind. I invited my best friend and his girlfriend to join us.” 
 
    “You did?” Her face lit up with excitement. “That’s wonderful. I would love to meet your friends.” 
 
    Lucas entered from the foyer that led to the back of the apartment, all smiles and charm. As soon as Kendall saw him her hand went to her cheek and she walked toward him, straight white teeth on display. “I’d know you anywhere. You’re Tommy Blade’s son. You look exactly like him.” 
 
    “Yep. He’s my dad. I’m Lucas. It’s nice to meet you.” Lucas presented his hand, and she shook it delicately. 
 
    “It’s truly a pleasure to meet you. Do you play guitar, as well?” 
 
    Lucas tucked his hair behind his ears and chuckled modestly. “Yeah. I play. I’m in the band with Mason.” 
 
    Kendall brought her fingers to her lips and blinked slowly. “I apologize. I should know that sort of thing. Mason and I have so much to talk about. It’s hard to cover everything in the short time we’ve spent together.” 
 
    “I should have mentioned it.” Mason felt guilty for not giving her more details, and for not mentioning that Lucas was his best friend. “I’m dating Lucas’ sister, Tessa.” 
 
    Kendall turned toward Mason and nodded. “Of course. That makes sense. The three of you grew up together. How wonderful.” 
 
    Muffled voices came from behind the apartment door and the doorknob jiggled. “That’s her now.” 
 
    When Tessa and Sindy walked into the apartment, Kendall smiled broadly. She didn’t wait for an introduction and went straight up to Sindy. “You must be Tessa. I love your bright hair. It’s so much fun!” 
 
    “I’m Sindy. Lucas’ girlfriend.” 
 
    “I’m Tessa.” Tessa held out her hand and presented the most adorable smile. 
 
    Kendall turned toward Tessa as if she just noticed her in the room. Her head cocked to the side and she studied Tessa while her smile slowly faded. “You’re Lucas’ sister?” 
 
    Tessa nodded, her hand still extended in greeting. “Yes. It’s nice to finally meet you, Kendall.” 
 
    Mason moved to Tessa’s side and draped his arm over her shoulder as Kendall slowly shook Tessa’s hand, almost in a daze. An uneasy feeling crept over his skin as he watched the odd expression on Kendall’s face. 
 
    Kendall looked over her shoulder at Lucas, then returned her gaze to Tessa, clearly confused by their contrasting appearances. Lucas was blond and fair, while Tessa had dark hair and eyes with a glowing olive complexion. 
 
    “I know.” Tessa smiled. “We look nothing alike.” 
 
    Still lost in thought, Kendall acted as if she didn’t hear Tessa and continued to look back and forth at the siblings. “Is Angel Garcia your father?” 
 
    “He’s one of my two dads,” Tessa answered. “My parents have a polyamorous relationship.”  
 
    Tessa explained it as if it was the most natural thing in the world, something Mason had seen her do countless times. Her unfailing pride and support for her family continually invoked admiration. 
 
    Mason watched as Kendall peered at Tessa, moving closer an inch at a time until it grew uncomfortable and Tessa leaned back to create space between them. He was about to place his hand on Kendall’s shoulder when she gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    “You’re Angel and Jessi’s daughter. Jessi had a baby with Angel?” Kendall blinked rapidly while her mouth opened and closed, as if unable to continue speaking. 
 
    Tessa glanced at Mason warily before she replied. “Yes. Angel Garcia is my biological father. Tommy Blade is Lucas’ biological father. Jessi Blade is our mother. I’m Tessa Blade Garcia.” 
 
    Kendall’s cheeks turned bright red, and she stumbled over something to say. Her words were a mashup of grunts and syllables. Mason exchanged a confused glance with Tessa, then returned his gaze to Kendall. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Kendall shook her head to clear it and instantly regained her composure. “I’m so sorry. That was rude of me. I just had no idea.” She rubbed her throat as if helping herself to swallow, and then presented a warm smile to Tessa. “Your father and I used to be close. We go way back.” 
 
    Tessa paused, clearly uncomfortable with Kendall’s reaction. “Which one?” 
 
    “Angel. I’ve known him for a very long time. Since we were both young. Children, really.” Kendall looked back and forth between Mason and Tessa. “You two are a couple. That’s a lovely coincidence. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not really,” Tessa answered. “We’ve known each other our entire lives.” 
 
    “She’s the singer and bass player in Prodigy,” Mason boasted as he pulled Tessa a little closer. 
 
    “You sing?” Kendall’s face went blank for a brief moment before she masked it. “I guess that’s no surprise considering the talent your father brandishes. I used to sing. That’s how Angel and I met.” She paused. “Your parents, the three of them  . . . are they still together? As a couple?” 
 
    Tessa glanced back at Mason again, and he could see her hackles rising. She was fiercely protective of her family. “Yes. They’re married.” 
 
    Kendall almost laughed. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “They had a civil ceremony before Lucas was born. It may not be legal in a court of law, but they’re married,” Tessa stressed. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Kendall touched Tessa’s arm. “I’m not mocking their ceremony. Not at all. I’m just a little surprised, that’s all. I can’t believe Jessi stuck it out.”  
 
    Tessa stiffened and her jaw tightened. “What do you mean, stuck it out?” 
 
    “Well, it was just very obvious how much Angel and Tommy loved each other. And Angel is gay. That’s why I’m so surprised about—” 
 
    “Stop.” Tessa’s eyes darted to Mason and stayed there for a moment, looking for support, or apologizing for something she was about to say. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Both of my fathers love my mother, just as much as they love each other. There is no favoritism in my family.”  
 
    Lucas came to his sister’s side, also ready to defend his family. “She’s right. I really don’t know why you think my fathers don’t love my mother, but you couldn’t be more wrong.” 
 
    Mason watched the woman he loved and his best friend, ready to square off against his birth mother, and he began to think that introducing them was a bad idea. There was bad blood between Kendall and Tommy, Jessi, and Angel. He’d known that. 
 
    Kendall’s eyes softened and she broke into a warm smile. “I’m so sorry. I think my big mouth got me into trouble again. I didn’t mean anything by it. I came here to meet my son’s girlfriend and his best friends. I have no business making assumptions.” She waved a hand in front of her, as if to wipe away the tension. “Let’s start over.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Mason squeezed Tessa’s shoulder, and she nodded at him. 
 
    “Why don’t we sit down to dinner?” Tessa suggested. “I cooked a beautiful meal.” 
 
    Kendall’s face brightened. “I told Mason that you shouldn’t have gone to the trouble. I would have been happy to take everyone out to dinner.” 
 
    “No trouble at all,” Tessa replied, sincerely. “I love to cook.” 
 
    On their way to the table, Mason ran his hand across his forehead and let out a breath. Tessa never let anyone judge her parents’ unconventional relationship, and had a hot temper when it came to family. And Lucas had an over-protective streak when it came to his sister. Five minutes in his apartment, and Kendall almost had it out with his girlfriend and his best friend. 
 
    Sindy grabbed onto Mason’s arm and whispered, “Don’t sweat it. My family makes this look like a Hallmark Christmas Special.” 
 
    “Such a beautiful table,” Kendall complimented. She offered to help in the kitchen, but Tessa wouldn’t hear of it. Usually, when Tessa cooked, the kitchen was her domain and no one else, with the exception of Angel, could set foot in there. Tonight she made an exception for Sindy, and Mason wondered if they were discussing Kendall’s comments about Angel, Tommy and Jessi. 
 
    “I hope you like Cuban cuisine,” Tessa said as she and Sindy presented dish after dish, absent the usual rundown of ingredients.  
 
    Kendall stared at everything, an impressed yet bewildered look on her face. “This is incredible.”  
 
    “My papi taught me how to cook. I guess you know he’s a chef?” 
 
    “Of course.” Kendall smiled and her eyes glazed over. “Papi? Is that what you call Angel?” 
 
    Tessa nodded.  
 
    “That’s adorable.” Kendall shook out her napkin and draped it across her lap. “Everything looks lovely, Tessa. What was this called again?” She pointed to a bowl. “It looks delicious.” 
 
    “That’s picadillo,” Mason answered. “It’s beef with potatoes. Olives. Tomatoes.” He looked into the bowl to see what other ingredients he was missing and tried to remember the way Tessa described it in the past. “It’s flavored with sofrito.” Mason’s knowledge of Tessa’s culinary skills, garnered adoring eyes from the woman he loved.  
 
    “My sister’s an amazing cook,” Lucas bragged. 
 
    Kendall tasted the picadillo. “Mmm. It’s positively divine. Do you have any other brothers or sisters?” she asked Tessa. 
 
    “No. It’s just me and Lucas.”  
 
    “That’s splendid. You seem close. What about you, Sindy? Are you in the band, as well?” 
 
    Sindy nodded. “I play guitar. Not nearly as good as Lucas, but I can hold my own.” 
 
    Lucas wrapped an arm around Sindy. “Don’t be modest. You’re one of the best guitar players I know.” He planted a kiss on the side of her bright red hair and smiled. “And pretty damn cute, too.” 
 
    Sindy smiled and nudged him with her shoulder.” 
 
    “Young love,” Kendall said wistfully. “Tell me more about this band of yours, Mason. What’s the name of it?” 
 
    “Prodigy.” 
 
    Kendall rested her fork in her plate and sat back. “Prodigy. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “Our first single went platinum, and our first album just went gold.” 
 
    Kendall listened with her chin on her hand. “That’s an amazing story. Do you have a manager?” 
 
    Mason put his arm around Tessa’s shoulder. “She’s our manager. She runs the show. She makes sure everyone brings their A-game. Keeps us in line. Writes all the lyrics. Scrutinizes—” 
 
    “I’m not the band’s manager,” Tessa interrupted. “I just take a concerted effort and interest in making sure everything is done on point.” 
 
    Kendall let out a joyful laugh. “You sound just like your father, love. Angel always had such wonderful business sense.” She scooted to the edge of her chair. “Tell me. Is Immortal Angel still together?” 
 
    They all exchanged surprised glances with one another. Was Kendall really that out of touch that she didn’t know Immortal Angel was stronger now than they were a decade ago? 
 
    Sindy was the first to answer. “How can you not know the answer to that? Immortal Angel is a legend. They’re still making music and touring the world.” 
 
    Kendall was lost in thought for a moment, her eyes taking on a blank stare for a moment. “That doesn’t surprise me.” She exhaled a long sigh, then took a sip of water. “Do you live in the City, too, Tessa?” 
 
    “No. The rest of us live in Lido Beach. I own a condo in a complex adjacent to Lucas and Sindy. The City’s too congested for me.” 
 
    “It’s our one point of disagreement,” Mason confessed. “I love the non-stop action and the loud noise of Manhattan. Tessa loves the beach.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Tessa,” Kendall said. “I don’t think I could live in the City. I much prefer the greenery of the boroughs, Brooklyn specifically.” 
 
    “I visited it for the first time about a month ago,” Sindy offered. “I’m from Baltimore. Tessa took me to Williamsburg to get our tongues pierced. It was a really cool place.” 
 
    “Pierced? In Williamsburg?” A small smile slowly lifted one side of her mouth. “Alyssa?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Sindy nodded. 
 
    “And Damien.” Memories reflected in Kendall’s far away gaze, but it was unclear whether they were good or bad. “Those two were something else. Neither of them had a filter. There’s something to be said about brutal honesty, but that’s ancient history. Are they still married?” 
 
    “Of course.” Tessa answered. “I don’t know two people who are more suited for one another.” She placed her hand on Mason’s leg under the table. “Except me and Mason. We were destined to be together. I’ve known he was the one since I was five years old.” 
 
    “That’s so romantic.” Kendall’s eyes glazed over. “I’m very happy for the both of you. You’re absolutely darling, Tessa.” 
 
    Mason placed his arm on the back of Tessa’s chair and kissed her temple. “She sure is.” 
 
    After dinner, Kendall and Sindy helped Tessa clear the table, refusing to heed Tessa’s insistence that they both stay seated. Mason watched them in the kitchen, too far away to hear what they were saying, but it appeared that Kendall was raving about the meal. He moved into the empty seat at the table next to Lucas. “She really seems to like Tessa,” he whispered to his best friend. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lucas answered. “I was worried there for a minute when we first arrived. Her reaction was . . . I don’t know. Unsettling. Know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” It was the unspoken history with Tommy, Angel and Jessi that still left a big question mark in Mason’s head, but it was ancient history, and he was giving Kendall a chance.  
 
    “How do you think your parents will react when you tell them that she’s back?” Lucas asked. 
 
    Mason pressed his lips together and slowly shook his head, fearing that a big blow out would ensue. “Not sure, man. But I have to tell them. I just wanted to get to know her first, without their input. I wanted to hear what she had to say and make up my own mind.” 
 
    “And?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “I think she’s sincere. Whatever happened between her and our parents is in the past. I think she’s interested in my life.” He watched Kendall smile brightly and run her fingers down the length of Tessa’s hair. “And she wants to know the people I care about.” 
 
    While they had dessert, Tessa spoke about the tour and what’s in store for Prodigy. Mason told stories about the bands he toured with in the past. Lucas recalled stories of their childhood. And Sindy talked about the first time she played with the band and how awestruck she’d been at playing with the great Mason Wilder, which really surprised Mason. He had known she was star-struck at meeting Immortal Angel, and, at times, still was. But he had no idea that she was rattled at meeting him. They talked about Aunt Mary and how much she meant to all of them. Kendall even joined the conversation by relaying a few stories about Aunt Mary, which filled Mason with equal amounts of heartache and happiness.  
 
    After several hours, Kendall stood and smoothed down her pencil skirt. “I can’t believe how late it is already. I better get going. Thank you so much for having me over, Mason. And for introducing me to your friends, and your beautiful girlfriend.” She took Tessa’s hands. “It was such a pleasure meeting you. I hope to get to know you better before I go back to London.” She surprised Tessa with an excited hug. It caught Tessa off guard, and she didn’t have a chance to raise her arms to return the embrace. Her limbs were stuck at her sides sticking out like tree branches. Kendall pulled back and cupped Tessa’s face in her hands. “Such a beauty, with so much talent. Mason is a lucky man.”  
 
    “Thank you, but I’m the lucky one,” Tessa replied. “Mason is every woman’s dream. And he picked me.” 
 
    As if he had a choice. He couldn’t resist her if he tried. 
 
    Kendall shook Lucas and Sindy’s hands, offering more comments about being happy to meet them, and then she turned to Mason. The hug that she freely offered Tessa didn’t extend to him. Kendall hesitated as she stepped closer, raising her arms cautiously and dropping her gaze for a moment. “Goodnight, Mason.” She gave him a soft kiss on the cheek and lightly ran her hand down his arm. He felt her warmth and her vulnerability, unsure if her own child wanted her affection. It tore Mason’s heart out. Maybe in the past she had been a bad mother, caring more about herself than her own son and caught up in the limelight as she tried to find fame. But she was here now and doing everything to make up for it. She wasn’t asking for anything in return except his time. He put his arms around her and hugged her with real affection.  
 
    He heard her take a breath and felt her head lean into his. When she pulled back, a soft mist covered her eyes. “Goodnight, Mason.” Her smile reached the corners of her eyes, causing a few tiny wrinkles to form, the first he’d seen make an appearance. “Please ring me tomorrow if you’d like to meet again. Or the next day. No pressure.” 
 
    He nodded, happy to see her again tomorrow. As soon as he closed the door behind her, he spun around. “So what’d you guys think of her? I think it went really well. Don’t you?” 
 
    “She was wearing Valentino,” Tessa announced. “And she smelled of Dior. She was very refined.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lucas agreed. “She was classy. With manners.”  
 
    “She was nice,” Sindy said. “I felt kind of bad for her, though.” 
 
    Mason quirked an eyebrow. “How so?” 
 
    “She obviously cares about you a lot. She loves you. But she seemed hesitant, as if she was worried that you won’t love her back. I can’t imagine what that feels like.” 
 
    That’s the exact same thing Mason picked up from Kendall, and it tugged at his heart.  
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    Mason planned on telling the family tonight that Kendall had been in contact with him, but didn’t know exactly when. Since the entire Immortal Angel family was together in the great room of the Blade-Garcia mansion, it presented the perfect opportunity. He saw Tessa glance at his fingers as they pounded a beat into the arm of the couch. Usually, nothing got to him. That’s just how he rolled. He wasn’t one to get upset and fly off the handle. He had a calm demeanor and rarely got riled up. In that respect, he and Tessa couldn’t be more different.  
 
    With the room at a decent decibel, after everyone had spent the last two hours emptying their lungs with stories and laughter, Mason decided it was time to bring up Kendall. He stood and raised his voice above everyone else’s. “I want to say something.” He waited for the family to quiet down before he looked directly at his father. “Kendall showed up at my apartment after the funeral.” 
 
    He looked around the room at the unsettled reactions. His dad’s brows rose and the jovial smile fell from his lips. His mom closed her eyes for a moment and visibly deflated, her shoulders falling a good three inches from their usual height. Alyssa rolled her eyes and huffed. Damien didn’t react, but that wasn’t a surprise. The man had two facial expression – a scowl or an evil grin – so, it was almost impossible to tell what he was thinking. Angel pursed his lips together with concern and crossed his arms over his chest. Tommy’s bright eyes lost some of their light, and he glanced at Angel. But it was Jessi’s reaction that disturbed Mason the most. Her eyes narrowed into slits and her lips pressed tightly together. Her chest rose and fell, and she kept looking back and forth between Tommy and Angel.  
 
    “What did she want?” Mason’s dad asked.  
 
    “She was at the funeral, but stayed in the background because she said she knew she wasn’t welcome. Why would she think that, Dad?” 
 
    “I invited her, Mase. Remember? There’s no reason for her to think she wasn’t welcome. She may not have seen Aunt Mary in twenty-five years, but she was her aunt. She was her family. It was her place to be there.” He paused and furrowed his brow. “Did you say she came to your apartment?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How did she know where you live? I never told her.” 
 
    “She said she saw me at the funeral and recognized me right away. She followed me home.” 
 
    Mason’s mom quickly came to his side, her high heels clacking on the floor, and rubbed her hand over his upper arm. “Are you OK? Did she upset you?” 
 
    “No. I’m . . . I don’t know what I am, Mom. I guess, confused, mostly. She said she wanted to get to know me. She said she couldn’t go back to London without seeing me.” The quietude in the room disturbed him. This group of boisterous people, who always had an opinion and shared it freely, fell silent. The tension was unnerving. As he waited for them to say something, Tessa reached out, took Mason’s hand and squeezed it for support. She was always in his corner, always standing by his side, no matter what. “Why do all of you dislike her so much?” he asked. 
 
    Angel spoke up. “We’re concerned about her intentions.”  
 
    “Why? Is it because she had a drinking problem? Because she’s clean and sober now.” The remark caused several skeptical facial expressions from those around the room. “She refused alcohol,” Mason stressed, surprised he felt the need to defend Kendall. “Me and Lucas had a couple of beers at dinner. She had water.” 
 
    Jessi’s head snapped in Lucas’ direction, eyes wide with alarm. “You met her?” He nodded, and she quickly turned toward Tessa, her voice raising an octave. “Did you?” 
 
    Tessa shot an uneasy glance in Mason’s direction before answering her mother. “Yes. She seemed nice. Sincere in wanting to get to know Mason.”  
 
    “What else did she say?” Mason’s dad asked, more serious than Mason had ever seen him. 
 
    “She told me that she left because of a chance at a recording deal, which never panned out. That she turned her life around. She said she regrets a lot of things. That she’s changed. She said she wanted to get in touch with me, but felt like too much time had passed.” He looked at the faces around him, all staring back at him with concerned expressions. No one offered the slightest bit of joy at the chance of a reunion.  
 
    Jessi was the most reactive. Her nostrils flared, and her expression changed many times. Anger, disbelief and something that looked like mild panic flashed across her face. Mostly, she looked as if there were a mountain of things she wanted to blurt out, but held her tongue. 
 
    “I’m glad, Mase,” his dad finally said, although his face remained pinched with concern rather than displaying any kind of sentiment to match his statement. His dad walked over to him and placed a supportive hand on his shoulder. “I wished she could have been there for you when you were a kid. It wasn’t fair. You know it had nothing to do with you, right? I’ve told you that a million times. She left for her own reasons. Not because she didn’t care about you.” 
 
    She did care about him. That much Mason knew. He felt it in his heart. He just wished his family didn’t have such a negative reaction to her. “She kept saying she wasn’t welcome here. That none of you like her. Why would she keep saying that?” 
 
    “I never gave her any reason to think I didn’t want her in your life, Mase.” His dad lowered his head for a moment. “I’m sorry she wasn’t around. It really broke my heart. You never talked about her, and we never brought her up because . . . well, there was nothing to say. I’m sorry, buddy.” 
 
     Mason glanced at his mother – the only mother he’d ever known.  
 
    Tears welled in her eyes, and she cupped his face in her hands. “I love you as if I gave birth to you, Mason. In my heart, I did. I live for you. I’d die for you. If you hurt, I hurt. You are a piece of me. But I never wanted to replace Kendall. I may not have liked her, but I still wanted her in your life. I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “Is that why you don’t like her? Because she left? Because you think she hurt me?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Her eyes said that she wasn’t being completely honest. “That’s not all there is. There’s more you’re not telling me, isn’t there? What is it?” 
 
    A pained expression passed over her face, and her shoulders sunk again. “I’ve known Kendall for a very long time. Me and Aunt Kira were Immortal Angel superfans. You know the stories. Kendall was too, I guess. She was always there. At every show. She was loud and partied too much. We found her abrasive. We clashed. That’s the extent of my interaction with Kendall. I was already with your dad when she showed up with you when you were still a toddler. It was a shock. To everyone. I was afraid she would try to get between me and your dad, but she wasn’t interested in him. She just wanted him to be your dad.” 
 
    If he had to pick someone to be his mother, out of every woman in the world, he’d pick her every day of the year. His mom was probably the sweetest and kindest woman he’d ever met. She loved him completely, and he loved her just as much in return. She soothed every ache in his heart, for as long as he could remember. He squeezed her hand and nodded. Then he looked at his dad to see if he had anything to add.  
 
    His dad shrugged. “I didn’t know her that well. I wish I could tell you that we were young and in love. That she went off in search of a singing career, and I stayed behind and fell in love with your mom. But that’s not the way it went down. She was just some chick in the bar.” He scratched at one of his long sideburns and hung his head. “I’m sorry. I know that sounds awful.” 
 
    It was the cold hard truth, but it didn’t mean anything to Mason. He knew the story. It wasn’t a big deal. It’s the first he heard of his mom and Aunt Kira having a history with Kendall, though. It didn’t matter. Although he suspected there was a lot more background information that wasn’t being offered, he believed that the extent of his parent’s relationship with Kendall had been disclosed. He saw no reason why they wouldn’t want her in his life, and Kendall freely admitted that it was her decision to stay away. 
 
    Later that night, when they were back home at Mason’s apartment, he asked Tessa what she thought about Kendall. 
 
    Tessa’s intense brown eyes bore into him, going from warm to troubled. She took a breath and let it out slowly. “I’m going to tell you the truth, because honesty is all I know. And because I love you.” She paused. “I think she really cares about you. I don’t question that. On the surface, she’s very nice. And pleasant. I genuinely like her. But this little voice in the back of my head is telling me to be wary. I don’t know if it’s because there’s so much we don’t know about the past, or because it took her so many years to contact you. Or because of the way everyone reacted tonight when you told them she was back. Whatever it is, something is telling me to be cautious. I can see you’re happy that she wants to be part of your life, and I want her to be too. I just don’t want you to get hurt. I think that’s all anyone is worried about.” 
 
    Mason rubbed his forehead. He wasn’t used to so much tension eating away at him, and he was over-analyzing everything that happened over the last few days. “I think my parents pretty much told us the whole story, but I get the feeling there’s more to it when it comes to yours. Especially your mom. What do you think she has against Kendall?” 
 
    “I’ve noticed the same thing.” Tessa stared off to the side, deep in thought. “The only thing I can think of is that Kendall had a thing for my dad. You know how women throw themselves at him.” 
 
    It made sense. Kendall admitted to drinking too much and, obviously, she was promiscuous. Tommy Blade was a sex god, to this day. Mason could only imagine how women had reacted to him when he was younger. Mason didn’t like the thought that entered his head. At all. He debated whether to mention it to Tessa or not, but decided he needed to bring it up. “You don’t think she had an affair with your dad, do you?” 
 
    Tessa went rigid. “Of course not. How could you even ask such a thing? That’s impossible. My father would never do that. My mother would never stand for it.” She shook her head vehemently. “My mother would never forgive him. Or Papi.” 
 
    At first, Mason agreed with Tessa. Tommy Blade was eternally loyal to Jessi and Angel. He’d never seen people who loved each other more than they did. It also made him wonder if Jessi and Angel loved Tommy enough to forgive a one-time transgression, but he would never admit that to Tessa. 
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    Tessa strolled along the boardwalk, enjoying the late morning sunshine after jogging for the last 30 minutes. Having spent the last two nights at Mason’s apartment in the City, she missed her morning runs on the beach. It was still warm, but the ocean air always blanketed the air with a cool breeze and necessitated a hoodie. She zipped up the sweatshirt and stuck her hands in her pockets. As she continued down the boardwalk, she heard someone calling her name and immediately perked up. Recognition had become the norm since the band’s popularity had skyrocketed. Locals, who knew Prodigy from their bar band days, often stopped to talk to her and get a selfie. She turned and searched the faces around her, but no one was looking back at her. 
 
    “Tessa! I knew it was you!” 
 
    Tessa squinted and shielded her eyes from the glare. The older woman didn’t look like a fan, and the wide-brimmed hat and high heels were out of place and too sophisticated for the beach. 
 
    The woman waved and picked up her pace. Her heel momentarily got stuck between the planks of the boardwalk, but she freed it and kept approaching. She waved again. “It’s Kendall!” 
 
    Surprised, Tessa’s brows rose high on her forehead and she stood rooted in place while she waited for Kendall to catch up to her. 
 
    Slightly out of breath and brandishing a huge open-mouthed smile, Kendall hugged Tessa. “I’m so glad I ran into you. I was just calling Mason.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” That sounded rude, and Tessa quickly apologized. “I’m sorry. I mean, hi. What brings you to Lido Beach?” 
 
    Kendall took off her hat and smoothed her hair back, just in case a hair strayed from the tightly-wound bun at the back of her neck. “I thought I’d visit the beach before my return to Britain. Then I remembered you lived in Lido Beach.” She held up her cell phone. “I was just about to ring Mason to get your number.” Kendall gazed at Tessa, a warm smile on her lips and a tilt to her head. “You’re so pretty. Can I take you to lunch? I have a car waiting. We can go anywhere you like.” 
 
    This woman looked so put together, as if she was ready to attend a formal event, and Tessa looked as if she just came from the gym. She tugged on the front of her hoodie to disengage it from her damp tank top. “It’s a nice gesture, but I was jogging. I’m all sweaty.” 
 
    “If you want to go back to your place and shower, I wouldn’t mind waiting.” 
 
    Tessa struggled with conflicting thoughts on how to respond. She didn’t want to be dismissive or standoffish, but it didn’t feel right to have lunch with Mason’s birth mother without him. There was a hot dog stand a few yards down on the boardwalk and she suggested they get a drink and sit down for a few minutes and talk instead. 
 
    Kendall carefully placed the hat back on her head and adjusted the brim. “That would be lovely.”  
 
    They walked on the uneven wood, Kendall navigating the pits and cracks in her high heel Manolo Blahnik shoes remarkably well. With a bottle of water and a large salted pretzel, they sat on a nearby bench facing the ocean. Kendall appeared out of place in her pristine Carolina Herrera skirt suit among the casual shorts and tank tops. She knew she was coming to the beach. Why would she wear such formal attire? Tessa wondered. “You’re suit is beautiful, but you don’t look like you’re dressed for the beach.” 
 
    “I didn’t pack many clothes. I only expected to come for the funeral.” Kendall picked the salt off her pretzel, one chunk at a time but never took a bite. “I picked up a few pieces the other day, but now that I’m going to stay a while, I probably should go shopping.” Her eyes lit up, and she swiveled toward Tessa, her ankles still crossed in the slim pencil skirt. “I have a splendid idea! Let’s go shopping. Come back to the City with me. We can go shopping at all the designer stores on Fifth Avenue.” 
 
    Tessa felt uncomfortable at the idea of going shopping with Kendall. She honestly didn’t know how to react. Part of her wanted to ask Kendall why she wasn’t including Mason in these plans, but she knew it would sound rude. “I don’t think so. It’s a nice offer, but we’re gearing up for a second album, and I have a million things to do. We have people, but I like to oversee everything myself.” 
 
    Kendal stared at Tessa for a moment, her smile broadening. “You remind me so much of your father.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Angel, of course!” Kendall waved her hand as if it was an absurd question. “Always working. Always making sure the band is the best it can be.” 
 
    Tessa always thought her personality mimicked her mother’s – headstrong, independent, outspoken. But she was like Papi when it came to cooking and music, and, of course the physical resemblance, which is probably why Kendall kept commenting on it. 
 
    “If I had him behind me, managing me, I honestly think I could have made something of myself.” Kendal looked out into the ocean, untouched pretzel in hand. “He and I were close, but I guess we drifted apart as the years went by.” 
 
    “How exactly do you know my papi?” Tessa asked, with genuine curiosity, and a hint of suspicion. 
 
    “From voice class.” Kendall covered her lips with the tips of her fingers while her cheeks filled out. “I love that you call him Papi. That’s adorable.” She tried out the word. “Papi.” She stared off into the distance again, the pretzel now discarded on the bench. “How is he?” 
 
    “He’s well.” Tessa noted that she never asked about anyone else, only Papi. 
 
    “Please tell him I said hello.” Her smile disappeared and she shook her head rapidly from side to side “No. Please don’t tell him I said anything. Don’t tell any of your parents. It’s really not a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. Not one that matters anymore. At least not to me. I don’t want to stir up any ill feelings that some people may still have for me, especially since I have a chance to get to know you and Mason now.” 
 
    Tessa nodded, appreciative of Kendall’s last statement. 
 
    “Well,” Kendall patted Tessa’s knee. “I won’t keep you any longer since you have important business to tend to. I’ve bothered you enough.” 
 
    “It was nice to see you again,” Tessa said, as they both stood up. 
 
     “You, as well. I’m so happy I ran into you today.” Kendall gave Tessa a smothering hug. “Please tell Mason I’ll reach out to him later this afternoon.” 
 
    “I will.” Tessa left Kendall with a small smile and walked down the steps that led to the beach and the path back to her apartment complex. She realized that she ran into Kendall almost directly across from her building and glanced over her shoulder at where she’d sat with Kendall a few moments ago. The woman still stood in the same spot on the boardwalk, looking in Tessa’s direction. Kendall waved, not a small inconspicuous gesture either, but an exaggerated swipe of her arm in the air over her head to make sure Tessa saw it. Tessa waved back, amused at the exuberance in Kendall’s posture, but a little unnerved. 
 
    Once inside her apartment, Tessa stripped off her sweaty jogging clothes and jumped into the shower. She automatically started to sing the lyrics to Rewind, one of Prodigy’s older songs that she wanted to put on the new album. She smiled as she sang, remembering Mason’s remark about how he used to listen to her sing in the shower from Lucas’ suite when they still lived with their parents. As she washed her hair, thoughts began to fill her mind, the same way Mason mentioned that the shower was the perfect time to clear one’s head and think. They weren’t exactly pleasant thoughts, though. She began to wonder about the chances of Kendall accidentally running into her on the boardwalk directly across from her apartment. Lido Beach was a mile long. Kendall could have gone to any beach. She didn’t have to come all the way to Lido Beach. She was from Brooklyn. She could have gone to Coney Island. That would be the natural place to visit, especially with the redevelopment plan that rejuvenated the area.  
 
    When she stepped out of the shower, she called Mason, not exactly sure what to say. 
 
    “Hey, babe.” Mason answered the phone with the usual cheerfulness. “Did you have a nice jog?” 
 
    “Kendall showed up.” Blurt it out, she told herself. No need to bother with subtlety. 
 
    “What? Where? At your apartment?” 
 
    “No. On the boardwalk. She said she wanted to see the beach before she went back to London and remembered I lived in Lido Beach.”  
 
    “And she just ran into you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She waited for Mason’s reply while the line was quiet for a moment.  
 
    A laugh came through the phone. “Wow. What are the chances?” 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    “What’d she say?” 
 
    “She bought me a pretzel and we talked about how happy she was to be able to get to know the both of us.”  
 
    “She likes you, Tess. I’m glad. It means a lot to me that she’s taking an interest in my life now. It really feels like she’s trying to make up for the past. It’s giving me closure. I never realized how much it bothered me that she wasn’t around.” 
 
    Feeling guilty, Tessa dropped her chin into her chest. There was no reason to read into the chance meeting with Kendall. So what if Kendall specifically came to Lido Beach to see her? She was Mason’s girlfriend. Mason was happy to establish a relationship with his birth mother, and Kendall was taking the initiative to be in her son’s life. That’s the only thing that mattered.  
 
    “You coming by soon?” She heard the smile in his voice. “It’s only been a few hours, but I miss you like crazy.” 
 
    His words warmed her heart. “Yeah. See you in a bit. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too, babe.” 
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    Traffic from Long Island into the City was soul sucking at times. When Mason was a teenager, before he got his Lamborghini, he’d spend many a night in the guest room at Tessa’s parents’ home. Once he bought his Lambo, he zipped between their homes sometimes twice in one day. Tessa had no idea how he did it. She was a ball of stress by the time she got to the parking garage of his apartment building. She was beginning to hate the Long Island Expressway. As she stepped out of her Tesla she felt a weight lifted from her shoulders at the thought of being with Mason again in a few minutes. He’s the only one she’d battle the L.I.E. and cross town traffic for. She took the elevator to his floor and let herself into his apartment. “Mase?” 
 
    “Don’t take your jacket off.” He came out of the bedroom rattling his keys in his hand. “My Aunt Kira and Uncle Brett are at my parents’ place with the twins. They’re officially New Yorkers for the next few months. Mind if we stop by?” 
 
    She let out a dramatic breath. “As long as you’re driving.” 
 
    “Road rage?” His dimples made an appearance, and Tessa forgot all about the stress from the drive. 
 
    “Yes.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “But I’m all better now that I’m in your arms, and that I get to see the kids. Plus, I can talk to Kira about some of the new tracks we recorded.” 
 
    “That’s my girl. Always working.” He kissed her, and it almost made her want to forget about visiting his family. Almost. She loved those kids. So, back into the car and into midtown traffic they went. Only a few blocks this time and not to the ‘burbs. 
 
    When they arrived at Mason’s parents’ penthouse, the usual greetings ensued. The twins, Bella and Ronnie, after having spent the last few months in the California sunshine where the family lived for half the year, bore golden tans that bathed them in a healthy glow. The eight year olds practically leapt into Mason’s arms. He lifted them as high as he could, showing off his muscles and how strong he was. It was a little game they played, and Tessa couldn’t contain her smile as she watched them. 
 
    The thing she loved most about the twins is that one of them was a girl in this family of rambunctious boys. Tessa hadn’t thought that Kira planned on having kids, considering her schedule had her all over the place, but once Michael came along it was only natural that Kira followed her older sister’s footsteps and got pregnant a year after Mason’s little brother was born.  
 
    The guys retreated to the den while the women, including little Bella, congregated in the kitchen around the center island, except Kira, who hung back to talk to Mason privately. Tessa watched them out of the corner of her eye while she helped Audra set a pitcher of lemonade and glasses on the counter. There was concern on Kira’s face and Mason’s brows were pinched together. It seemed to be mostly a one-sided conversation, with Kira taking the lead. The carefree and playful rapport the two shared was replaced by a stance that indicated heavy conversation, and Tessa immediately knew that Kira was expressing her concern about Kendall turning up in Mason’s life. It filled Tessa with unease and trepidation, but then a tick of annoyance gnawed at her. Was it really necessary for everyone in this family to air their doubts and suspicions about Mason’s birth mother? 
 
    She poured a glass of lemonade for Bella, handed it to the girl, and when she looked up, Kira was heading toward the kitchen and Mason was gone. 
 
    Kira bounced into the room as excited as a teenager and wanted to hear all about the tour and the new album. 
 
    “It was a whirlwind.” Tessa’s adrenaline kicked up several notches as she remembered the rush of the stage and the incredible reception from fans, which made her forget about the talk between Kira and Mason. “I know I’ve been waiting for this my entire life, but it’s exhausting!” Laughter flowed from her lips. “I don’t know how Immortal Angel still performs at their age.” 
 
    Audra grunted a laugh. “Are you calling my husband old?” 
 
    Tessa smiled at Audra without trying to answer gracefully. “He’s my parents’ age, so, yeah.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, except Audra who was trying very hard to hide her smile and to act insulted, with a balled fist on her hip. “I’ll have you know that Jimmy is as voracious in the bedroom as he was when I first met him, and he looks just as hot with his clothes off.” 
 
    Tessa immediately put her hands over Bella’s ears, but really wanted to put them over her own. “Children are present.” What was with the overtly sensual relationship that both her parents and Mason’s parents displayed? She would’ve thought that things had cooled off after being married forever, but apparently not. At least Damien and Alyssa were private with their physical affection for one another.  
 
    Bella playfully tugged Tessa’s hands off her ears. “Can we bake? Mommy doesn’t know how to make stuff that tastes good like you, Tessa.” 
 
    Kira laughed at the blatant honesty of her daughter. “Thanks a lot, Bella.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mommy. But it’s true. You don’t make stuff as good as Tessa.”  
 
    This little girl was adorable, and Tessa wished Kira would have given birth to her 14 years earlier so they could have been kids together. “I’d love to bake with you, sweetie.” Tessa looked off to the side, trying to think of something Bella would like that wouldn’t be too complicated. “How about I come to your place tomorrow and we can make pastelitos? They’re those little cheese pastries, remember how much you love them?” 
 
    Bella pouted. “Can we do it now? Pleeease?” 
 
    Tessa frowned. “I don’t think your Aunt Audra has the right ingredients.” 
 
    “Can we buy them?” 
 
    “No, honey,” Kira told her daughter. “We’re visiting. It would be rude to leave to go shopping. Tessa can come to our house tomorrow.” 
 
    Tessa had no idea how Kira could say no to that precious little face and her heart broke for the girl. She tenderly cupped Bella’s chin in her hand. “I’ll come by first thing in the morning. I promise. We can make three kinds of pastelitos – pineapple, cheese, and guava. We can have pastelitos for breakfast! How does that sound?” 
 
    Bella clapped her hands and bounced on the balls of her feet. “Pastelitos for breakfast? Yay!” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Kira let out a small laugh. “Pastry for breakfast. I hope you’re gonna stick around and deal with her sugar rush, Tessa.” 
 
    Ronnie ran into the kitchen holding up a brand new virtual reality game. “Bella, look at the new game Uncle Jimmy got me!” 
 
    Bella forgot all about baking and rushed to her brother in order to see the new electronic device. She inspected it with awe, then pouted. “I didn’t get one. No fair!”  
 
    Jimmy walked in, a dimpled smile on his face that looked just like Mason’s. “Would I forget about you, darlin’?” He waved an identical shaped present in his hand. 
 
    “Yay! Thank you Uncle Jimmy!” Bella ran to him and Jimmy lifted her in his arms while she ripped the paper off. “Look Mommy, I got one too!” 
 
    “That’s fantastic, Bella. Now you and your brother don’t have to learn to share.” She shook her head at her brother-in-law. “You spoil these kids, Jimmy.” 
 
    “You spoil mine. I spoil yours. That’s the law of the land.” Still holding Bella, Jimmy took Ronnie by the hand and left the kitchen. 
 
    As Tessa watched the twins and Jimmy go into the other room, she noticed Mason on the other side of the apartment standing by himself. Concerned, she went to him.  
 
    Mason’s head turned in her direction as she approached, his signature brilliant smile now lackluster and wilted. “Hey.” 
 
    “Did Kira say something about Kendall that upset you?” she asked softly.  
 
    “I don’t care what anyone has to say about Kendall. I’m making up my own mind about her.” 
 
    Tessa realized that he wasn’t staring at the wall, as she thought. He was staring at the elevator that led to the second floor of the penthouse, and grief washed over her. She gave him a wrinkled smile, slipped her arm around his waist and waited for him to talk. 
 
    “It still strange to be here without Aunt Mary.” He put his arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. “I keep expecting the elevator doors to open and see her wheelchair glide across the floor.” He looked to one side of the room and then to the other. “I feel her presence everywhere. Memories are constantly jumping into my head. When my dad had this elevator installed for her, she was so overwhelmed that she cried. She said she would have been happy with one of those chair things that goes up the stairs.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. I feel her here too.” Tessa exhaled a deep breath as she eyed the ornate elevator doors. When she first passed them on the way to the kitchen, she immediately thought of Aunt Mary and almost expected to hear her sweet voice calling to the twins with her arms wide open. Aunt Mary loved children. It made Tessa think back to when she, Lucas and Mason were kids and how Aunt Mary had doted on them. The hollowness in her chest reminded her that the woman she loved like a grandmother wasn’t going to be rolling in from the other room. Not now. Not ever again. 
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    Tessa had vast knowledge of Cuban and American cuisine, but really didn’t know much about Brits and their love of tea, so when she had decided to join Mason and Kendall for afternoon tea at his apartment, she made sure to visit a specialty store first. She had no idea what condiments went with tea, but the salesperson had said that orange slices would pick up the flavor. Lemon was traditional. And, well, everything in Cuban cuisine was made with lime, so she added it as a choice. She put the kettle on the table and poured Kendall a steaming mug of tea, alongside a small dish of quartered lemons, limes and oranges. She returned to the kitchen and retrieved the platter with scones, alongside finger sandwiches made with smoked salmon and goat cheese. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Kendall asked. 
 
    “Just a little something to nibble on.” 
 
    Mason slipped his hand under the table and rested it on her thigh as he sent her a swoon-worthy smile that turned her insides to butter. “She was up early this morning baking, after stocking the fridge,” he told Kendall. “I have to remember to go shopping.” He snagged a scone, took a bite and raised his brows to indicate how much he liked it. 
 
    It didn’t matter that everyone always raved about her culinary skills. She cooked and baked because it was her passion, not to garner praise. It was the slightest compliment, the smallest indication that Mason enjoyed the things she prepared, that made her spirits soar. 
 
    “You made these?” Kendall picked up a scone and took a nibble. “They’re divine. And this tea. It smells positively delicious.” Kendall inhaled the steam while cupping the mug under her nose, closing her eyes as she took in the aroma. “I smell cinnamon and citrus.” 
 
    “Thank you. I hope you like the tea,” Tessa said. “We’re coffee drinkers in my house.” 
 
    Kendall squeezed a bit of lemon in the tea and stirred some sugar into the cup. She blew on the hot liquid, sending a plume of steam away from her and took a small sip. “Mmm. Orange spice. It’s excellent.” She paused with the cup to her lips and glanced at Mason. “You’re a coffee drinker as well, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Mason nodded, holding up his oversized mug. “Yep. When you put in long hours writing, recording and playing music, coffee is a must.” 
 
    Kendall looked back to Tessa. “You mean you purchased this especially for me?” Her hand went to her chest. “That is so kind of you. You’re such a dear girl.” 
 
    “It really wasn’t any trouble,” Tessa said, unused to someone having such gratitude for purchasing a simple box of tea leaves. 
 
    Mason put his arm around Tessa and gave her a little squeeze. “That’s what my girl does. She loves to cook and be the hostess.” He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. 
 
    “You two are such a sweet couple.” Kendall was quiet for a few seconds while she stared at them. “How long have you been dating?” 
 
    “Not long,” Mason answered. “Only a few weeks. A little over a month.” 
 
    “Really?” Kendall sat back in her chair. “I’m surprised. Shocked, actually. You seem like a couple who’ve been together for years. What took so long for you to get together?” 
 
    Tessa exchanged a smile with Mason. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Kendall leaned forward clutching her cup. “I hope it’s a scandalous tale about an ex-boyfriend or ex-girlfriend that one of you needed to chase away in order to claim your one true love.” 
 
    Mason laughed heartily. “No. We were just friends for so many years that it took a while for me to see Tessa in a different light. Now I don’t know why I didn’t see it years ago.” 
 
    Kendall’s smile faded a little and she looked into her cup, apprehensively. After a moment, she asked, “Did you have a pleasant childhood, Mason?” 
 
    He looked surprised. “Yeah. I had a great life.” 
 
    Tessa watched Mason’s expression. He didn’t get the connotation, but she got it right away. Mason didn’t have a normal childhood. He’d been a celebrity, in the spotlight since he was 10 years old.  
 
    “I’m glad.” Kendall nodded solemnly. She stared at his fingers, tapping against his coffee mug, and smiled. “Just like Jimmy. You really love the drums, don’t you?” 
 
    Again, his eyes widened with surprise, as if the question was absurd. “The drums are everything to me. If I couldn’t play the drums, I may as well stop breathing.” 
 
    “I would love to hear you play sometime. You wouldn’t happen to be playing any gigs in the next few days, would you?” 
 
    “I can play something for you right now. I have a drum set in one of the spare bedrooms. It’s the drum room.” 
 
    Tessa saw that coming a mile away, and she didn’t know whether to roll her eyes or smile at his obsession. 
 
    “Really?” Kendall asked. “Won’t it be too loud for the other occupants in the building?” 
 
    Mason stood up and started for the drum room without waiting for either of them. “It’s soundproof. C’mon.” 
 
    Kendall took another sip of tea, blotted the corners of her mouth with the napkin, and placed her cup down on the saucer. 
 
    “You can bring it,” Tessa said. 
 
    “Tea? In the bedroom?” Kendall let out a whimsical laugh. “How impolite. It’s fine. I’ll finish it in a minute.” She looped her arm through Tessa’s. “Do show me where this drum room is. I’m very excited to hear Mason play.” 
 
    A feeling of ease and comfort filled Tessa as she walked with Kendall through the apartment. This was nice. Kendall was nice. She couldn’t understand the unsettling reaction people had to Kendall’s return. It didn’t seem fair.  
 
    When they reached the doorway to the drum room, Mason was sitting behind his purple Tama kit, spinning a drumstick between his fingers. A smile practically split his face in half. “Come in and shut the door.” 
 
    He never looked happier than when he was behind his drums, and that’s when Tessa loved him the most. She shut the door and led Kendall to the farthest wall. “It’s loud. Do you want ear plugs or headphones?” 
 
    Another whimsical laugh left Kendall’s throat. “I spent all of my teenage years in bars listening to bands and loud music.” She touched the French braid at the back of her neck. “I was a bit of a groupie, I’m afraid.” 
 
    It was hard to believe that this woman, in a pressed Saint Laurent dress and Manolos, used to be a groupie. The boom of the drums startled the both of them. There was no warning once Mason sat behind his kit. One minute he was spinning a drumstick, the next he was making the floor shake and your ears rattle. Pride swelled in Tessa’s chest as she watched Mason play with total abandon and inhibition. His arms flew like mad. Sounds cascaded across the room and bounced back from the walls. The small enclosed area made the sound twice as loud, and Tessa pressed her hands to her ears and laughed. 
 
    Kendall covered her lips with the fingers of both hands, eyes wide with wonder. Her gaze never left Mason, and she started to tear up. Her hands went to her chest and she whispered, “He’s amazing.” 
 
    Tessa couldn’t hear Kendall over the noise, but she read the woman’s lips. The pride projecting from Kendall’s eyes, face, and stance, quite possibly outshone Tessa’s. It was comforting to witness, and made Tessa genuinely happy for Mason. 
 
    After about 15 minutes of Mason banging away as if he forgot they were in the room, he twirled his sticks like twin propellers, threw one up in the air and caught it. 
 
    Kendall stepped forward and clapped. “Brilliant! That was incredible, Mason! You possess so much talent it’s mind boggling.” She abruptly turned toward Tessa. “Can you sing something? I’d love to hear the two of you collaborate.” 
 
    There was no music, only the beat of Mason’s drum. She could easily go a cappella, but it felt awkward to be put on display like that. “Um. We have plenty of videos if you want to see Prodigy.” 
 
    Kendall’s hands flew to her cheeks. “That would be amazing!” 
 
    They moved to the living room, where Mason paired his laptop to the giant flat screen TV, and a video taken last year popped up. “That’s us rehearsing for the tour,” he said.  
 
    Kendall grew animated as she watched, bouncing her knee and bobbing her head. “This song is wonderfully rhythmic. Tessa, your voice is incredible. Such power and strength. And look at your brother. I’d swear I was looking at Tommy Blade.” She was disappointed when the song was over. “Do you have another we can watch?” 
 
    “Sure. These are all from the same rehearsal.” Mason was beaming as he clicked the next video. And the next. And the next. 
 
    “I’m enjoying this so much!” A lock of hair broke free from Kendall’s perfectly styled braid as she grooved to the beat, and she didn’t bother to smooth it back in place. She was carefree, and Tessa could envision a younger version of this woman enjoying local music. 
 
    The music in the video suddenly stopped. Something interrupted Prodigy, mid song. It was Papi, talking off camera. Lucas said something to Papi and then they both laughed. 
 
    “Was that . . .?” Kendall leaned forward, hands on her knees, and stared at the screen but didn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    “It was Angel,” Mason answered, matter-of-factly. “This is at the studio.” 
 
    “The studio?” Kendall slowly turned her head toward Mason. “Is this Angel’s home?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s where we record.” 
 
    “I thought you would be contracted to Falcon Records. Does Angel own his own record label now?” 
 
    “No. We were all set to sign with my Grandpa Ron, but Lucas made us realize that we could do it on our own,” he explained. “So, we formed BGW Records. It’s an acronym for Blade-Garcia-Wilder.” 
 
    “You mean, you own your own label?”  
 
    “Yeah. Lucas is really smart. A friggin’ genius actually. He made us realize that we could swing it on our own and keep all—” 
 
    “Is that Angel again?” Kendall leaned toward the TV and scooted to the edge of the couch. 
 
    In the video, Prodigy had taken a break from playing and were talking among themselves. In the background, Angel was walking back and forth looking for something. Lucas called to him, and Angel turned to face the camera with a bright smile. 
 
    Kendall gasped. It was low and brief, but Tessa heard it. She continued to watch Kendall, poised on the edge of the couch, riveted on the TV screen, even after the video ended.  
 
    “Do you want to see another one?” Mason asked. 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Please.” 
 
    They watched video after video, all at Kendall’s request. Her energy shifted. Instead of the playful bounce of her head, she was still as she remained fixated on the screen. She continually smoothed back the lock of hair that came loose earlier, trying to tuck it into the braid, annoyed that it kept falling loose. Two hours had gone by and Kendall was still asking to watch more videos, specifically requesting videos of rehearsal rather than live performances.  
 
    “Do you have any of when you were children?” Kendall asked Mason. “I would love to see them, if you do.” 
 
    “Nah. These are just of the band.” 
 
    “Oh.” Disappointment was clear in her voice. “That’s all right. I’m enjoying watching these.” 
 
    “You want to watch more?” Mason asked, surprised.  
 
    “No.” Kendall smoothed her hair back again and rested her hand on the braid at the back of her head. “It’s late. I’m sure you have things to do.” She stood and wrung her hands nervously. “Thank you for a lovely afternoon. I truly had a wonderful time.” She turned and took Tessa’s hands. “Thank you so much for your hospitality. It’s truly a pleasure to spend time with you.” Without warning, Tessa received a tight hug. When Kendall released her hold, she cupped Tessa’s cheek in her hand. “You’re a treasure, darling.” She smoothed her hand down the front of her dress several times, even though it wasn’t wrinkled, then took Mason’s hands in the same way she just held Tessa’s. “Goodbye, Mason. You’ve been a dear.” She hugged Mason, still hesitant about the display of affection and gently kissed his cheek. “I’ll ring you tomorrow.” 
 
    After Kendall left, Mason ran his fingers through his hair and let out an exhausted breath. “Man, she really enjoyed those videos.” 
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    “How did tea with Mason’s birth mother go yesterday?” Sindy asked.  
 
    “Other than the excessive video watching, and the way Kendall barely blinked at the TV screen, it was really nice.”  
 
    “Excessive video watching?” Sindy asked with amusement. 
 
    “It was nothing.” Tessa wished she’d never mentioned it. Last night, she had debated on whether to say anything to Mason about it and decided she didn’t want to read into the way Kendall focused on watching video after video. She didn’t want to join in the crusade, even though she thought Kendall was acting a little weird by the time she left. “We had a very nice time actually. She liked the tea and made a big deal about it. Mason played the drums for her. She really enjoyed that. And we spent the afternoon watching videos of Prodigy. She was very impressed and kept asking to see more of them. By the end of the day I was about to throw my shoe at the computer feed so we didn’t have to watch another one.” 
 
    Sindy laughed. “You may have created a monster.” She grabbed her handbag. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” They jumped into the Tesla and Tessa drove the short distance toward her parents’ home so they could go over some new designs for band merch with her mom. As she turned off the main road and onto the private street that led to the home she grew up in, two police cruisers passed in the opposite direction. 
 
    Sindy turned her head to see where they were headed. “What’s going on? There’s never police over here.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” An uneasy feeling settled in Tessa’s chest, like when you heard an ambulance siren close to home and you knew, in your gut, that something happened to someone in your family. She punched the code into the keypad that opened the private gate and hit the gas. She made it halfway up the driveway when she saw a pair of police cars parked in the semi-circle in front of the main entrance to the mansion. “Shit!” Her hands shook as she cut the engine, and she raced toward the front door. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Sindy called from behind Tessa. “Slow down. It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    “Mom?” Tessa called, frantically, before she even fully opened the door. “Papi? Dad? What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s OK, sweetie.” Alyssa intercepted Tessa and Sindy as soon as they entered the house. “There was some suspicious activity on the security monitors early this morning. It was probably just a crazy fan.” 
 
    “Was anyone hurt? Did they steal anything?” Tessa’s voice conveyed wild panic, but she realized that it couldn’t have been too serious or her parents would have called her. 
 
    “No. Just someone lurking around in the garden and looking in the windows.” 
 
    “Looking in the windows?” Tessa practically shouted, alarmed at the invasion of privacy. Just then, Papi came into the entry foyer where they were all standing. 
 
    “It’s OK, princess.” He hugged her and she clung to him, feeling safe and secure in his protective embrace. 
 
    “No one’s hurt,” he reassured her. “We’re all fine. Nothing was taken. It was just a crazy fan. We’re having security patrol the grounds at night for a while. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Why are the police still here?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. The police have been here studying the surveillance video for hours. They’re still talking to Mom and Dad.” He pulled back to look at her. “There’s no need to worry.” Then he looked over at Sindy. “Hi, Sindy. Sorry. We’re all a little rattled this morning. Where are the boys?” 
 
    “They went for a bike ride,” Sindy replied. “Tessa still doesn’t want to get on Mason’s motorcycle.” 
 
    Papi brandished a wide smile. “Good girl. Stay off that motorcycle. It’s dangerous. Why don’t you both wait in the great room until the police leave? It won’t be much longer.” 
 
    Tessa nodded and left with Sindy. 
 
    “That was creepy,” Sindy said, as she sat on the long couch in the great room. “Does that happen often? That someone climbs the gate and roams on the property?” 
 
    “No. This is the first I’ve heard about it happening.” Tessa thought back to when she was a kid. There used to be 24-hour security to ward off the paparazzi, but as they got older, having guards on the property day and night wasn’t necessary. By the time Tessa had turned 18 they had been dismissed altogether.  
 
    “Look at this!” Sindy exclaimed, picking up the magazine on the coffee table with her photo on the cover. “Your parents have the new issue of Guitar World. I didn’t even know it was out yet. My first magazine cover!” 
 
    Tension and worry dissipated as Tessa took the magazine from her best friend. “You look awesome.” They huddled together on the sofa and turned the pages of the magazine. There were photos of Sindy on stage and stills from a private photo shoot sprinkled throughout the article. As they skimmed the pages, Damien walked into the room. 
 
    He jutted his chin toward them in greeting. “S’up?” He stopped in front of Sindy and pointed to the magazine. “That’s cool.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Sindy turned to Tessa and looked as if she was about to explode at the understated compliment, which made Tessa laugh. 
 
    Damien squatted in front of the magazine rack and rifled through it. He found the magazine he had been searching for – an issue of Bass Player Magazine with Lemmy on the cover – and stood up ready to exit the room.  
 
    He headed for the doorway and then suddenly stopped. After a second, he turned around and took two steps toward Tessa. “I don’t stick my nose in people’s business, but when I got shit to say, I say it. And I got shit to say.” 
 
    Sindy immediately sat back, intimidated by Damien’s brutal honesty, but Tessa was confused. “About what?” Tessa asked. 
 
    “Kendall.” 
 
    Tessa’s heart sank. She didn’t want to hear any negative comments about Kendall. She wanted Mason to bond with his birth mother, free from the gossip circulating in the family. She hated drama. But then she realized something. No one gave specifics. Everyone tiptoed around the reason they had a problem with Kendall. Damien wouldn’t hold back. He’d give her the unfiltered truth. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear it, though. The past was the past for a reason. While she was still figuring out if she should tell Damien not to divulge any family secrets or not, he started talking. 
 
    “She’s been on the top of everyone’s shit list for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Everyone’s?” Tessa asked, skeptically 
 
    “Pretty much. She’s crossed a lot of people. Including me.”  
 
    While Tessa exchanged an uneasy glance with Sindy, Damien bowed his head causing his big blue Mohawk to dip forward. His gruff features turned sorrowful. Remorseful. Vulnerable. It concerned Tessa. This man had built so many walls between his emotions and the world, but, somehow, Kendall had broken through them.  
 
    “You know I had a drug problem, right?” he said after a long pause. 
 
    Tessa nodded. He wasn’t embarrassed about it. It was part of his history. It was common knowledge and he spoke of it freely. But the look on his face right now was one of shame. 
 
    “I slipped up once,” Damien admitted. “I was young. Newly sober. I fell off the wagon one night and had a few drinks. No pills. Just a couple of glasses of whisky. She was there. She saw it. But Alyssa didn’t know. My girl was helping her mom with an art show in Montreal for a couple of days. It was just a momentary slip up. I regretted it, and I got to a meeting. Swore I’d never do it again. I figured Alyssa would never find out about it, right?” 
 
    Tessa shook her head. She knew right away what Kendall did. “She ratted on you.” 
 
    “No. I wouldn’t let my girl find out from that bitch. I told her myself. Confessed my sins and begged for penance.” 
 
    “What happened?” Tessa asked, cautiously, knowing full well that Alyssa didn’t put up with an ounce of crap from anyone. 
 
    “She walked out on me. Left for a couple of days.” Despair and darkness covered Damien’s face, and his eyes read pain and loss. “My heart broke. It was the way she looked at me that killed me. Like I disappointed her. Like I threw everything that we had in the can. Like she didn’t matter to me.” He slowly shook his head, causing the macabre tattoos that covered his neck to move as if they came to life. “I honestly thought I was going to die of a broken heart. But she forgave me and came back. I haven’t touched a drop of alcohol since then.” 
 
    Tessa’s heart ached for him. Damien, who had always been so strong, so rock solid, stood here a deflated man. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and tell him everything was OK now. That he beat his addiction and that she looked up to him. But she knew he was guarded and didn’t like physical affection. Still, she couldn’t watch his pain and do nothing, so she stood up and placed a soothing hand on his arm. “Alyssa loves you. No matter what. We all love you, Damien.” 
 
    He gave her a questioning look, and the corner of his mouth slowly drew back into a smile. “You comforting me?”   
 
    “Of course. You’re hurting and I feel so bad.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s cool. I’ve been through a ton of shit, but it made me tougher.” 
 
    He could put up all the barricades he wanted, she knew that it was all a cover so people wouldn’t see his sensitivity. She remembered when he taught her how to play the bass. She’d been a kid and initially overconfident. Singing came naturally for her, and she had thought learning an instrument would be just as easy. But it was work. She had needed to practice and sometimes pushed herself, but still messed up. She had been hard on herself, expecting to be further along at times. He’d never lost patience and always showed understanding. He explained that it took time to master an instrument. It didn’t matter how many times he needed to show her a chord or remind her what it looked like on paper, he meticulously went over it until she knew it backwards and forwards. That’s when she had realized that there were two sides to this man she regarded as an uncle. “You’re not so tough.” 
 
    He scowled and nudged her in the shoulder with his knuckle. “Am too.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Sindy interrupted, getting up from the couch and joining them. “What would Kendall gain by telling Alyssa you fell off the wagon? Was she just trying to be mean?” 
 
    Damien wiped a tattooed hand over his face, sweeping away the playfulness that was there a minute ago. A deep crease permeated his brow, and he glanced toward the doorway. He stepped closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’ve never told anyone this. Except Angel. I probably shouldn’t be telling you right now, but you asked, and you should know her M.O. How low and vindictive Kendall can be.” He paused to look toward the doorway again. “Kendall wanted me to sleep with her in order to keep quiet.” His scowl deepened. “As if I’d ever look at anyone ‘cept my girl. Fuck Kendall. She’s always trying to start shit in people’s lives. I don’t like her, and I don’t trust her. I ain’t got no kids. You’re it. You and Lucas and Mason.” He eyeballed Sindy and jutted his chin at her. “You, too. Kendall better not fuck with you,” he told Tessa. “Watch out for her. She has an ulterior motive for everything she does. I know Mason says she’s changed, but I’m not fallin’ for it.” He shrugged, dismissing the hostility that punctuated his words a moment ago. “That’s it. That’s all I wanted to say.” With the conclusion of his story, he rolled up the magazine in his hand. “I just came in here to grab something to read while I take a shit and I ended up spilling my guts. Man, you girls really know how to grill a dude.” And then he left. 
 
    Tessa’s mouth hung open with disbelief at Damien’s admission. She wanted to say something, but didn’t think there was anything to say to that, except, “Oh my God.”  
 
    “It was a long time ago,” Sindy tried to reassure her. “Maybe she really did change. You have to believe she did. For Mason.” 
 
    Tessa wanted to believe that more than anything in the world. She couldn’t bear the thought of Mason getting his heart broken, or deceived, especially since he was still mourning Aunt Mary. “Do you really think she’s changed?”  
 
    Sindy thought about it for a long time, then shrugged one shoulder. “She looks a hell of a lot different from that messy drunk girl I saw on the video, so, yeah.” 
 
    “What video?” Tessa’s eyes widened with surprise, and her voice raised an octave.  
 
    “A video your mom played of Immortal Angel’s early days. Before they were signed. You were there. But you ran out when your dads started grinding on each other.” 
 
    Tessa grimaced. Love was freely shown in her family, which is something she thrived on, but, her dad and Papi’s stage antics sometimes were a little too erotic for her to witness, especially from their early days before the label necessitated some inhibitions in front of an audience. 
 
    “Kendall only appeared for a few seconds,” Sindy continued, “but, I saw how upset your mom got when I asked who the girl was on the video. She didn’t want to say anything about it, but Lucas pressed her.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “Just that the girl on the video was Mason’s birth mother. She wouldn’t say anything else and she wouldn’t rewind the video when Lucas asked. And she told him not to mention it to Mason.” 
 
    Curiosity ate away at Tessa, and she wondered if she’d seen Kendall in some of the old footage without being aware of it. “Guard the doorway.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tessa went to the console that sat against the wall underneath the giant flat screen. “Make sure no one’s coming.” 
 
    Sindy gave her a wild-eyed frantic look, but did as Tessa asked. “Hurry up!” she whispered. 
 
    Tessa had no idea what any of the dozens of DVDs contained, except that they were all marked “Immortal Angel” with a date. She grabbed three of the older ones, closed the cabinet and rushed toward the door. She looped her arm through Sindy’s and continued briskly walking. “Let’s go.” They went up to Tessa’s old room, which was exactly as she had left it. Her laptop wasn’t here though, so she was forced to play the DVD on the flat screen. Not ideal when she didn’t want anyone to know what she was doing, but she didn’t have any other options. She locked her bedroom door for added measure. 
 
    The first DVD was of Immortal Angel playing at a bar packed with people. She watched it on mute and scanned the throngs of people when the camera left the stage and shot the crowd. They all looked the same, fists raised in the air and shouting. Some were shoving each other in an aggressive mosh pit. It was dark, and it was hard to distinguish individual faces. She wasn’t sure if she could pick Kendall out of a group of people. All she had to go by was the one photo that Mason had showed her of Kendall with him as a baby, which was a vague memory at this point. “Would you recognize her if you saw her again?” 
 
    Sindy shook her head. “I doubt it. But she had some sort of confrontation with Audra and Kira at the front of the stage. That’s what made me ask about her.” 
 
    Tessa didn’t know what she was looking for, but scanned the video anyway, fast forwarding most of it. The first DVD showed nothing to indicate that Kendall was in the mix of people, so she played the next one. This time, she focused closely on the screen whenever people in the bar were shot instead of Immortal Angel. She doubted she’d find anything, but she enjoyed watching it.  
 
    A neon sign on the wall announced the name of the place. This was the legendary Quadrangle, a bar in Williamsburg, Brooklyn that was as famous as CBGB’s and whose reputation lived on long after its demise. “Look. There’s Alyssa.” Tessa perked up at seeing the gothic beauty in her younger days. She didn’t know who anyone else in the frame was, but Alyssa stuck out with her long black hair. More people entered the frame and spoke to Alyssa. Background noise prevented Tessa from deciphering the conversation, but she recognized Audra and Kira as they joined the group, which made a huge smile span across her cheeks. “There’s Audra and Kira!” She pointed to the screen with the remote.  
 
    “They look younger than we are,” Sindy commented. 
 
    “I know, right? They probably are. They’re several years younger than the rest of the family. I think they were still teenagers when—” 
 
    A female voice suddenly came through the audio louder than others. The slurred words clearly indicated she was drunk, and Tessa strained to listen. 
 
    “What are you doing back here?” Kira asked, sternly. 
 
    “I was invited,” the drunk girl answered. 
 
    “No you weren’t,” Audra said, adamantly joining her sister and forming an alliance. “Backstage is off limits unless you’re invited by the band.” She held up the lanyard around her neck. “You need a pass.” 
 
    “I don’t need an invitation.” 
 
    Sindy pointed to the TV. “That’s her.” 
 
    Tessa’s back stiffened and goosebumps rose on her arms as she listened to Kendall argue with Audra and Kira. Her voice had a higher pitch, almost whiney, and her words bore a heavy Brooklyn twang instead of the elegant British accent Kendell spoke with today.  
 
    “Go away, Kendall.” It was Tessa’s mom’s voice from behind the camera. 
 
    Even though Tessa already knew it was Kendall, the affirmation gave her certainty. She rewound the video and replayed it from the time Kendall showed up on the screen and scrutinized it. 
 
    “What are you doing back here?” Kira asked. 
 
    “I was invited,” Kendall replied, her nose up in the air. 
 
    Alyssa flipped her hair over her shoulder and turned her back on Kendall, exiling herself from the conversation. 
 
    “No you weren’t,” Audra replied, stepping closer to her sister. “Backstage is off limits unless you’re invited by the band. You need a pass.” 
 
    “I don’t need an invitation,” Kendall replied. “Me and Angel have known each other since we were kids. I’m always welcome. I want to go on stage and sing with Angel.” Kendall was persistent, almost pushy. “He won’t mind. Let me through.” She took a few steps forward, but Tessa’s mom stepped in front of her to block her path. 
 
    “Go away, Kendall,” Tessa’s mom said. “You know Angel doesn’t want you on stage. Just go back out front and stop trying to make trouble.” 
 
    Kendall gave a garbled reply, then abruptly left. 
 
    A weird feeling fluttered through Tessa’s belly and rose into her chest, and she stopped the DVD. She wished she’d never watched the video. It felt as if she invaded everyone’s privacy, especially Mason’s. She had no right spying on Kendall. It wasn’t her business. In a way, she was glad she did, though. The shabby clothing, messy hair and slurred words couldn’t be more different than the classy woman Kendall was today. She had changed, just like she had said a half dozen times. Tessa felt as if the woman was being judged unfairly because of things that happened in the past, and she was remorseful that no one wanted to give Kendall a chance. 
 
    “So, what’d you think?” Sindy asked, cautiously. 
 
    “It was horrible. They were so mean to her. All she wanted to do was sing, and they chased her away without even checking with my papi.” It was close and personal for Tessa. She was a singer and couldn’t imagine how broken she’d be if people stomped on her dream and dismissed her the way they just dismissed Kendall. Her family, women that she loved, admired and looked up to, had bullied Kendall. Tears stung her eyes, and she lowered her gaze to the floor. “I feel so bad for her.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Later, after the design session with her mom, Tessa asked Sindy to wait in the studio so she could talk to her mom. She needed to clarify some of the issues with Kendall and caught her mother alone in the kitchen. “I’ve been spending some time with Mason and Kendall,” Tessa began, hoping to open up a dialogue. 
 
    Her mom froze, and her fingers tightened around the glass in her hand.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure at first, after the way everyone warned him about her, but I think she really cares about Mason and is sincere. She just wants to be part of his life.” 
 
    The agitated look of annoyance on her mom’s face disturbed Tessa, specifically because of the way her mom had treated Kendall on the video. She understood that they didn’t like each other, but she didn’t understand why there would be a grudge to last twenty-something years, and she wanted to know exactly what went down. “What is it? Can you please tell me exactly what it is about Kendall that has you so angry at the mention of her name?” 
 
    As expected, her mother’s jaw clenched and her nostrils flared. The heated flame in her eyes slowly waned and her expression relaxed as she let go of whatever was eating at her. “There’s a lot of history between me and Kendall,” she explained. “I don’t know why, but she hated me from the minute we met.” 
 
    “Why, though?” Tessa wanted concrete answers as to what caused the intense dislike. It didn’t make sense. There had to be a reason. No one disliked her mother. There was never any unfavorable publicity about her or rivalry by other designers. She was revered and respected by all in the industry – not just the fashion industry, but the music industry as well. Rock stars, male and female, adored her. Immortal Angel fans took to her as if she was part of the band. Her mom was always honest, so this vague camouflage of the truth frustrated Tessa. 
 
    “Let me tell you something that happened when we first met,” her mother said. “I set up a merch table for Immortal Angel at the famed Quadrangle. I had designed and constructed these corset tops. They were a big hit. Everyone loved them and I was so proud. I was still an associate designer at that time, working at someone else’s fashion house making boring mundane clothing, so these corset tops were a big deal for me.” She paused. “Kendall tried to steal one from the merch table. I caught her and we ended up in a little tug of war with the garment and it ripped. Right down the seam.” Her mother’s eyes grew hard and there was vehemence in her voice when she spoke next. “She ripped my garment. These corset tops were the first garments I ever constructed and sold. And she destroyed one.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes widened and her lips parted. She knew that a designer put their heart and soul into a garment. Kendall may as well have ripped out a piece of flesh along with the seam of the top. Tessa understood her mother’s anger and resentment on the subject, but it hardly seemed like enough to warrant the hostile reaction her mother displayed any time Kendall’s name was mentioned. “That’s it? She ripped your garment? That’s why you hate her?” Tessa shook her head. “There’s more.” 
 
    Her mother let out a deep breath. “Baby, it’s very complicated. And some of it’s very personal. Believe me when I say that I’m very concerned that you’re spending time with her. She’s manipulative. And she seems to have some kind of vendetta against me.” 
 
    “Why?” Tessa pressured her mother, determined to get the real story. 
 
    “I guess she thinks I stole her thunder. Or something like that.” 
 
    Tessa replayed everything in her head. Her thoughts were swimming. She pulled at snippets of conversations, with Mason as well as with the family. Since her mother was skirting around the truth, Tessa had to piece it together. Suddenly, a thought washed over her that made her sick to her stomach. Mason had been the one to mention it initially, and it was so absurd that she had immediately dismissed it. Now, it seemed like the only viable answer that made sense. It crushed her and she wanted to vomit. “Oh my God.” She barely whispered the words as realization hit her. Fear made her squeeze her eyes shut as if to block out the ugly truth, and her breath heaved. She braced herself to ask a question she didn’t want to know the answer to. “Did Dad have an affair with Kendall?” 
 
    “What?” Her mother’s hand flew to her chest and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Of course not!” She got all flustered and her cheeks burned red. “I can’t believe you’d even think that your father would do something like that to me. With her!” Her hands came down, hard, on the countertop, startling Tessa. She leaned forward, eyes ablaze. “Has she been saying things about him? Or Papi? Has she been spouting lies about how she and Papi were best friends and then I came along and she got tossed aside?” 
 
    Tessa took a step back. Never had she seen her mother so irate. “No. Why are you so mad?” 
 
    “Because that woman gets under my skin. I thought she was finally gone. But she keeps coming back, like a virus, infecting everyone she comes in contact with. What has she said to you?” 
 
    “Just that everyone dislikes her and no one wants her around. But she doesn’t dwell on that. At all. She stresses that she’s changed, Mom. And I think she has. She’s nothing like how everyone describes her. She’s poised and sophisticated. Her clothes are expensive and her hair is neatly styled. I know she loves Mason. It’s not a charade.” Tessa paused as she thought about the one thing that still nagged at her. “Kendall said that she and Papi have been friends since they were kids. Is that true?” 
 
    Her mother looked visibly calmer, although her cheeks matched the color of her hair. “Yes. Part of that’s true. They took voice lessons together. That’s how they met, but their friendship was one-sided. I never speak badly about anyone, Tessa. You know that about me. But she’s poison. She’s tried to ruin my life. On many, many occasions. And I give you my word that I never did anything to incur her wrath. Everything she’s done is for her own agenda. Both you and Mason say she’s changed. But I don’t trust her. She comes off sickeningly sweet, and it’s all a ploy. I’ll never trust that woman, and I don’t want her in my life again.” 
 
    “She’s not in your life. She’s in Mason’s life. And she’s only in my life because of him.” 
 
    Her mother leaned forward with one hand on the breakfast bar, jaw rigid. “If she’s back, she will be in my life. I’m just waiting for the bomb to drop.” 
 
    The vehemence, the resentment and the animosity that her mother harbored for Kendall scared Tessa. Her mother loved everyone – strangers, fans, friends. She was sociable, amicable and friendly. And everyone loved her back. Tessa had no idea what to make of her mother’s rant, but she prayed her mother was wrong because she couldn’t bear it if Kendall was only playing games with Mason’s heart for her own selfish reasons.  
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    Mason snuck up behind Tessa and wrapped his arms around her waist.  
 
    She jumped, then laughed a little. “Don’t do that!” She shoved him lightly, but her small hand on his left pec barely dented the muscle. “I could have fallen over the balcony and killed a pedestrian.” 
 
    “It’s early.” Mason leaned over the railing. “There’s barely anyone walking down the block.” 
 
    Tessa exhaled. “I love the City, but I’ll never get used to the noise and so many people practically running down the street. Why are they in such a rush?” 
 
    “Places to go and people to see.” He knew she loved Long Island and all of its greenery and beaches, but most people didn’t realize that the City offered a lush oasis hidden in the middle of the island. It was probably too far to walk to the Pool, but he could show her the beauty of Central Park. “C’mon. Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    “A walk?” She looked at him as if he was crazy. “I’m wearing heels. Oh, wait!” She held up her index finger. I left sneakers here once, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yep. They’re in my bedroom closet. I’m surprised you remembered.” 
 
    “A girl always remembers where she leaves her footwear,” she said before she disappeared into his bedroom to retrieve them. 
 
    He forgot why she had brought them, but it was years ago. He used to remind her that they were here, but she had always said to keep them in case she needed them again.  
 
    Tessa appeared, hot pink leopard sneakers on her feet, modeling the footwear. “I can’t believe I never brought these home. They’re adorable!” 
 
    “You’re adorable.” He put his arms around her waist, but when he went to kiss her, she had a crazy smile on her face, causing him to emit a small laugh. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I have a confession to make.” She covered her face and laughed behind her hands. I can’t believe I’m about to tell you this. It’s so lame.” 
 
    Lightness filled his chest and he smiled wider. “Tell me what?” 
 
    “I always knew these were here. I left them here on purpose. I loved the idea that something of mine was tucked away in your closet.” Her voice took on a dreamy inflection and a faraway look covered her eyes. “I used to imagine that you’d come across them one day when you were searching for something to wear, stop what you were doing and think about me.” She ran her fingers down the length of her arm. “At that exact moment, goosebumps would rise on my arms and a chill would race down my spine as an image of you popped into my head. For a few brief seconds, our worlds would still and we’d be thinking about one another at the exact same time.” She burst out laughing and covered her eyes for a second. “I told you it was lame.”  
 
    He put his arms around her again as happy laughter bellowed from his mouth. He smiled so hard he could feel his cheeks dimple, and he beamed at her so brightly that he could practically see the sparkle his eyes projected. He wondered what took him so long to realize that she was the girl for him. He’d always been a happy guy. A smile on his face, never in a bad mood, he was the eternal optimist. Now, it seemed as if he’d been thrust into another dimension and lifted to another realm where everything in the world was right. It was as if he’d been living in the dark before and now that they were a couple his heart opened and let the light inside. “I don’t think it’s lame at all. I think it’s incredibly romantic. Only you would dream up something so amazing and vivid. You, Tessa Blade Garcia, are the most romantic person I know.”  
 
    She sighed dreamily and placed her arms around his neck with a whimsical smile. “It’s my Latina blood.”  
 
    “Whatever it is, I love that your mind is so creative and your heart is so big.” 
 
    She stiffened and swatted his chest. “You love my mind? That’s not romantic!”  
 
    He lifted his chin and laughed up to the ceiling, then drove a deep kiss onto her mouth. She wilted in his arms and he held her tighter. The closeness of their bodies, the way her breasts pressed against his chest and the tiny little moans that escaped her, stirred his desire for this amazing girl. He’d known her for her entire life, yet he only showed her how much he loved her for such a short time. He pulled back and ran his hand over her glossy dark hair. The passion that filled his soul eradicated all smiles and laughter, so that he was deadly serious when he spoke. “I’m not a romantic guy. I’m sorry I don’t think about bringing you flowers or taking you for a walk on the beach at sunset.” 
 
    “I don’t need any of those things, Mason,” she whispered. “I only want you.”  
 
    “You deserve them. You deserve the world. And you already have me.” 
 
    Her eyes glazed over and she sighed deeply. “Then I have the world.”   
 
    His chest ached with the love he had for her. Never had his heart ballooned and swelled with so much intensity. “I love you,” he said, softly, before touching his lips to hers. Somehow, the barely there meeting of their mouths conveyed so much more than a hard passionate kiss, and he knew she felt it. He vowed to be more romantic and spontaneous, and he was going to start with a walk through Central Park.  
 
    They headed out of the building and actually made it all the way to the Park before a group of fans stopped them. It was probably the car that had blared its horn at them as they crossed 59th Street that tipped off the small crowd. At first, Mason thought the driver had honked because he was annoyed that they darted across the street, but it turned out to be a car full of fans that just wanted to wave and call his name. 
 
    Most of the small group hung back and whispered while they stared, but a young couple brazenly approached. 
 
    “Oh my God!” The girl gushed. “Mason Wilder! I can’t believe I ran into you! You’re my first star sighting in New York!” 
 
    The guy with her looked even more star-struck. “You’re an incredible drummer. I’ve seen you live and it’s totally blown me away. You’ve inspired me to take lessons.” 
 
    No matter how many times fans reacted, whether it was a girl crush or genuine respect for his talent, it still made Mason’s cheeks flush. He knew his cheeks were red because his ears were hot. He flashed his signature smile. “Thanks, man. It’s really nice of you to say that.” 
 
    “And Tessa Blade Garcia!” the girl fawned over Tessa. “You’re so beautiful. And your voice. It’s incredible. I love watching you on stage. And your clothes.” She scanned Tessa from head to toe. “Are you wearing Jessi Blade?” 
 
    Mason couldn’t help the bubbly laugh that left his lips. This girl sounded like she was interviewing Tessa on the red carpet. 
 
    “Look at your dimples!” the girl suddenly exclaimed, hands on her cheeks. “Oh my God. You’re so cute!” 
 
    Tessa smiled at him and squeezed his chin in her hand. “He sure is.” 
 
    “I have to get a photo of the two of you. You look so adorable together. You make the perfect couple.” She held up her cell phone. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Tessa answered. After the girl took a photo of Mason with his arms circled around Tessa, she asked a bystander to snap a photo of the four of them together, which was probably the wrong thing to do because then everyone started asking for selfies. It was a miracle they got out of there in only 15 minutes. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting that,” Tessa said, enamored by the rush of fans.  
 
    “Get used to it, babe. You’re famous. And not because of who your parents are. You’re famous because you’re the frontwoman of Prodigy. Did you hear all those people ask when our next album is coming out?” 
 
    She nodded, full of enthusiasm. “I did. I always knew Prodigy would top the charts, but I still can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Believe it, because it’s only going to get better.”  
 
    “I guess word got out that we’re a couple.” Tessa glanced at Mason. She was smiling, but there was a look of apprehension in her eyes. 
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No. I want to scream it from the rooftop of Lucas’ apartment. But, to be honest, I was a little worried. After all, you were the most eligible rock star bachelor in America.” 
 
    He laughed as he remembered the interview with the TV host who had flirted with him. “Well, I’m off the market now.” He slung an arm over her shoulder as they walked through the park, leaving the concrete behind them and continuing on a new terrain. Squirrels ran across the path and climbed trees. People sat on benches quietly reading. Children’s happy laughter and voices echoed from the playground. “I should have brought a blanket. We could have sat in the grass.” He clucked his tongue. “I was trying to be more romantic.” He gave her a lopsided smile, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was staring straight ahead, her entire face bright with excitement. It was the carousel. He cocked his head to the side. “Really?” 
 
    “I love carousels.” She stood up taller and gave him a playful smile. “It’s romantic.” 
 
    In that case, he’d have to take her for a ride. He steered her through the people who walked leisurely through the park. Ironically, once New Yorkers stepped inside the expanse of rock and greenery, their pace suddenly slowed. They stopped to look at nature, as if they left their stress and impatience back on the sidewalk.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Tessa asked when he bought two tickets. 
 
    “I’m taking my girl on a magical ride on a unicorn.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? I was only giving you a hard time. This thing is filled with kids. We’re the only adults.” 
 
    “No we’re not. Look.” He pointed to a woman with three children, darting from one to the other making sure the safety belts were securely strapped around their waists, and to a young couple with a small child. 
 
    “That’s different. They’re parents.” 
 
    Mason stepped onto the platform, bowed at the waist and extended his hand to Tessa. “Your chariot awaits.” 
 
    She laughed. “I haven’t been on something like this since I was 10.” He lifted her up so she straddled a beautiful white horse with sparkles on its hoofs and a mane made from long white silky fibers. It wasn’t a unicorn, but it was close. She threw her arms around the horse’s neck and hugged him, her long black hair mixing with the white mane, and he snapped a photo. 
 
    “For my Instagram.” He spoke as he typed. “Perfect day in Central Park with the girl I love.” The media was about to blow up. This would serve as their official announcement to the public about their relationship. He climbed on the horse and circled his arms around her. 
 
    “I didn’t know this was a two-person horse,” she said, with playful sarcasm. 
 
    “It is now.” He wrapped her tightly in his embrace, resting his chin on her shoulder, and she turned her face to the side so they could share a kiss. He snapped another photo and posted that on Instagram as well.  
 
    The ride started moving and Tessa let out an excited scream, then covered her mouth, embarrassed that she squealed. The woman with the three children was watching them with a gooey smile on her face, probably remembering when she was younger and shared a similar connection with her husband.  
 
    Mason laughed at Tessa’s exuberance and snapped another selfie, then examined the photo. They looked so good together and so happy. They could have been enjoying moments like this all along. They could have been together for so many years by now. “Why did you wait so long to tell me how you felt?” 
 
    “Timing.” She said it as if the answer was perfectly clear. “If I would have told you before I was 18, you wouldn’t have taken me seriously.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you tell me when you turned 18? I was 25. We could have had four years together.” 
 
    She leaned the back of her head into his chest. “Don’t you listen to anything I say? Our lives needed to follow a specific order. We needed to follow our destiny. Our destiny was Prodigy. Now, it’s our time.” 
 
    He watched her long dark hair float in the swift breeze as the carousel horse moved up and down. Her reasoning was precise and clear cut. It made sense. The age difference was too big back then. Their time was now. He had almost a decade over this amazing girl, yet she had more know-how and logic than anyone he knew. 
 
    The movement of the horse slowed and the revolutions of the carousel tapered, which made them both sigh with remorse that the ride was over. Mason climbed off first, then lifted Tessa’s weightless frame from the horse and set her down on the floor of the carousel. “See, I’m being more romantic already.” 
 
    They shared a short joyful laugh before she leaned up and kissed his lips. 
 
    “You two are such a sweet couple,” the woman with the three children commented as she passed. “I’ve never seen two people more in love. It really warms my heart.” 
 
    Mason pulled Tessa to his chest and kissed her temple and they shared a hug as they both smiled at the woman.  
 
    On the walk back to Mason’s apartment, Tessa held his hand and swung his arm playfully. “Thank you, Mase. That was sweet. And fun. But I still want to go for a run when I get back to my place.” 
 
    “We could jog in the park, if you want.” 
 
    She gave him a skeptical look. “Since when do you jog?” 
 
    He didn’t. Ever. But he would for Tessa, although she’d probably leave him in the dust. All of his time in Central Park was spent walking or playing on the swings when he was a kid. 
 
    “Running on the concrete isn’t good for the joints,” Tessa continued. “I usually run on the sand. Plus, it’s a lot cooler at the beach. The park is beautiful, though. I never really spent much time in Central Park, which sounds crazy. I’m a Long Island girl. I like that you’re showing me things you love about the City.” 
 
    Tessa was rambling, which was the norm for her. But Mason had stopped listening 30 seconds ago. Not because he wasn’t interested. Because he was concentrating on two figures standing in front of his apartment building half a block ahead. That was definitely his dad, and the woman with her back to him looked exactly like Kendall.  
 
    Mason never slowed his pace as he approached, nor said anything to Tessa about his dad talking to Kendall. He was scrutinizing their body language. Gone was his father’s carefree stance and permanent smile. Concern covered his dad’s face while he stood rigid, almost annoyed. Mason couldn’t see Kendall’s expression, only that her hand kept going to the back of her neck and smoothing the hairs that were pulled into a tight ponytail. She nodded a few times, then walked down the street in the opposite direction, clearly done with the conversation, and hailed a passing taxicab. Mason’s dad stared at the ground for a few seconds, then leaned against the building and scrubbed his hand over his face. 
 
    “Your dad’s here,” Tessa said, when she noticed him. “He looks upset.” 
 
    “Yeah. I see him.” He pointed down the street. “He was talking to Kendall. She jumped into that taxi.” 
 
    “Oh.” Concern echoed in Tessa’s voice. “Do you know what that was about?” 
 
    Mason knew. Just like Tessa knew. But he wanted to hear it from his dad. The crease in his brow disappeared and a smile breached his cheeks as he greeted his father with a one-shoulder hug. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”  
 
    “Mase. I was just about to leave.” His dad’s face lit up with the usual energy, seemingly forgetting the conversation that had him scowling only moments ago. 
 
    “Come upstairs.” Mason walked into the building and waved for his dad to follow him. He planned on waiting until they were in his apartment, for privacy, before he asked about what was going on out front, but it was eating away at him and he had to know. “I saw you with Kendall,” he said, as soon as they stopped at the elevator. “What were you talking to her about?” 
 
    His dad’s eyes dulled and the curled corners of his lips straightened. The elevator dinged, and he waited for the doors to open. They all stepped inside, but Mason’s dad didn’t answer until the doors sealed them in privacy. “Let’s talk in your apartment. We don’t need people to hear our business.” 
 
    Tessa looked between them, apprehension causing her to bite her lip. She took Mason’s hand and squeezed it, and he gave her a reassuring smile to let her know that he was OK. But, was he? Everyone seemed to have an opinion when it came to Kendall, and he was about to hear his father’s. Sadly, he already knew he wasn’t going to like what his dad had to say. 
 
    Once inside the apartment, his dad let out a long sigh. “Man, I wish I didn’t have such a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “About what?” Mason demanded. 
 
    “About Kendall. I have to admit, I didn’t recognize her. She was standing right next to me talking to the concierge and I didn’t know it was her until I heard her mention your name. She looks totally different. Classy. And she doesn’t sound like she’s from Brooklyn anymore.” A smile broke through his dad’s face, and he looked like the man Mason loved and counted on his entire life, not the one with the pained expression on his face from a moment ago. But it didn’t last long before the accusations and suspicions clouded his father’s eyes again. “Her transformation didn’t give me reassurance, Mase. It did the opposite.” 
 
    “What did you say to her?” 
 
    “I told her we needed to talk outside. I wasn’t going to broadcast your business in the lobby. I asked her what her intentions were. I asked her if she needed money or if she wanted something else.” 
 
    Mason’s brow furrowed. That was rude, and he’d never heard his father be rude to anyone before. 
 
    “She laughed and told me she had everything she wanted. Anything money could buy. Except you.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe her.” 
 
    “I’d like to, buddy. I really would. But I just don’t trust her. Not yet. Maybe in time, but I know her too well.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know her at all? You always said it was just a fling. A little more than a one-night stand. Now, all of a sudden, you know everything about her?” 
 
    “Mason!” Tessa stared at him, eyes wide and mouth agape, clearly disapproving of the sarcastic tone he took with his father. 
 
    He’d never had harsh words with his dad before, nor had they ever argued. They weren’t exactly arguing now, but he felt like he needed to choose sides between his dad and his birth mother. He would never go against his dad, but he also felt as if he needed to defend Kendall. No one was behind her. She needed an ally. And he was it. 
 
    “I told her to tread lightly,” his dad said, ignoring Mason’s sarcastic remark. “I told her she broke your heart once and that she better not do it again. I told her she better not get close to you and then disappear again.” 
 
    Mason folded his arms across his chest, appalled at his dad’s accusations. “You had no right.” 
 
    “I had every right. You’re my son.” Mason’s dad pushed his fingers through his hair with frustration. “Man, it feels like yesterday. You probably don’t remember. You were young. But I do. I’ll never forget it, either. You used to wake up in the middle of the night crying, looking for her. It gutted me. And your mom. We saw the way you hurt. No kid should go through that. It wasn’t fair. And it sucked. You didn’t deserve that. I don’t care how many years have gone by. It still pisses me off that she did that to you.” He raised his brows and shook his head. “I won’t forgive her for it.” 
 
    Mason remembered. Not the specific instances, but the feeling of abandonment that had terrified him at times. He remembered that, when he’d woken up in the middle of the night, it had taken a few seconds to remember that Kendall wasn’t there. He recalled feeling disoriented in his new room and wondering where he was. Then it would rush back to him all at once. She’d left. He didn’t know where she was or when she was coming back. If she was coming back. He remembered being scared and the desolation that had consumed him. He also remembered the warmth and love that had engulfed him when his parents, and sometimes Aunt Mary, would console him. They would rub his back and sit with him in bed until he fell back to sleep. 
 
    “You can be mad at me all you want, Mase.” His dad put his hand on Mason’s shoulder. “I love you, buddy. And I don’t want to see you get hurt. That’s all. I hope I’m wrong. I really do.” 
 
    The memory should have made him bitter. It should have instilled distrust, but it didn’t. It reinforced the belief that Kendall had changed. “I am mad, Dad. Mad that no one wants to give her a chance. I get that you care about me and don’t want me to get hurt. But I’m an adult. I’m almost 30 years old. I can handle Kendall.” 
 
    His dad nodded. “You’re right. I know you’re an adult. But I don’t care. You’re my kid. And you’ll still be my kid in ten, twenty, thirty years from now. And I’ll still step in and protect you if I see something that doesn’t look on the up and up. So will your mother. And so will the entire Immortal Angel family. You know what Angel always says, right?” His dad glanced at Tessa, but she didn’t respond. “Family first.” 
 
    “Kendall is family. She’s my family.” 
 
    “Blood doesn’t make you family, Mason. That’s a title you gotta earn.” His dad sighed. “That’s all I got. I’ve had my say. Just be careful. Take it slow.” His dad gave him a hug and a pat on the back, which Mason returned half-heartedly. 
 
    After his dad left, Mason stared at the closed door wondering if his dad came here to tell Mason how he felt, or if Kendall’s presence overshadowed a casual visit. When he turned around, Tessa was staring at him. Her hard gaze indicated she needed to say something, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear it. “Not you, too, Tess.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what to believe at this point. I’d like to believe she’s genuine. I think I did, until recently. After what your dad just said, I’m starting to have my doubts. You have to take into consideration what everyone is telling us.” 
 
    “Us?”  
 
    She let out a breath and her mouth bowed downward. “I found out some things about her from my mother and Damien.” 
 
    “Why are you asking them about her?” A knot formed in his stomach, as he realized everyone, including Tessa – who was the kindest person he knew – was ready to question Kendall’s motives and prove she was only here to stir up trouble. 
 
    “I’m not trying to stick my nose in your business or come between you and your birth mother. I gave her the benefit of the doubt, but . . .” She paused, hesitant about continuing. “Do you really think it was a coincidence that I ran into her on the beach directly in front of my apartment? What about those uncomfortable hugs she gives me? Why was she so obsessed at watching those videos of Prodigy? She acted weird after she realized they were in the basement studio at my parents’ home. Why is she always asking me a million questions?” 
 
    He stared at her with confusion. “What are you talking about? Do you hear yourself? There’s nothing wrong with any of that. What are the chances of running into an old friend crossing the street? So what if she’s affectionate and wants to get to know you? And, yeah, maybe she did want to watch a lot of those videos, but I didn’t notice her acting weird. I thought she was taking an interest. We weren’t watching the same songs performed over and over. It was a variety of our music.” 
 
    Tessa bit her lip and her brows pinched together. “I know it sounds exaggerated now that I said it out loud. But I questioned those things at the time, and I just brushed off the bad feeling they gave me. Maybe I shouldn’t have.” She let out a pained sigh. “I hope you don’t think that I’m trying to be harsh and judgmental. That’s not me. I’m just feeling a little uneasy about everything.”  
 
    Weariness filled him with exhaustion. Never had he felt such anxiety or angst. His life had always been sunny. Nothing ever bothered him. His life wasn’t complicated. Things rolled off his back with ease. Now his neck was knotted and his usual light banter was replaced by combative dialogue with the people he loved most. He tried to rub the tension from his forehead, but it wouldn’t dissipate. “Of course I know you’re not harsh and judgmental, Tess. You’re the sweetest person I know.”  
 
    She rubbed his arm and laced her fingers behind his neck. Genuinely concerned, she peered into his eyes. “You’re not yourself. You haven’t been smiling as much. Usually, when you and your dad are together, I’m blinded by your dazzling smiles. Two people never looked more cheerful. The two of you always got along so well. But, recently, your relationship looks strained. There’s tension between the two of you. Between you and your Aunt Kira, too. I saw how annoyed you were when she was talking to you that day. And it’s because of Kendall. You should be happy that your birth mother is back in your life. Instead, you’re frowning, and arguing with your dad.” 
 
    “We’re not arguing,” he answered, defensively. Admittedly, there was tension but only because his dad, and everyone else, didn’t believe that Kendall couldn’t change or that she didn’t have any ulterior motives. “I know you mean well, but I’m not interested in hearing what your mom or Damien has to say. They’re biased. They already don’t like Kendall. It’s a known fact that no one has ever tried to hide. I don’t want to hear their side of it.” 
 
    “Why not? You heard her side. Don’t you think she’s jaded too?” 
 
    “Yeah. But she’s not dwelling on the past. Not the way everyone else is.” He was so tired of hearing about things that had happened twenty-five years ago. Two decades had gone by. Enough already! “I appreciate your concern Tessa, but let it go. Please.” 
 
    “But you didn’t hear some—” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t want to know what they said.” He huffed out an exhausted breath, ready to be done with having this conversation – with everyone. “I know how it sounds. I hear what everyone is saying. They all have the same opinion of her. They don’t like her. I don’t care what she did. I’m trying to form a relationship with my birth mother. I’m tired of everyone butting in.” 
 
    Tessa’s brows shot up, and Mason could tell she was miffed. “We’re just looking out for you. My mother said that Kendall was obsessed with her. That she wanted to—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.” He didn’t care that he cut her off. When were people going to understand that he didn’t want their opinions? “How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t care what anyone has to say?” 
 
    Tessa moved one fist to her hip. “Anyone? Or my mother?” 
 
    His frustration grew, causing a few heated breaths to leave his lungs and redden his cheeks. “I don’t know what to believe at this point, so I don’t believe anyone.” 
 
    “How can you doubt what my mother has to say? She’s known you and loved you since you were a little boy. Since before me and Lucas were born. You don’t know Kendall. She’s never done anything for you. She left you when you were three.” Tessa recoiled at the cold statement and her hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.” 
 
    It was a knife in his chest, one he’d been trying to dislodge his entire life, but he never thought Tessa would push it in a little deeper. “Yes you did. Everyone loves to throw it in my face that Kendall abandoned me. That she didn’t want me.” 
 
    “Mason . . .” She placed a hand on his arm to comfort the hurt in his heart, but he pulled away. 
 
    “I’m tired of everyone telling me that my birth mother isn’t worth it. That she’s no good and not to be trusted. I know I’ve never talked about her. I stopped asking about her when I was six. But it doesn’t mean I stopped thinking about her. She gave birth to me. She may not have been a mother to me, but she is still my mother.” 
 
    Tessa’s mouth hung open in shock. “She’s your birth mother. All that means is she gave birth to you. There’s a big difference.”  
 
    He knew she was right, but he didn’t have the strength to argue anymore. He hated conflict, and there had been more unease in the last few weeks than he’d had in his entire life. “I’m just so tired of this. I know my dad was just here saying how much he distrusts Kendall, but he’s not the one who has a problem with her. It seems like it’s your mom that has the problem with her.” 
 
    Tessa jerked her head back, stung by his statement and defensive of her family. “Maybe there’s a good reason. My mother said—” 
 
    “I’m done talking about this. I’m almost 30 years old. I don’t need my girlfriend or my dad or my girlfriend’s mom warning me about my birth mother. I’m giving Kendall the benefit of the doubt, and if I get burned, so be it. If you don’t want to be friends with her, fine. I don’t care. Just stop telling me to watch out for her.” 
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    Tessa woke with a heaviness in her chest that she’d never felt before. It was the first fight she’d had with Mason. They’d known each other their entire lives and this was the first real argument they’d had. She stopped to think about it. How could they have grown up together and never fought? She’d had a million fights with Lucas. They still argued. But she’d never had words with Mason. Actually, Mason never argued with anyone. Not even with Lucas. She couldn’t even remember him fighting with his parents when he was a teenager. 
 
    Her cheeks flushed as she remembered the hurt in his eyes. He had felt betrayed by his father, and she should have supported him. Instead, she joined in the crusade, exactly what she swore she wouldn’t do, and she felt awful. She had been wrong. She had no right to get involved with his relationship with his birth mother. The uneasy feelings she had about things that transpired between her and Kendall were easily explained away, and she felt foolish for bringing them up. She should have minded her own business and let Mason form his own opinion about Kendall without bringing in her past history, just as he had said. 
 
    After the argument last night, things had been cold between them and Mason had been quiet. He had a lot on his mind, and Tessa felt he needed time alone to sort through everything, so she had gone home. Alone. Now she wished she would have stayed. She felt as if she ran out on him when he needed her, and that wasn’t something she did to anyone. She was the shoulder to lean on in time of need and crisis. She had let him down, and she felt horrible. She reached for her phone to call him, but there was already a text message from him, and she sighed with relief. 
 
    MASON: Sorry about yesterday. I didn’t mean to snap at you and I shouldn’t have let you leave. I’m a jerk. Forgive me? 
 
    Her heart melted and she sobbed a short laugh. She’d been the one prying into Kendall’s past, stirring up ill feelings, and he was the one apologizing. She wasn’t wasting time replying to his text message and called him. Some things needed to be said out loud. “I’m so sorry,” were the first words she said as soon as he answered the phone, tears welling in her eyes. “You were right. I shouldn’t have said anything. The past is the past for a reason. It’s best to leave it there and move forward, not go backwards. Can you ever forgive me?” 
 
    A breath came through the phone. “My sweet Tessa. I yelled at you last night and here you are practically groveling for forgiveness when all you did was look out for my best interests. I know you were only making sure I didn’t get hurt. I know you’re not malicious.” 
 
    “I pushed too much. Too hard. I’m so headstrong sometimes. I should have just voiced my concerns and let it be. I’m sorry, Mason.” 
 
    “You fight for your beliefs. You don’t back down. You defend those you love with every ounce of breath in your sweet little body. I love that about you.” 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks and a quivering smile permeated her lips. “Thank you for knowing me so well. Come over. I’ll make an early dinner. All your favorites.” 
 
    “You mean White Castle?” A smile punctuated his words. 
 
    She laughed, and sobbed a little. “If that’s what you want, I’ll serve them on a solid gold platter.” 
 
    “Aw, Tess. You know exactly how to get to me.” She imagined him putting his hand over his heart, wearing a dimpled smile that made her knees weak. “But I can have White Castle anytime. I want your home cooking. How about a nice big steak?” 
 
    “Anything you want. Give me some time to get everything ready. See you at 3:00?” 
 
    “Sounds great, babe. And, hey, Tess?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    She hung up filled with the excitement of a newly reunited couple, which was ridiculous because they were never separated. She ran to the local farmer’s market for fresh produce and then to the meat market for two beautiful medallions of filet mignon. She made appetizers of tostones with sofrito salsa and frituras de calabaza, because he loved those little pumpkin fritters so much, and set them aside until they were ready to drop into the deep fryer. She prepared Cuban-style mashed potatoes, prepared the red beans and rice, marinated the beef and set everything aside. She showered and still had time to make a fabulous dessert. She decided on a rum cake, whipped it up and set the table with her best china and crystal glasses while it baked. The timer dinged and she pulled the pans from the oven and placed the delicate sponge cake on racks to cool. She put together a fresh berry compote for the filling and placed it in the fridge to chill while she put together a buttercream frosting to cover the cake. Next, she rummaged through the cabinet drawers for her piping bag. When she couldn’t find it, she remembered she had left it at her parents’ house when she and Papi had a bake-athon two weeks ago. Oh, no! She wanted the cake to be beautiful, and disappointment deflated her spirits. It probably wouldn’t matter to Mason, but it mattered to her, so she called Papi right away. “Can you bring over my piping bag? I made Mason a cake and have nothing to decorate it with!” Could she be any more dramatic? She sounded as if it was the end of the world. 
 
    “How awful, sweetheart! I’ll bring it right over.”  
 
    No one took cooking and baking as serious as he did, and she smiled at the genuine alarm in his voice. Her mom said something in the background that was directed at her, but she missed it. “What did Mom say?” 
 
    “She said she has something for you. Something for your guitar case.” 
 
    It was the leather patches with the band’s logo, part of the new band merch they had designed, and she was excited that they were done. “Great! Tell her to bring them.” 
 
    “We’ll be there in 15 minutes” 
 
    Tessa buzzed the doorman and told him her parents were on the way and to let them up when they arrived. While she waited for them, she assembled the cake and covered it with a layer of buttercream. Once she added white rosettes, and maybe some heart-shaped scrolls, it would be spectacular. Right now it was lackluster and a little disproportionate.  
 
    The intercom buzzed and she pressed the button with annoyance. “Is it my parents? I already told you to send them up.”  
 
    “I’m sorry Miss Garcia. Jonathan stepped away. I’m filling in while he’s on break. There’s a woman here to see you—” 
 
    “That’s my mom. Send her up.” She left the door ajar and returned to the table setting. It was missing something, and then she remembered the heavy crystal candlesticks her Grandma and Grandpa Blade gave her as a housewarming gift. Most people would think it an odd gift for someone in their early twenties, but they were perfect and she loved them. They complimented the dinner setting. As she stood back and admired the table, she heard the door creak open and her mother’s high-heeled shoes on the hardwood floor. “I hope you remembered the piping bag.”  
 
    “What, honey?” 
 
    Startled by the unfamiliar voice, Tessa quickly turned around. “Kendall?” She dyed her hair, which was more shocking than the image of Kendall standing in front of the open door. “What are you doing here? How did you get past the doorman? He said my mother was here.” 
 
    Kendall presented a playful smile and waved a gloved hand with indifference. “He assumed I was your mother, and, well, I didn’t correct him. It’s not a big deal. Is it?” 
 
    Of course it was a big deal. The doorman was supposed to screen visitors and ask for identification, not send up strangers. Any lunatic could pretend to be someone else. A chill ran down Tessa’s back as everyone’s suspicions about Kendall, including her own, filled her head. “Why are you pretending to be my mother? And why is your hair black?” 
 
    Kendall touched the back of her head. “I love how dark and shiny your hair is. I thought I’d try something different.” She walked through the apartment and took Tessa’s hands. “I’m not trying to be your mother, but it does give us that mother/daughter resemblance, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “What?” Tessa cringed and tried to pull her hands away but Kendall held them in a tight grip. 
 
    “It’s really not a foreign idea. After all, once you and Mason get married you’ll be my daughter-in-law. By that time, Mason will be calling me Mom, and, hopefully, in time, you will, as well.” 
 
    Tessa and Mason never discussed marriage, and Mason was a long way away from calling Kendall “Mom”. Tessa freed her hands and took several steps backwards. “What are you doing here, Kendall?”  
 
    “I thought we could go shopping.” Kendall glanced at the table. “I’m sorry, I see you have a beautiful dinner planned. Is that for my son?” 
 
    Although Kendall had referred to Mason as her son before, she never said it with such maternal familiarity. 
 
    “It’s all right.” Kendall said, when Tessa didn’t answer right away. “We can go shopping another time. I really just wanted to see you and ask you something.” She fussed with the back of her hair, smoothing it flat even though it was perfect. “I was thinking about not returning to London. I was thinking that maybe I could stay here.” 
 
    “Here?” Tessa’s voice rose with alarm, which made Kendall laugh. 
 
    “Not here in your flat. Not unless you want me to.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes bulged, which made Kendall laugh even harder this time. 
 
    “I’m kidding. I don’t want to intrude. I meant that, maybe, I can get a flat in the City to be close to Mason. Or here in Long Island to be near you.” 
 
    Tessa took another step backwards. Uncomfortable went out the window twenty seconds ago and alarm took its place. Kendall was delusional or maybe she was drunk, because she wasn’t acting rational at all. Then she remembered the day on the beach and alarm turned to panic and fear. “How do you know where I live? Why were you on the boardwalk right in front of my apartment that day I was jogging on the beach?” 
 
    Kendall touched her chin with the tips of her fingers and presented a small guilty smile. “I saw you and Mason leaving his flat one day while I was in a taxi and asked the driver to catch up with you. I’m afraid we ended up following you all the way here.” She smoothed the back of her hair again. “It seemed inappropriate, so I just went back to my hotel.” 
 
    This crazy woman was spying on them. Kendall was stalking her. But she couldn’t understand why. It didn’t matter. She wanted Kendall out of her apartment and never wanted to see her again. “I think you should leave, Kendall.” 
 
    “Why? Isn’t Mason coming over? I want to see my son.” 
 
    “If you wanted to see him, why didn’t you go to his apartment? Why did you come all the way to Long Island to see me when he’s only a few blocks from your hotel?” 
 
    “Because we bonded.” She took hold of Tessa’s wrists in a death grip. “We’re like . . .” 
 
    If Kendall said “best friends”, Tessa was going to scream. 
 
    “Mother and daughter,” Kendall finished.  
 
    “Tessa is my daughter! Get the hell away from her!” Tessa’s mom’s voice pierced the air like a dagger. 
 
    Tessa and Kendall both turned their head sharply toward the doorway. All three of Tessa’s parents were there, standing in a row, three feet inside the apartment in front of the open door as if they had been too shocked to close it behind them. 
 
    “Angel.” The word left Kendall’s mouth in a breathy sigh, and she stared at him as if she had just witnessed an apparition.  
 
    “Kendall?” Papi looked as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “I never would have recognized you. You look so different.” 
 
    Kendall glided across the room, eyes glued on Papi as if he was the only one in her sightline, arms open ready to embrace him.  
 
    Tessa’s mom immediately intervened, taking a step between them and halting Kendall with the palm of her hand. Her narrowed eyes pinned Kendall with an irate stare. “Don’t you dare touch my husband.” 
 
    Anger lit up Kendall’s face, quickly transforming her features into an ugly sneer. “How many husbands do you need? You already had a husband. You had to have Angel, too, didn’t you?” 
 
    Confusion spun Tessa’s head in circles. Thoughts invaded her mind, whirling around like a cyclone. She recalled Kendall’s reaction to seeing Papi on the video, hoping to see him in the background again – that’s why she had obsessed with watching all those videos of Prodigy perform. Tessa eyed Kendall’s newly-dyed black hair. She remembered the mother/daughter remark. The suspicion that her dad and Kendall had an affair popped into her head. Everything cleared. Her heart plummeted and her chest caved in on itself as she realized that it wasn’t her dad who’d had an affair with Kendall. It was Papi.  
 
    Tessa squeezed her eyes shut and covered her face, sobbing so quickly the tears didn’t have time to fall down her cheeks. How could Papi betray her mom and dad? It all made sense now. The obsession Kendall had with her the moment she found out Papi was her biological father. The hatred between Kendall and her mom. While tears finally fell and coated Tessa’s cheeks, she listened to the heated conversation taking place as if she was no longer in the room. 
 
    “He never wanted you, Kendall,” Tessa’s mom said. “You followed him around everywhere. You practically stalked him. He was too nice to tell you to fuck off. Why do you think Audra and Kira were always there to intercept you?” 
 
    “I could have had him if it weren’t for you! He was interested in me. Then you came along and stole his attention, flaunting your hot husband and your marketing skills, and he forgot I existed,” Kendall snapped back, her British dialect now replaced by a heavy Brooklyn accent. 
 
    Papi finally spoke. “I don’t understand this obsession, Kendall. Nothing ever went on between us. I explained to you a hundred times that I was gay and, although flattered, not interested.” 
 
    Wait. What? Tessa lowered her hands and looked at everyone through a blurry haze of tears. Papi didn’t have an affair. It was all one-sided on Kendall’s part. She took a shuddering breath. Thank God. Relief flooded her and sent a new wave of tears down her cheeks and she sobbed again. 
 
    “Are you still trying to tell me you’re gay, Angel?” Kendall asked with an angry, sarcastic tone. “You have a wife and a daughter.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I can put a label on my sexuality anymore. All I know is that I love Jessi very, very much, emotionally and physically. She’s . . .” Papi trailed off, shaking his head. “This is really none of your business, Kendall.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Tessa’s Dad yelled at Kendall. “You’ve continually tried to ruin our lives. Why? And why the hell are you telling our daughter to call you ‘Mom’? That will never fucking happen. You can’t have Angel and you can’t have my daughter!” 
 
    Kendall’s face grew bright red and contorted as she readied herself to reply, then turned abruptly to face Tessa’s mom. “You have everything I ever wanted!” she finally screamed, fists clenched at her sides. “Angel should have been my husband! Tessa should have been my daughter! Why does everything fucking work out for you? I tried so hard to make it as a singer. My big break never came. I tried everything. I even stooped to blackmailing Angel with that stupid DVD I found of him and Tommy, but you had to go and turn it all around on me! You left me no choice but to leave town!” 
 
    Tessa’s mom took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes into slits. “Don’t you dare try to make it sound like it was my fault you never came around to see Mason,” she hissed. “That had nothing to do with the DVD or my threat to go to the police if you went public with it. That was before he was born. When you came back with him, years later, no one told you to leave. I think I remember Jimmy telling you to stay. But you didn’t. You left of your own accord. I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “What the hell did you expect me to do? I had nothing left in Brooklyn. My life fell apart and yours just flourished. Everyone loved you. The fans. The media. Angel! Overnight, you became this big fashion designer. I stewed and festered as I watched you rise to the top while I hit rock bottom.” Kendall narrowed her eyes and her face contorted with seething anger. “I vowed to topple you and bring you down with me. But you’re fucking untouchable! When you opened your first clothing store, I planted that seamstress to sabotage your designs. But you found out. How? How do you always know everything? How’d you know I’d be here right now?” 
 
    Tessa’s Dad looked like he was about to explode as he stepped forward and positioned himself directly in front of Kendall. Tessa had never seen him so angry. So livid. His eyes were like blue fire and hard as stone. Unforgiving. “I’ve had enough of this shit! I’m done with you meddling into our lives. I’m sick of this vendetta you have against my wife. You tried to ruin my marriage, and not just with the DVD. You paid that asshole reporter to write those twisted headlines so it looked like me and Angel were living it up without Jessi when we went to Asia. You made her think we didn’t want her as part of our marriage. How fucking dare you do something so sinister? I ended up punching that jackal and it cost me two hundred grand to pay for his camera, and God knows how much the label paid to shut him up. I’m tired of the way you chase after Angel and come on to him. Stay the fuck away from my husband. He’s mine. Stop baiting my wife. She deserves every privilege. She’s earned it. And now you’re trying to latch onto my daughter?” His arm flew wildly to the side, startling Kendall and causing her to jump back as he pointed at Tessa. “That’s my little girl! You’re gonna have to go threw me to get to my family, so back the fuck off!” 
 
    Tessa never saw her dad so angry or such fire burning in his eyes. Her mom and Papi stood on either side of him, arms folded across their chest, faces as hard as stone. Tessa’s head was whirling with the admissions finally brought to light and openly revealed, each one more disconcerting than the last. Her head volleyed back and forth between her trio of parents and Kendall. 
 
    “I don’t care about you or your perfect wife!” Kendall shouted back. “All I care about is Angel! And Tessa! The rest of you can go to hell!”  
 
    She tried to step around Tessa’s dad, but he gave her a warning glare that stopped her in her tracks. His brows pinched together. “It was you, wasn’t it? Creeping around outside our house the other night, triggering the alarm.” 
 
    Papi let out a shocked gasp. “How dare you set foot on our property? We could have you arrested for trespassing. I should call the police right now.” 
 
    Everyone reacted. Tessa’s mouth hung open and she sucked in a quivering breath, while fear prickled down her back. Her mom’s eyes widened with anger. Kendall was mortified and embarrassed, her face draining of color from guilt, and she closed her eyes for a brief second. When she opened them, she looked longingly at Papi, tears brimming on her lower lids. “Please don’t be angry with me. I love you, Angel. Why couldn’t you love me back? I could have been your wife. Tessa could have been our daughter. She still can. We can be together. The three of us.” 
 
    “What the fuck am I listening to?” Mason stood in the open doorway, his face bright red and twisted into a mixture of anger, pain and disbelief. “Are you fucking crazy? 
 
    Another set of tears rolled down Tessa’s cheeks as soon as she saw Mason. She knew he was crushed and her heart shattered into a million pieces, bearing his pain. She moved toward him, but the sound of Kendall’s voice made her freeze in place. 
 
    “Mason. I’m so dreadfully sorry.” Kendall’s hands flew to her mouth and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I didn’t mean for you to hear any of that. Everything gets ugly whenever I’m around these people. This is just so awful.” 
 
    Tessa’s cheeks burned. How dare Kendall make it sound as if her parents were at fault when Kendall was clearly behind so much trickery. Ironically, her British accent returned as soon as she saw Mason, leaving Tessa wondering if it was all a show. Kendall was manipulative and calculating, just like everyone had warned. Now Tessa understood the animosity she saw toward Kendall on the old video and the resentment and distrust that remained within the family. The warnings were warranted. She knew the truth needed to be flushed out, but she wished everything didn’t explode the way it had in front of Mason. 
 
    “Stop playing the victim,” Papi said. “All we did was visit our daughter. You trespassed on our property and deceived the doorman just now by pretending to be Jessi.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous! I did no such thing!” 
 
    “She’s lying.” Tessa’s chest ached for Mason, and it reflected in her voice. She’d give anything to change the way this turned out, but, in a way, she was glad that Kendall was finally exposed and that Mason was here to witness it. 
 
    “No! It’s not like that, honey. I wasn’t being malicious. Not to you. I’d never hurt you. I love you, Tessa.” Kendall stepped toward Tessa, arms open wide. 
 
    Tessa leaned backwards, alarm making her heart race. All three of her parents took a step forward at the same time, but it was Mason who darted in front of Tessa to shield her from Kendall. 
 
    “Don’t touch her.”  
 
    Tessa stepped to the side to look into his eyes. His expression, usually so full of light and life, bore anguish and loss. His wounds were raw. Exposed. Bleeding. Never had he looked so distraught and utterly gutted. When he spoke, he sounded broken. “I want you to leave, Kendall. And never come back.”  
 
    “Mason, let me explain,” Kendall pleaded. “Please don’t misconstrue what you’ve witnessed here.” 
 
    “I heard everything. You tried to ruin Jessi’s business. Paid the paparazzi to print lies.” His eyes grew wide with disbelief. His lids fluttered and his brows skyrocketed. “I don’t even want to know about the DVD you tried to blackmail them with.” 
 
    Tessa immediately glanced at her parents, who were red-faced and humiliated. The idea of a sex tape made Tessa ill. If something like that got leaked, she’d die of embarrassment. 
 
    Kendall burst into tears and covered her face. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. It was so long ago. I’m so ashamed.” 
 
    “Yeah. That stuff happened a long time ago.” Mason’s voice grew stronger. Angrier. “But what about the stuff happening now? You trespassed on their property. That’s insane. And illegal. You’re stalking my girlfriend. What the hell is with the black hair? And what about the way you just threw yourself at Angel? He’s married, and his husband and wife are standing right there. Don’t you have any self-respect?” 
 
    “I do.” Kendall was adamant. “I have self-respect and self-worth. I didn’t back then, but I do now.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You’re just as manipulative now as you were in the past. You weren’t going to stay in New York until you met Tessa. Then everything changed. I see it all clearly now. You wanted to stay here and get to know her because you thought it would bring you closer to Angel.” Disgust washed over his face, clouding his handsome features. “You’re sick.” 
 
    “No! Mason, I stayed because I wanted to get to know you. I admit I got a little carried away, but I do love you, and I do want to get to know you better.” 
 
    “Well, I already know you. And I don’t like you. Leave before I call security.” 
 
    Kendall burst into tears, but made no move to exit the apartment. 
 
    “I think it’s best you go,” Papi said, firmly. “Let’s not make a bigger scene than we have already. My daughter lives in this building, and the door has been open the entire time.” He took the knob and opened the door further. “Goodbye, Kendall.” 
 
    She stopped crying and slowly walked toward the door. “Angel.”  
 
    She took a step toward him, but he backed up and scowled. “Don’t. Just don’t.” 
 
    The tears flowed again, and Kendall ran out of the apartment. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Mason watched Kendall run out of his life. Again. He couldn’t do more than stare at the closed door. He was paralyzed in place. His chest felt like a hollow empty shell. It echoed with loss for a second time from the same woman who gave him life. Why didn’t she act like a mother? Why couldn’t she love him the way a mother is supposed to love a son? Never had he felt so betrayed and manipulated. He always saw the good in people, but never had he been more wrong. He had given Kendall every chance, even when all the people in his life had warned him otherwise. He couldn’t believe he’d been duped into believing that she had stuck around this time because she cared. A lone tear streaked down his cheek. He felt the wetness, but his arms were too heavy to wipe it away. 
 
    He heard soft sobbing, and, for a moment, he thought it was himself, but it was Tessa. He suddenly became aware that she had her arms wrapped around his waist and was crying into the center of his chest. His limbs finally regained movement, and his arms slowly rose to embrace her.  
 
    She sniffled, wiped her eyes, and looked up at him with more torment than this wonderful girl should ever know. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t instigate any of that. She just showed up here and went berserk when she saw my parents. Are you OK, Mason?” 
 
    He never blamed Tessa. She’s the one who warned him the most. She saw right through Kendall’s charade, and he had doubted the intentions of this big-hearted girl who protected those she loved with every ounce of strength in her petite little body. “I’m sorry, Tess. I should have listened to you. I was just so happy that she was here and back in my life. And that she seemed sincere. She played me for a fool.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think she really cares about you. I think she loves you. I think she just has a lot of unresolved issues.” Tessa turned toward her parents, who stood in a row, shell-shocked and not moving. She glared at them with a mixture of accusation and bewilderment. “What the hell was all that stuff she was talking about?” 
 
    One by one, their chins dropped into their chests without answering. 
 
    Tessa’s nostrils flared, angered that her parents weren’t forthcoming with answers. “Can you please explain what just happened? Mason deserves some answers.” 
 
    “There’s not much to say, baby,” Jessi finally said, apologetically. “Everything you heard was true. Kendall hated me. I honestly don’t know what I did to her, or why she went to such an extreme.” Jessi shrugged. “But she did. I feel awful. For the both of you. I never wanted either of you to hear any of that. No one did. It’s ugly and vile.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Mason blurted out, harshly, causing everyone to turn in his direction. It was too much to comprehend. He couldn’t process everything they said. It was too overwhelming. Too horrible. Kendall had caused a tremendous amount of trouble for Tessa’s family. Part of him felt at fault and embarrassed, and he didn’t want to hear any more about the war between his birth mother and Tessa’s parents. “I heard enough. Just tell me one thing. Did you give her money to stay away? I won’t hold it against any of you. I would understand if you did. I really wish she never came back. I just want to know the truth.” 
 
    Angel stepped forward so he was directly in front of Mason. “I didn’t give her money to stay away from you, Mason. I would never do that. I hope you believe me.” Angel placed his hand on Mason’s shoulder. “I gave her a few thousand dollars, out of the goodness of my heart, after we busted her bribery scam with the DVD. I told her to take it and start over. Do something with her life. This was long before you were born. She disappeared and we honestly didn’t hear from her or see her again until that day she showed up with you. And, well, I guess you know the rest.” 
 
    Mason really didn’t care about the specifics. His world was crumbling, and he just wanted to forget the last few weeks. He was suddenly filled with intense loss. Not only from the way his birth mother trampled his heart. He missed Aunt Mary. The image of her angelic face, with the hint of mischief behind her wire-rimmed glasses, and the love she had for everyone, especially him, left his heart in shreds and his gut aching. Emotions inundated him. He felt hot tears sting his cheeks before he became aware that they had fallen, and everyone in the room engulfed him in a hug. Tessa clung to him. Jessi smoothed the back of his hair with her hand and told him it was going to be OK. Tommy rubbed his arm and said he was sorry that everything was such a mess. And Angel stroked his back and told him that they all loved him. 
 
    It didn’t make the despair go away, or ease the heaviness that infiltrated his soul, but it helped. These people were his family, and they’d do anything for him. They shared his grief and tried to protect him. And he had the most amazing girl in the world to stand by his side. He patted the arms that held him. “Thanks. I think I’m OK now.” 
 
    “No. You’re not.” Jessi cupped his chin in her hand, just as she’d done hundreds of times when he was a boy. “But you will be. Do you want me to call your mom? Or your dad?” 
 
    He forced a tiny smile. “Nah. I’ll give them a call later and let them know what happened.” He took a deep breath, worried about additional drama that had yet to be disclosed. “Is there more? Did something like this happen between my parents and Kendall?” 
 
    Jessi shook her head. “No. Your mom and Aunt Kira were very protective of Angel and acted like a buffer, but that was all. It was just us. Or, me. Really. I guess she was jealous because of Angel. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Angel hugged him again. “I feel like this entire fiasco is all my fault. She hung around the bars to be close to me. I avoided her as much as I could. I swear. I never gave her any reason to think I was interested in her.” 
 
    Mason felt as if he was the one who should be apologizing. That woman wreaked havoc on their lives. She messed with Jessi’s business and tried to ruin Tessa’s parents’ marriage. He was humiliated that this woman was his birth mother. “I don’t blame you for anything. It’s not your fault she’s the way she is. I’m sorry she did those things to you. It disgusts me. I was blinded by the idea of having a relationship with her. I wanted it so much that I believed her when she said she had changed, instead of listening to what everyone was trying to tell me.” He turned to face Tessa, who still had tears in her eyes, and cupped her cheek in his hand. “I’m sorry if she scared you or stalked you. Or made you feel uncomfortable. I should have seen it.” His heart hurt and he berated himself for not looking out for her. “I should have protected you.” His voice cracked as the emotion washed over him. “When you were a little girl, just a baby, I fell so hard for your sweet mannerisms and adorable ways. I swore I’d never let anyone hurt you. That I’d always be there to protect you. I didn’t live up to that promise. And I’ll never forgive myself for that.”  
 
    “It’s not your fault.” Tessa’s words quaked as she spoke them and her lips trembled, then she hugged him tightly as a series of sobs landed on his chest. 
 
    “It’s OK.” He stroked her long hair and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Everything is going to be OK from now on.” 
 
    “I love you, Mason,” she said through her tears.  
 
    “I love you, too, babe.” He caught sight of the elegant table, set with expensive crystal and gold-rimmed china. She’d gone to so much trouble to make him a nice dinner and he wasn’t going to let her efforts go to waste. He wasn’t going to let Kendall ruin the beautiful meal Tessa had planned. “The table looks beautiful. Let’s just sit down and eat and forget about this mess.” 
 
    She smiled up at him with a watery gaze. “You’re thinking about dinner after everything that just happened?” 
 
    “I’m hungry.” He gave her his best smile, hoping to reassure her that he wasn’t upset and bring happiness back into her face.  
 
    A laugh bubbled from her lips and she hugged him again. 
 
    “We’re gonna go, Mase,” Angel said. “Call us if you need anything.” 
 
    Tessa wrapped her arms around him. “I’m sorry, Papi.” 
 
    “Sorry? For what, princess?” 
 
    “I thought that you and . . . never mind. I just am.” 
 
    “We’re all sorry, sweetheart.” Angel held Tessa with one arm and reached out and squeezed Mason’s shoulder with his other hand. 
 
    They all hugged him, one at a time, remorse heavy around them. Then Tessa’s parents left him and Tessa to deal with the aftermath. 
 
    While Tessa placed the steaks in the oven and finished up in the kitchen, Mason sat at the table. Their usual banter was missing, and it was quiet. “You sure you don’t need any help?” he asked, breaking the awkward silence.  
 
    “No. Just a few more minutes.” 
 
    Tessa made an extraordinary dinner, which she presented without the usual fanfare and rundown of special ingredients that always made them more delicious. He was trying to move past the situation with Kendall, but it was obvious that neither one of them could stop thinking about it. He couldn’t enjoy the perfectly seared steak, so tender it practically melted in his mouth, because his stomach was a ball of tight knots. Tessa’s bubbly personality and non-stop talking were obliterated by the horrendous scene that took place in the apartment. A somber aura covered her face, and she barely said anything. He made an effort to engage in conversation and lifted his eyes from his plate. “This filet mignon is delicious. You always cook it perfectly.” 
 
    She forced a smile, but it didn’t reach her cheeks. “Thank you.” 
 
    He kept replaying the scene with Kendall in his head. Each time remembering little details, like the way she kept smoothing her hair back when it was perfectly in place. 
 
    “Do you want some wine?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Wine. I picked up a bottle earlier but forgot to put it on the table.” 
 
    “I’m fine with iced tea.” He couldn’t stop thinking about the horrific things Kendall had done to Tessa’s parents, specifically Jessi. Tessa tried to warn him, and he hadn’t believed her. This sweetheart sitting across from him was filled with nothing but kindness, intuition, and generosity, and he had thought she was blowing things out of proportion. Reading into things that weren’t there. How could he have doubted her? He’d never make that mistake again.  
 
    He rubbed his forehead, tired of reliving the drama that happened since Kendall had arrived. He sighed and resigned to leave everything in the past. He vowed never to think of Kendall again. He was moving forward with his life.  
 
    He ate the last bacon wrapped plantain and smiled at the girl he loved. She had been part of his world since the day she was born, and he didn’t know what the hell he’d do without her. Taking her hand, he gazed at her with all the love in his heart. “Marry me. You’re the most special person I’ve ever known. I can’t imagine what my life would be like without you.” 
 
    The small smile she wore fell off her face in an instant, and she stared at him with wide eyes. “What did you just say?” 
 
    Before he had a chance to answer, she pulled her hand away, jumped up from her chair and into his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sniffled in his ear. He didn’t know what to make of her reaction, so he waited. When she pulled back to look at him, tears streamed down her cheeks and her mouth bowed downward.  
 
    His heart sank to the floor. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She covered her face with her hands as soft sobs shook her shoulders. 
 
    He pulled her hands away, revealing her tear-stained face and pained expression. He expected a wide smile and for her to roll with laughter and jump up and down, not the torment that masked her face. His heart broke as he watched her stare at him and cry. “Does that mean your answer is no?” 
 
    She covered her mouth and shook her head, while her watery eyes stared at him. 
 
    “Does that mean, no, that’s not your answer, or no, you won’t marry me?” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled, and she swallowed a big gulp of air before she could speak. “I thought you were going to break up with me. I thought you blamed me and my family for everything that happened with Kendall. I thought you didn’t love me anymore.” 
 
    Relieved, a smile spread across his cheeks and his rapid heartbeat began to settle. “Are you crazy? I don’t blame you for any of it. I love you more than ever. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want to marry you.” 
 
    “You do?” A small, teary-eyed laugh left her lips. 
 
    “Yes.” He slipped his arm under her knees, scooped her up and placed her gently on the seat of the chair. He knelt on the floor next to her, took both her hands in his and kissed her finger tips. “Tessa Blade Garcia, I’ve loved you since the day you were born. Will you marry me and make me the happiest man alive?” 
 
    The tears returned and her hands trembled. Her beautiful olive complexion turned a bright pink as she squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. “Yes!” she blurted out between tears, then wrapped her arms around his neck in a suffocating hug.  
 
    He kissed her, happier than he’d ever been in his life. This incredible girl lifted him from an earth-shattering low to an incredible high in a matter of minutes, without even trying. She had a natural ability to brighten anyone’s day. She would be his wife, and it made him as giddy as an adolescent. He couldn’t contain his smile and broke the kiss to emit an excited laugh. 
 
    Tessa shoved him playfully in the shoulder. “I’m kissing you passionately and you’re laughing?” 
 
    “I’m just so happy, Tess.” He sat in the chair next to her, but kept her hands in his. “My life has been crazy these last few months. I thought things would be calm once we returned from the tour, but so much happened.” He thought of Aunt Mary and it dampened his euphoria, but only by a fraction. He wouldn’t let it steal away the joy flourishing inside of him. “A lot of it was pretty shitty. But all the good things that happened are because of you. I don’t know how the hell I would’ve handled it if you weren’t here to lean on. You make it all better. You brighten my soul.” 
 
    Her lips were slightly parted as she listened to him intently, completely focused. “I can’t believe you’re saying all this, Mason. You are my spirit.” She sat in his lap and kissed him again, letting her lips linger with a slow caress.  
 
    She shifted her position, so she straddled his legs and continued to kiss him. Lifting her hips, she rubbed herself against his growing erection, and it filled him with fire. His hands landed on her waist and his fingers slid under her top until they found her bra and he pushed it up to expose those hot-as-fuck barbells and rubbed them with his thumbs. Breaking the kiss with a heavy pant, she pulled her top over her head and discarded her bra. Then she tugged Mason’s shirt off and threw it to the floor. 
 
    He grinned. Tessa was a girl with many layers. On the surface, she appeared innocent, almost virtuous. But underneath, she was a wildcat. 
 
    Soft, wet kisses landed on his neck while her hand dipped into the waistband of his jeans. He sucked in a deep breath when she started to unbuckle his belt. When she dropped to her knees, his head fell back and a smile burst across his lips. There was that wildcat that he loved. Lifting his hips, she pulled his jeans down to his thighs, freeing his hard length from within the constraining jeans. She took him in her hand, then in her mouth. The silver tongue stud tapped against his most delicate area while her hands traveled over his inner thighs and touched him in places that made his eyes roll up into his head. He moaned, filled with want for this sweet headstrong girl who he loved more than anything. She was his all. The moon and the stars. The infinite sky.  
 
    He gripped the frame of the chair and pushed back with the heels of his feet as she continued to work her tongue over his shaft. The chair creaked from the pressure, but he didn’t care and leaned further back on its legs. 
 
    Tessa popped her head up with alarm. “Don’t break my chair! This set was a gift from my abuela and abuelo.” 
 
    The deep sigh at the sudden loss of her magnificent tongue turned into a short chuckle. “Get over here,” He pulled her up, kissed her and flashed a wide grin. “No offense, but I don’t want to hear about your grandparents right now.” He quickly stood up, with his hands under her buttocks to support her.  
 
    She wrapped her legs around his back and clung to his neck while emitting a whimsical laugh. “Let’s do it on the dinner table.” 
 
    “What?” He was about to take a step toward the bedroom, one arm underneath Tessa, the other hand holding up his jeans, but stopped.  
 
    “The table. We can think about it when we have people over. I’ll be our naughty little secret.” 
 
    “There’s food on the table.” 
 
    “We’ll move it.” She squirmed out of his hold, pushed the plates and everything else to one side and sat on the edge of the table. 
 
    He gazed at her filled with want and quickly sat in the chair to remove his sneakers and eliminate his jeans. A pair of panties landed on his head, and then slid to the floor while he was still bent over at the waist, and he emitted a soft chuckle. When he straightened up, Tessa was before him completely naked. The smile slid off his face and the chuckle was replaced by an intake of breath. Her toned body and olive skin practically glowed. The light hit the silver barbells in her nipples and made them sparkle as she smiled down at him with allure. As his gaze washed over her body, it settled on her trim waist which was at eye level. He reached for her and placed a long languid kiss on her mid-section.  
 
    She melted under his touch and sighed as she pushed her fingers through his hair. “Oh, Mason. I love the way you make me feel. You make me forget about everything. The only thing I can think about is that you’re touching me and that you’re finally mine.” 
 
    His eyes shot up to meet hers, because that’s exactly how he felt. “You have no idea how much I love you,” he said, bringing his mouth to hers.  
 
    She leaned back with her hands on the table, opening her legs and arching her brow at him with provocation.  
 
    This time he’s the one who dropped to his knees. He roughly pulled her closer to the edge of the table, throwing her legs over his shoulders while his mouth fell between her thighs. He pulled the folds of her flesh open with his thumbs in order to reach the most intimate part of her body and rotated his tongue furiously over the little nub. 
 
    She dropped to her elbows and dug her heels into his back, panting and grinding her pelvis into his chin. Before long, she began to writhe and pant. Her cries spurred him on, making his erection grow and his momentum quicken. Grabbing a chunk of his short hair, she let out a long groan and climaxed. He felt her pulsating against his tongue while he relished in her wetness. He abruptly lifted his face and stood facing her. 
 
    She popped her head up from the table. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to tell you something.” 
 
    “Now? Can’t it wait?” She placed the heels of her feet on the edge of the table. “I think we’re in the middle of something.” 
 
    He shook his head. This was the perfect time. “No. I need to tell you right now,” he said as he stroked himself. 
 
    Her eyes dropped to his hand on his shaft and then slowly drifted back up to his eyes. She’s checking me out. He grinned. “I’m ditching the condoms. I had a test, and you said you haven’t been with anyone else. So, I’m ditching the condoms.” 
 
    “OK.” She said it matter-of-factly, unaware of how much it meant to him. How much it would enhance his pleasure. She’d started on birth control in anticipation of this moment, until he got to the doctor, but with so much going on, he never got around to it. Until now.  
 
    He took her by the waist, his large hands practically covering her petite frame, and pushed her to the center of the table. He climbed on top of her, his knees pressing painfully into the hard wood, but he never flinched. Anticipation had his heart galloping and his length hardening with excitement. He would be with the woman he loved without anything separating their bodies.  
 
    She was so fucking tight that every time they made love he almost came the moment he entered her. This time, without any sheathing, the sensations would be multiplied so he reminded himself to go slowly. He touched her entrance with his tip, immediately feeling an onslaught of tingling vibrations that made his head roll back and caused him to let out a deep sigh. He moved a little at a time, rocking his hips, allowing her body to pull him inside with a welcoming warmth that felt so fucking good.  
 
    He moaned, throwing his head back. Usually he waited for her to get used to his girth before he started pumping his hips, but this time it was him who needed to get used to bare flesh against bare flesh. He buried his face into the crook of her neck, his forehead hitting the unforgiving table. It broke his concentration enough so he could continue without climaxing immediately.  
 
    Tessa started gyrating against him, eager to consummate the unencumbered union of their bodies, and he groaned at the way she was making him feel. The way she moved, as if she couldn’t get enough of him, and her impatience, set his insides on fire. Everything she did was filled with enthusiasm and without restraint, including her lovemaking. She gave it her all, and his body reaped the rewards.  
 
    He moved in response to her needs, and she responded in a way that caused a rush of sensations to reverberate throughout his body. They were in tune with one another. They were a bassist and a drummer, in sync to the pulsating rhythm of the other’s body. Their harmonized movements fed the passion passing between them. His lower half tingled. His engorged shaft felt like a giant receptor, absorbing every impulse sent his way, be it from her body rubbing against him or the air filling his lungs. His nerve endings were hyper-sensitive, both from their unencumbered lovemaking and simply because of how much he loved her. It was all-consuming.  
 
    Her ankles locked behind his back and she hung onto his neck, flapping wildly. He didn’t need to move. She was running the show. A smile suddenly burst upon his lips. This girl took control in every situation, and he loved that about her. He straightened his arms and braced them on the table while pushing his hips forward, so he was buried deep inside her and let her take the reins. His head fell back, and his jaw tightened as he tried to restrain his orgasm, but couldn’t contain it. Euphoria ripped through him, causing him to let out a long guttural moan. His release filled her with a pulsating warmth and slickness, allowing their bodies to move together fluidly, and then he felt her inner muscles beating around his shaft with release. 
 
    Too spent to hold himself up any longer, he slowly lowered his body on top of her and kissed her.  
 
    She was out of breath and needed to break the kiss. “I can barely breathe,” she gasped. 
 
    “Me either,” he confessed, shifting onto the table next to her.  
 
    She rolled her head to the side and smiled through panting breaths. “Why are you smiling like that?” 
 
    “This was a first for me.” 
 
    She rolled over toward him and kissed the ball of his shoulder. “Having sex on the dining room table?” 
 
    He let out a short laugh, because that was true, but not what he was referring too. “Yeah. Actually it was.” He flashed his best grin. “But I meant that was the first time I didn’t use a condom.”  
 
    Her brow arched. “Really? I was your first?” 
 
    He chuckled again. “Yeah.” 
 
    She wrapped her arm around him, rested her head on his shoulder and let out a contented sigh. “I’m glad. Because you were my first. My Last. My everything.” 
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    Mason hung up the phone after a long, emotional conversation with both of his parents. He told them everything that had happened last night with Kendall. They had all cried. It was done, he told himself. Ready to put Kendall and the hurricane she brought with her behind him, he took a cleansing breath and put a smile on his face. 
 
    He found Tessa in the bathroom brushing her silky black hair. She smiled at him with affection and waited to see if he wanted to talk about the phone call with his parents. He didn’t. He took Tessa’s hand and kissed the third finger on her left hand. “I’m going to buy you the biggest diamond I can find and it’s going to be so brilliant that its sparkle will light up the sky brighter than the sun.” 
 
    Tessa’s smile stretched and reached her eyes. “You better.” 
 
    He laughed at her lack of modesty. She’d grown up with the best of everything, and he planned on upholding that tradition because nothing in the world was too good for her.  
 
    To aid his effort at being more romantic, he decided a morning walk on the sand before he took her to breakfast was the perfect way to start the day as an engaged couple. He breathed in the fresh ocean air when they exited the apartment building and turned his face up to the sun as they walked toward the beach. “It’s a beautiful day.”  
 
    Tessa was overflowing with happiness, with a bounce in her step and her face as bright as the sky. “That’s because we’re engaged.” 
 
    “It’s not official until I put a ring on it,” he joked, mimicking the talk show host who had interviewed Prodigy a few months ago and asked what it takes to snag America’s most sought-after bachelor. But Tessa wasn’t laughing. She wasn’t even smiling. She abruptly stopped walking and her face went blank. “What?” he asked. When she didn’t respond he followed her gaze to several yards in front of them and saw Kendall, two suitcases resting on the concrete at her feet. His blood rushed through his chest at the sight of her. “What the hell are you doing here?” he barked. “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?” 
 
    Kendall’s eyes filled with tears. “I know you hate me now. I feel absolutely awful. I want to explain. I want to tell you everything. I want to answer all the questions I know you must have. I’ll be completely honest. I swear it. Please. Let me say my peace. Then I’ll leave, and you’ll never have to see me again. I’ve been here for three hours waiting for you. I need to speak to you, and then I’ll go to the airport straightaway. Please, Mason. Just give me a few moments of your time.” 
 
    She had no right to ask him for anything, and he was fully prepared to tell her to fuck off, but he felt Tessa squeeze his hand.  
 
    “It’ll give you closure. Say what you have to say or ask whatever’s on your mind. You may not get this opportunity again. And, maybe she needs closure, too.” 
 
    After all the bullshit and the terrible manipulative things that Kendall had done to Tessa’s family, and to Tessa, she still had compassion for the woman. He realized Tessa was right. He had unfinished business with Kendall. He had questions and things he needed to say. “Go inside and wait for me upstairs. I don’t want her anywhere near you.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Mase, but if that’s what you—” 
 
    “It’s what I want. I should have protected you from her and I didn’t. She’s not getting a second chance.” 
 
    Tessa shook her head lightly, as if he was overreacting, but he had no idea what Kendall was capable of after he heard the things she’d done and found out that she’d trespassed onto the grounds of the Blade-Garcia mansion.  
 
    Tessa kissed his cheek and went inside. He waited until the doorman closed the door behind her before he faced Kendall. He almost asked her how she knew he was still here, worried she had camped out all night waiting for him, but then he realized he left his Lambo in the outdoor parking area on the side of the building last night. Unsure what exactly he wanted to say to her, he asked, “What do you want?” 
 
    She fiddled with a coin, turning it through her fingers. “Can we sit?” She motioned to the patio area in front of the apartment building, which had small groupings of tables and chairs. 
 
    Mason didn’t want to sit and chat. He wanted to hear whatever she had to say and be done with this woman once and for all. 
 
    “Please, Mason. Just let me have my say and I’ll never bother you again. I swear it.” 
 
    The pathetic, pleading tone of her voice somehow cut through the anger and resentment that hardened his heart and got through to him. He paused to look at her – really look at her. She wore the same designer trench coat that she wore on the first day he met her in the City, but the polished put together woman looked emotionally crippled. Her makeup was minimal, with no lipstick so she looked pale and gaunt. Her bloodshot eyes were swollen and heavy. Her hair, which was dyed black yesterday, looked as if she tried to bleach it back to blonde but the color was off. Instead of wearing it swept neatly back and away from her face, it hung in a loosely tied ponytail at the back of her neck, flyaways blowing every which way in the breeze.  
 
    He took a seat at one of the tables and waited. 
 
    Kendall let out a painful breath, as if it hurt to breathe, as she sat next to him. She didn’t look at him. Instead, she remained fixated on the object obscured in her hand. When she spoke, her voice was low and stressed. “I’ve thought I hit rock bottom many times in my life, but yesterday was a new low. Even for me. I honestly thought I’d never go back to the person I used to be. I thought that part of me was buried, never to resurface again.” Still looking downward, she shook her head. “I don’t know what happens to me when I’m around those people. They bring out the worst in me.” 
 
    Anger burned in Mason’s belly and re-ignited a fire. He had no interest in listening to her make excuses or blame the people he loved for her behavior, and he rose to his feet. “Stop blaming everyone else for your actions.” 
 
    She looked up at him, eyes wild and panic covering her face as she fiercely clutched his arm, preventing him from leaving. “I take full responsibility. This was all my fault. It’s . . . it’s what happens to me when I’m around Angel.” 
 
    Mason sat back down, curious to find out about Kendall’s obsession with Angel and her hatred of Jessi. “What happens?” 
 
    She wiped her forehead, exasperated. “I don’t even know where to begin. I’ve loved him for as long as I can remember. He’s the only man I’ve ever loved. I’ve tried to put him out of my mind. I fooled myself into thinking I didn’t love him anymore.” She grimaced, despair crinkling her lips and forcing her cemented brow to crease slightly. “But I do.” Her voice cracked. “I love him completely. And love makes you do crazy things.” She blotted the corner of her eye with the tip of a manicured finger. “He never wanted me, no matter how hard I tried. We had so much in common from the moment we met. It was in voice class. The moment I laid eyes on him my heart thudded. I’m not exaggerating either.” She looked off into the distance, a dreamy smile now on her face. “His dark eyes smoldered from across the room. He was so handsome. He smiled, and I swear my legs got all wobbly. When he stood in the center of the room and sang for the first time . . .” She clutched one hand to her chest. “It took my breath away. We became instant friends. He helped me with my pitch and vocal exercises. I didn’t know why he needed classes. His voice was perfect. He was perfect. I fell for him, very quickly. But he wasn’t interested in me that way. He told me he was gay, which . . .” She paused as she searched her memory. “Which I guess was true, but it didn’t register. I guess I didn’t want to believe it. For some reason, I always thought he was bisexual. I’d seen him with many men, but never women. Not in that way. Kira and Audra were always around him like star-struck groupies. He adored them, which made me despise them, I’m afraid. Even though they were younger, and I knew he had no interest in them romantically, I still resented the attention he gave them. I wished he’d shown me one-tenth of the affection he showed them.” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and swallowed. “And then she showed up, and he started avoiding me. She came onto the scene with her brilliant ideas on how to promote the band and talented design skills.” Kendall let out a deep breath and painfully grimaced. She paused as she looked at Mason. “Jessi.” As if she needed to clarify who she was referring to. “Angel worshipped her. She flaunted her talent and her gorgeous husband who seduced Angel, and he fell right into her bed. I was mad with jealousy. I admit it. I was a lunatic. I drank and did drugs, and I was compulsive. I did some very stupid things. Terrible things. Things I’m very ashamed of.” She lowered her head and a lone tear streamed down her cheek. “When I saw Tessa, I lost all control of my senses. Everything came flooding back. The love I had for Angel and how differently I wished my life had turned out. I thought to myself, this could be my daughter. Our daughter. Mine and Angel’s. I wanted it to be true so badly that I started to believe she could love me like a mother if I showed her how much I cared about her.” 
 
    Transference. She was transferring the love she had for Angel onto Tessa. But what about him? He was her son, but she didn’t seem to possess the same love for him. “So, the reason you’re obsessed with Tessa is because you love Angel so much? And because you never cared about my father, you never cared about me?” He sneered at her. “Nice.”  
 
    “No! That’s not what I meant at all. I love you, Mason. I’m your mother.” 
 
    “You’re not my mother. Audra Abelman-Wilder is my mother.” He wasn’t sure if he spat the words to hurt Kendall, or because it was true. Kendall was never his mother. Even before he came to live with his father, his memories were of late nights with Aunt Mary, never Kendall. He remembered crying in bed and asking Aunt Mary when Mommy was coming home. The answer was always the same – soon. But he’d fall asleep with Aunt Mary stroking his hair and when he’d wake the next morning, sometimes Kendall would be there and sometimes she wouldn’t. He remembered running to her bedroom the moment he woke up to see if she had come home, only to find a perfectly-made bed and Aunt Mary sleeping in the recliner in the living room. 
 
    He stared at the woman next to him, no longer a stranger, but nothing more than a bad memory brought to life that had come back to haunt him. “This is ridiculous. We’re done here. You’ve said what you had to say.” He stood up and took two steps before questions started lighting up his brain. This is your chance, Tessa had said, and he realized he needed some clarification. “What the hell is the story with that DVD? How did you get a sex tape of Tommy, Angel and Jessi?” 
 
    Kendall lowered her eyes to the object still concealed in her hand, and her cheeks flushed bright crimson. “As I said, I’m not proud of the things I’ve done. I’m quite ashamed, actually.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “One night, when I was with Jimmy, I made him think Jessi and I were friends. It was easy because, at that point, Jessi and I didn’t have any open hostility towards one another. We had some words and rubbed each other the wrong way, but unless you were privy to those conversations, you wouldn’t have known.” 
 
    So, this is how it all started, Mason realized, and sat down to hear the story from the beginning.  
 
    “I convinced Jimmy to take me to Angel’s home one night. He’d just bought this big house with Tommy and Jessi.” She looked down the boardwalk in the direction of Long Beach. “I believe it’s the same house they live in now, only it’s been expanded tremendously. I remember how surprised I was that they let me in.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I did what any jealous woman would do. I snooped. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular. I just saw this DVD sticking out of the bookcase and picked it up. That’s when Jessi came looking for me and I shoved the DVD into my bag. I honestly forgot I had it. Weeks had gone by before I found it again and watched it. When I did, I knew I had a goldmine sitting in my hands. You don’t know what it’s like to want fame and to be able to perform for people. I craved recognition. It all came naturally for you. And it’s well deserved,” she quickly added. “You’re incredibly talented. I wasn’t. All I wanted to do was join Immortal Angel. I wanted the notoriety and the glory. I worked so hard and couldn’t understand why it didn’t happen for me.” She huffed out an ironic laugh and shook her head. “I was so foolish back then.” 
 
    “So, you tried to bribe your way into the band with a sex tape of Angel, Tommy and Jessi?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was just Tommy and Angel on the DVD. That’s why the furor started. I think Jessi was upset because it was just the two of them.” She shrugged. “I thought everything was perfect between the three of them, but maybe there was discontent. Their relationship was new back then, and maybe there was jealousy. Maybe she was still adjusting to sharing Tommy. I don’t know. Maybe it was the content of the DVD, which was . . . unexpected. Anyway, Jessi was outraged. Angrier than I’d ever seen anyone to this day.” Kendall sighed, as if the admissions were draining on her. “Jessi is a smart woman. Smarter than I gave her credit for. Much smarter than me. She coerced me into a confession and recorded it. She made me hand over all copies of the DVD. I had no choice. No recourse. No more rabbits to pull from a hat. I didn’t have Angel – she did. I didn’t have the limelight – she did. Not many people were fond of me, and I understand that was my own fault, but everyone loved her. They adored her from the moment she stepped into The Quadrangle. I blamed her for ruining my life and taking away my chance with Angel. I thought she took everything from me. She had everything I ever wanted.” Kendall’s eyes remained focused on her hands as she continued. “I thought I was creating my own look, donning high fashion that I put together myself. Then she came along with her edgy style and looked like a rock star. I felt as if I was wearing a garbage bag compared to her. I was so jealous of her. I guess I still am.” 
 
    Mason’s head was spinning from the information thrust at him, but clarity was slowly calming the storm. She was telling her story. It didn’t excuse her actions or justify them, but at least he was beginning to understand how she must have felt.  
 
    Kendall suddenly clenched her hands into tight fists and pressed them against her eyelids. Her posture bore physical pain that radiated from her shaking shoulders. When she pulled her hands away from her face and placed them in her lap, wetness framed her eyes. “I still wish Angel and I could be together. But I accept that it will never happen. I must keep reminding myself of that and let him go for good. Otherwise, I turn into the maniac you saw last night.” She picked her head up and looked Mason directly in the eyes. “He’s the only man I’ve ever loved. And the only man I ever will love. But I need to move past this. I need to forget about him. Not just for my sanity, but for you, Mason. You have no idea what it’s like to be totally consumed with someone and know that they love someone else. Not just someone else, but two other people. When I found out that he had a baby with Jessi and it became clear that they had a physical relationship . . .” She paused and looked up to the sky. “I literally lost my mind. I pretended that Tessa was my daughter, with Angel. It’s delusional, I know. I’m afraid it might be time for me to go back on my meds for a while.” She shook her head. “I was doing so well for so many years. I want you to know that I had an online session with my therapist last night, whom I should have called days ago. I know I’m fully responsible for all my actions, and I can’t apologize enough. Something snaps when I’m around these people. Rationality goes out the window. I lose myself.” Two tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.” Her voice trembled. “I do love you, Mason, and I do want a relationship with you, but I can’t be near Angel. Or Jessi. Last night, I had my first drink in 21 years. She opened her hand and revealed a gold coin. It took twenty years for me to earn this. Twenty years,” she stressed. “I carry this little tidbit with me every day to remind me of how far I’ve come.” She slowly shook her head with remorse. “I threw it all away because of my inability to deal with unreciprocated love. That’s not the worst part of it. The worst part is that I fear I’ve lost any chance at a relationship with my only child.” She pressed her lips together, yet they still trembled, and two more tears streaked down her face.  
 
    She placed her hand on his cheek, and a memory flashed across his mind. She’d touched him in the same way when he was a child, he was sure of it. Emotion suddenly filled him and made the corner of his mouth twitch. How he had longed for her gentle touch, or only her attention, when he was a little boy, but had barely gotten it. He had pushed those feelings aside for so long that he’d totally forgotten about them. 
 
    “I know you think I’m a vile, evil person, and maybe deep down I am, but I don’t want to be like that. I’m trying very hard to be a better person. And I have been. I do volunteer work. I have friends in London. People who like me and think I’m clever and fun. I have a wonderful husband who adores me and takes care of me. I’m in a theater group.” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “It’s just this place. New York. It has too many bad memories that grab hold of me and don’t let go. It changes me. I don’t think I’ll ever come back here again. It’s too toxic for me. But I do want to see you again Mason. And Tessa. I understand if you don’t ever want me to be around her again. I can only imagine what that lovely girl thinks of me, and it breaks my heart.” She was quiet for several seconds while she stared at her hands. “What I did was awful. I can’t change it. God knows I wish I could.” She clutched his arm with desperation, clearly holding back tears. “Please don’t write me off so quickly. Try to remember me the way I was when I first arrived. That’s the person I am, not the psychotic mess I’ve been lately. I know I don’t deserve it, but, if you could find it in your heart to forgive me, I might be able to forgive myself.” 
 
    Maybe he was a fool, but despite everything she’d done, his heart went out to her. She laid everything on the line and sat before him exposed and raw. He wasn’t ready to forgive her, but he wasn’t ready to banish her from his life for good. He hated the woman he saw yesterday. Loathed her. But the woman who showed up after Aunt Mary’s funeral had been charming and pleasant and refined. That was the woman he wanted her to be. The woman he wanted to know. He wanted to tell her that it wasn’t completely over between them, but he didn’t think he could get the words out over the baseball in his throat, so he slowly nodded. 
 
    New tears streamed down her cheeks, and she smiled, but it quickly turned into a sob. “Thank you, Mason. You’re such a good-hearted man. I knew I was doing the right thing letting Jimmy raise you. It’s the smartest decision I’ve ever made. And the most important one.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek, her tears leaving a wet streak on his face. “I’m sorry for messing up everyone’s lives. I’m going to leave now. I won’t ever bother you again. But, please know that I’m always here for you. You’re always welcome to visit me in London. Or ring me. Or send a text message.”  
 
    He didn’t have a definitive answer. She’d hurt people he loved, and he didn’t trust her to be around Tessa. He wasn’t sure what would happen, but he knew that the woman who sat next to him wasn’t the woman he saw last night. The idea that she was about to leave, and he could never see her again, filled him with regret. He nodded again. “Maybe. In time. I have to think about it.” 
 
    “Of course, Mason. Take all the time you need.”  
 
    She ordered an Uber, and he sat with her until the car arrived to bring her to the airport and out of everyone’s lives. Before she left, she turned to him and said, “I love you, Mason.” 
 
    He didn’t know if she was expecting him to say it back, but he couldn’t. He watched the car as it drove away, her hand never leaving the window as she gazed at him until distance separated them. And then she was gone.  
 
    He returned to the lobby to find Tessa sitting on one of the couches scrolling through her phone. She jumped up as soon as he walked through the door and ran to him. She hugged him, and he clung to her. He was never overly emotional, but everything seemed to come crashing down on him at once, and a sob left his throat. He mourned for the mother he lost for the second time.  
 
    Tessa stroked her hand up and down his back and just let him be. That’s the kind of person she was – caring and nurturing, never pushing for information someone wasn’t ready to offer. Mason composed himself and kissed the remarkable girl in his arms. “Thank you for always being my rock.” 
 
    A watery sheen covered her eyes as she looked deep into his soul. “Are you all right, Mase?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He let out a deep breath. “I’m glad I got to talk to her. It didn’t admonish anything she did, but I understand a little more. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t know if I’ll ever see her again.” 
 
    Tessa rested her hand in the center of his chest and kept her eyes fixed on that spot. “You’re a good man Mason Wilder, with a beautiful heart. That’s why I love you so much.” 
 
    Placing a knuckle under her chin, he lifted her face upwards so she could meet his eyes. Today wasn’t about the drama Kendall brought into their world. Today was the first day he and Tessa were an engaged couple, and that’s what he was focusing on. Light and hope immediately filled his heart and his usual magnetic smile returned and dominated his face. “I love you, Tessa Blade Garcia, and I’m going to make you my wife. But first, we’re going for that walk on the beach I promised you and then we’re going to breakfast.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Mason pulled the Lambo into a spot on 47th Street, the heart of the diamond district, sending Tessa’s heartrate into a static frenzy. They were on their way to his apartment after a walk on the beach and a lengthy breakfast, but he never mentioned anything about stopping to look at rings. “Are you buying me a ring?” 
 
    Mason leaned forward to look past Tessa and out the passenger window. “Nah. I don’t think they have what I’m looking for here. It’s too pricey.” He pulled into traffic before he even put the car into park. 
 
    Momentarily disappointed, Tessa’s spirits fell. Then she realized he was only playing with her. Mason probably had more money in his own right than her three parents combined. The Abelman family came from old money. Jimmy was ridiculously wealthy. Besides an enormous trust fund that Mason had received, which she was sure tripled her own, he was rich from a lucrative career as a drummer that had started when he was still a child. Mason Wilder did not bargain shop. “Stop teasing me!” 
 
    He laughed, and the joy at hearing his happy carefree laughter return made her feel like she could fly.  
 
    “I’m not teasing you,” he said. “I don’t think they have the quality I’m looking for.” 
 
    She settled back in her seat, wondering what he planned on buying her. She naturally assumed she’d pick out the ring of her dreams, but maybe Mason had something specific in mind. She didn’t want to seem bossy and had no intention of overriding his idea. This was as special to Mason as it was to her. “Where are you going? Canal Street?” 
 
    He scrunched his nose and glanced at her, taking his eyes off the road for a brief second. “They have shit.” 
 
    Canal Street had shit? What was this man thinking? She sat quietly, excited nerves making her feet tap on the lush carpeted floor of the car. Mason drummed his thumbs on the steering wheel and smiled his million-dollar smile but didn’t offer any clues. A few traffic lights later, he stopped on 52nd Street in front of China Bistro. “Are we having lunch?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She was joking. They had breakfast only an hour before. She exited the car and stared at the black building, still questioning what Mason had in store. Maybe there was a surprise party inside the restaurant. She stepped toward it, but Mason pulled her down the sidewalk.  
 
    “Walk with me.” 
 
    His gaze was pensive, as if he had something on his mind, and she thought he might want to talk about Kendall a little more, so she walked in silence. He put his arm around her and smiled warmly. Not his usual animated grin, just a small cozy smile filled with affection that made her insides melt.  
 
    “Why so quiet?” he asked when they reached the corner and waited for the traffic to clear so they could cross. 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought you wanted to talk, and I didn’t want to hijack the conversation. You know how I ramble.” 
 
    Now, he gave her his killer smile. “You really do love me, you little chatterbox.” 
 
    She poked him in the ribs as they crossed Fifth Avenue, and he giggled. It was the musical, lighthearted giggle that he had when he was a boy, and childhood memories filled her with happiness.  
 
    He pulled her diagonally across the street, and she stumbled in her heels on the uneven asphalt. He immediately tightened his grip on her hand for support. “Sorry. Why don’t you wear more practical shoes?” 
 
    “I didn’t know we’d be walking through the City streets.” She rolled her eyes. “You Manhattanites.” 
 
    He stopped when they reached the east side of Fifth Avenue and faced her. Running his hands up and down her arms, then taking both her hands, he gazed at her in a way that made goosebumps rise on her flesh.  
 
    “Do you know where I’m taking you?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” She looked back over her shoulder toward the China Grill. I thought you wanted to eat Chinese food.”   
 
    He wore a silly smile but didn’t say anything as he pulled her toward a storefront and out of the stream of New Yorkers walking briskly down the sidewalk. Then he took her by the shoulders and turned her toward the display window. She gasped and held her breath for a few seconds as an array of sparkling diamonds stared back at her from the window of Cartier.  
 
    “We’re here to pick out your engagement ring.” Mason kissed her temple. “Only the best for my girl.” 
 
    She let out a giddy laugh. “They’re all so beautiful!” She gazed at them all, mesmerized, unsure how she’d pick just one. Rows upon rows of different cuts and sizes, one more extraordinary than the other, twinkled at her with an inviting wink saying, “Pick me!” 
 
    “Do you want to go inside, or do you want to stay out here and stare at the window?” 
 
    She took his hand and almost raced inside, but she remembered her decorum. She was a girl about to be engaged to the most sought-after rock star in America. A uniformed doorman welcomed them into the plush showroom. The place sparkled with bright lights and wealthy customers, all ready to add to their riches. Money and fame had never really affected Tessa before, but at this moment, she was part of an elite group where money was no object. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Wilder,” 
 
    Mason nodded his head at the salesman. “I need a ring. And a big one.” 
 
    “Of course. Right this way.” 
 
    “How does he know your name?” Tessa asked, with surprise.  
 
    “Where do you think my mom gets her jewels – Walmart?” he laughed. “I was here with my dad for every holiday, every birthday and every anniversary getting my mom a gift.” 
 
    Of course, Audra Abelman-Wilder demanded the best of the best, and nothing outshined Cartier in both beauty and reputation. And now one of the world’s most magnificent diamonds would sit on Tessa’s finger.  
 
    The salesman stepped behind the counter, unlocked a case and started presenting diamonds in different shapes and sizes, explaining details about cut and clarity and things that Tessa knew nothing about, like fluorescence. She was dazzled by them all and overwhelmed by choices.  
 
    “Pick one,” Mason said. 
 
    “I can’t. They’re all so beautiful.” 
 
    “May I suggest something like this?” The salesman held up a ring. “It’s an emerald cut three-carat stone set in a platinum band. It’s both regal and traditional.” 
 
    It was gorgeous, but she wasn’t regal or traditional. “I think I like the round one.”  
 
    “Excellent choice. I’ll be right back with some stones to choose from.” 
 
    Tessa watched him return the tray of diamond rings to the case and lock it, then walk to the back of the showroom. “Where is he going? 
 
    “He’s getting stones from the safe.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with these?” She motioned to the gorgeous diamonds in the case below. 
 
    Mason looked at her as if she was crazy. “They’re samples. My girl isn’t wearing a ring from a display case.” 
 
    The salesman returned carrying a velvet tray with several tiny manila envelopes. He opened them and beauty that she’d never seen before spilled from within each small envelope. She struggled to steady her hand when he asked her to hold it out in front of her. He picked up the stones, one at a time, with large tweezers and compared them to the size of her hand. He chose one and rested it on top of her fingers. She imagined it in a setting and a tiny gasp escaped her. “I love it.” 
 
    “Really? Mason asked, unimpressed. “What is that?” he asked the salesman, “Three carats? F color?” 
 
    “Three point 25 actually, and yes, F color, VVS quality.” He offered Mason his eye piece to examine it. 
 
    Tessa was shocked Mason knew so much about diamonds, and watched Mason put the glass to his eye and inspect the ring.  
 
    He handed the eye piece back to the jeweler and shook his head. “Nah. I don’t like it.” 
 
    Her brows skyrocketed when the jeweler removed the diamond from her hand and placed it on the velvet mat. The stone was exquisite. “What’s not to like, Mase? It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    He ignored her as he read the tiny writing on some of the small envelopes that the jeweler hadn’t yet opened. He tapped the felt in front of one envelope. “Let’s see this one.” 
 
    When the diamond fell onto the black mat, Tessa’s eyes shot up to Mason. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    He smiled almost as brightly as the diamond that nearly blinded her. “Put your hand out. Let’s see how it looks.” 
 
    Her hand trembled as she extended it over the counter, afraid the stone would fall and be lost somewhere on the floor and she’d have to pay for it, because she wouldn’t let Mason absorb the cost for her blunder.  
 
    The salesmen smiled at her. “It’s fine, Miss. Every bride-to-be is nervous.” 
 
    She mulled over the term in her head. Bride-to-be. She would become Mason’s wife. She’d be Tessa Blade Garcia-Wilder. Good Lord! She’d have one of those Latina names a mile long! Still smiling at her sound of her new lengthy name, and with her hand steadier, she nodded at the salesman. He laid the stone over her finger, so it rested in the crease between her ring and third fingers. It was stunning. Exquisite. Something a movie star would wear on the red carpet. But it was over-the-top. ”Look at the size of that thing, Mason. It’s too big.” 
 
    Mason threw his head back and laughed heartily. “That’s exactly what every guy wants to hear.” 
 
    She nudged him with her elbow, then gasped as she remembered the diamond sitting loosely on top of her hand. The salesman gasped almost as loudly, but the gem remained safely in the nook between her fingers. He retrieved it with the giant tweezers and handed Mason the eye piece to examine it while he rattled off its attributes. “Four carats. D color. IF quality. No fluorescence.” Tessa stopped listening, because she had no idea what he was talking about as he continued to list things like polish, symmetry and girdle. Diamonds had girdles? She would have laughed if she wasn’t so flabbergasted. 
 
    Mason put the magnifier down. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, but . . .” She realized that a price had never been mentioned. Money wasn’t an issue for Mason. She stared at the two diamonds that had sat on the back of her hand, now side by side on the black velvet mat. They were equally beautiful, although Mason clearly preferred the larger one, which is why she was gravitating toward it. Except the expense was still a giant question mark. She didn’t care which ring was on her finger. She just wanted to be engaged so she could tell the world. This decision was too much for her. “You pick it,” she finally said. “Surprise me. I’m going to wait outside.” 
 
    “Wait. Tessa!” 
 
    She didn’t stop or turn around until she was outside and leaned with her back to the window of Cartier and watched the traffic crawl down Fifth Avenue.  
 
    After several very long minutes, the door opened, and Mason stuck his head out. “You can come back inside now.” 
 
    Her heart lurched. “Did you pick something?” 
 
    His smile stretched all the way up to his eyes as he indicated that she should follow him inside. Back at the counter, the salesman smiled almost as broadly as Mason. A black velvet box sat on top of the display case, and Mason held it up to show her but never opened the lid. 
 
    Her heart hammered in her throat. “Is that it? Is that my ring?”  
 
    Mason took her hand and kissed her fingertips. Then shocked the hell out of her by dropping to one knee. 
 
    A flutter ran up her chest and made her hands tremble. She sucked in a deep breath and held it for several seconds. She knew everyone in the store was probably looking at them, but her eyes were riveted on Mason, a man she’d loved since she was a child. She had waited for this day, fantasized about it a million times, and now it was actually happening. Tears filled her eyes at the joy in her heart and her smile quivered. She almost blurted out the word “Yes!” before he even asked the question. She pressed her lips together and waited. 
 
    “I love you, Tessa Blade Garcia. Will you be my wife and love me forever?” 
 
    Her entire body trembled as an excited laugh left her mouth. “Yes!” 
 
    Mason stood and wrapped his arms around her and lifted her clear off the floor in a powerful hug. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “I love you too! Are you gonna show me my ring now?” 
 
    He set her down, turned the little velvet box around to face her, and opened the lid. 
 
    It took her breath away, and she stared at it as if in a trance as she took in its opulence. The larger stone that had been Mason’s choice was set in a platinum band with two smaller diamonds on each side, as if the four-carat stone wasn’t enough for her. It was incomparable, powerful and dramatic. It was her. “It’s gorgeous.” She breathed out the word. 
 
    He slipped it on her finger, and the room erupted into a round of applause and cheers. She looked around, for the first time, and noticed the salespeople and customers all standing against the opposite wall watching them, cell phones raised to capture the moment. 
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    Tessa wanted to invite the entire Immortal Angel family over for dinner to share the news. She wanted to prepare a grand meal for everyone, which included both of their immediate families, plus Aunt Kira and Uncle Brett, and of course, Damien and Alyssa, but Mason refused to let her cook. Instead, he made a reservation at Del Frisco’s and told everyone they needed to be there tonight. Tessa was probably the only woman on earth who put up an argument about preferring to cook a full three-course meal for a room full of people instead of sitting in a five-star restaurant.  
 
    She purposely kept her left hand in her pocket or under the table, while she waited for everyone to arrive before making the announcement. Mason was surprised no one caught on, because she looked like she was about to explode. When the last of this intimate party of 13 arrived and everyone was seated, Tessa jumped to her feet. Everyone stopped talking, which was a feat in itself and looked at Tessa expectantly. Mason slowly stood from his chair and Tessa pulled him close to her, as if she forgot that he was part of the announcement. She was so damn adorable sometimes. 
 
    “What’s going on, baby?” Jessi asked, with an inquisitive smile. “You look like you’re about to scream.” 
 
    “We’re engaged!” Tessa shouted, holding out her left hand to display the amazing ring, which sparkled brilliantly under the ceiling lights. 
 
    The room erupted with cheers, and not just their table. Since Tessa made the announcement loud enough for the entire restaurant to hear, the place resonated with a hearty round of applause, as if the moment had been scripted. The women at the table practically rushed to Tessa’s side all at the same time to shower her with good wishes and inspect the ring, and she soaked up the attention. Mason loved watching her this happy.  
 
    Jessi hugged Tessa and picked up her hand to examine the huge diamond on her finger. “Holy cow.” Her mouth fell open into a giant oval. “That’s . . . that’s . . . bigger than mine!”  
 
    “I need to see this ring. Let me through!” Angel broke through the wives to see his daughter’s engagement ring. His hand went to his chest and he took in a gust of air as he examined it. “It’s ravishing, sweetheart.” He embraced her with a hug that exuded so much happiness it looked as if he was the one getting engaged. Then he took Mason by the shoulders. “You did good, Mason. You’ve done right by my daughter. And I don’t just mean with that rock. Over the years, you’ve always been there for her. You’ve been her friend and mentor. You helped shaped her into the amazing musician she is today.” 
 
    Mason couldn’t help the laugh that escaped him. “I think she’s the one who made me a better musician.” Tessa was the driving force behind Prodigy, even way back when they were only playing in the basement studio of the Blade-Garcia mansion, Tessa acted as if they were rehearsing for a world tour.  
 
    Without warning, Angel suffocated Mason with a hug, possibly tighter than the one he gave Tessa. 
 
    “Try not to kill my kid.” Mason’s dad clapped his hand on the back of Angel’s shoulder and gave him a friendly shake. 
 
    “How amazing is this?” Angel asked, beaming with joy. “Our kids are getting married.” 
 
    “Pretty fucking amazing.” Mason’s dad flashed a smile that Mason returned twofold. The two of them stared at one another for a few moments without saying anything. Their combined dazzling pearly whites probably gave Tessa’s diamond serious competition. They both opened their arms at the same time and embraced in a hug that conveyed the closeness of father and son. 
 
    “Congrats, buddy. It’s about damn time.” Mason’s dad pulled back but kept his hands on Mason’s shoulders. Although the smile remained plastered across his father’s face, his eyes reflected a hint of worry. “You all right, kiddo?” 
 
    Mason nodded. “I’m fuckin’ great, Dad. Never been better. I mean that.” He knew the question was in relation to the mess with Kendall. Although they spoke at length this morning, this was the first time they’d seen each other, and the fatherly concern was clearly prevalent. Mason refused to let any of it dampen this day or any days to follow. He was moving forward with the girl of his dreams by his side.  
 
    They hadn’t discussed where they’d live yet, but he’d been thinking about it and decided that he was moving into Tessa’s place. He’d still keep his apartment in case they wanted to spend time in the City, but Lido Beach was her home. The idea of purchasing the penthouse directly above her apartment and connecting the two, converting it into a duplex, kept creeping into his mind and sounded better each minute. She’d love that. Maybe it could be his wedding gift to her. 
 
    He glanced at Tessa. Damien and Alyssa were fawning over her at the moment. Well, Alyssa was fawning. Damien wore a rare smile that proved the guy actually had a set of teeth. As if she felt his gaze upon her, Tessa’s eyes met Mason’s. She continued with her conversation, but she kept her attention focused on Mason. Her smile widened and her eyes sparkled at him, making his chest balloon. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. You’re marrying my sister.” Lucas stepped in front of Mason, shaking his head with disbelief and grinning like the Cheshire cat. “I’ve known you my whole life. I always felt like you were my brother, and, now, it’s gonna be real. We’re gonna be officially related, bro, and that makes me ecstatic.” 
 
    Mason stared into the eyes of a little boy he watched grow into a man. “We don’t need a piece of paper to say we’re related, Lucas. You’ve always been my brother.” He and Lucas shared a hug that knocked the wind out of both of them.  
 
    When Lucas pulled back, water covered his sky blue eyes, and it left Mason choked up. He’d had an emotional 24 hours. Seeing Lucas tear up was too much for him. “Don’t do this to me, man.” Mason smiled at the floor and rubbed the back of his neck while he tried to keep his emotions in check. He glanced up at Lucas, who was wiping his eyes. “C’mere.” He wrapped his arms around Lucas. “You know you’re gonna be my best man, right?”  
 
    Lucas hugged him tighter, and his voice cracked when he spoke. “You bet your ass I am.” 
 
    They stayed locked in a brotherly embrace until Tessa tapped Mason on the shoulder.  
 
    “Excuse me. I need my fiancé to make a toast.” 
 
    Mason and Lucas stepped back, both wiping their eyes. 
 
    “You guys!” Her shoulders dropped. “Don’t make me start crying now.” 
 
    Mason had no intention of letting Tessa do anything except laugh and smile for the rest of her life, so he put on his signature smile and beamed at the girl he loved. “No one’s crying today.”  
 
    Without warning, Lucas wrapped his arms around his sister. “Love you, Tess. I’m really happy for you. Congrats.” 
 
    She hugged him tighter. “Thank you. Love you back, big brother.” She wiped the corners of her eyes and blinked rapidly a few times. “You guys are killing me today.” 
 
    Mason put his arm around her shoulder and moved to their spots at the table. Waiters had filled glasses with champagne, and he picked up his glass and faced the large group of people who were all family. He wasn’t the kind of guy who made speeches or told anecdotes and stories. That was Tessa’s forte, but she was leaving this to him, so he said what was in his heart. “Tessa.” He gazed at her, pouring all the love in his heart into his voice. “I love you more than you’ll ever know. You deserve the world and I plan on giving it to you. I wish I would have realized how much I loved you years ago. We could have been married and on our third kid by now.” 
 
    She laughed, leaned back with a wild look on her face and held up her hands. “Slow down.” 
 
    Everyone at the table laughed with her, including Mason. Unable to contain himself and the love he had for her, he grabbed her and kissed her.  
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    The rooftop deck at the top of Lucas’ apartment building had been transformed into an amazing concert venue. The stage was seven feet in the air with a huge bandshell behind it that bore Prodigy’s logo and would turn into a video monitor once the show started. Tessa stood back, in awe at the set up. It was everything she imagined and more. They’d spent a lot of money on the elaborate display, but it was all for charity, and two that were near to her heart. Proceeds would be split between God’s Love We Deliver, a nonprofit that provided healthy nutritious meals to those with HIV, AIDS, and other life-threatening illnesses, and the Bowery Mission, a nonprofit soup kitchen for the homeless. 
 
    “It came out so much better than I expected. I wish more people could see the show from up here,” she told Mason, who was standing next to her tapping a drumstick on his thigh. Due to capacity restrictions, there were only a limited number of tickets sold for the rooftop, but still enough to afford 200 fans an up close and personal view of Prodigy. The rest of them could watch on giant screens from the parking lot for a donation.  
 
    Mason flashed her a smile that filled her with life, clearly not paying attention to what she was saying, so she poked him in the ribs. His smiled never waned, but his laugh floated in the air around them.  
 
    “Sorry. I was too busy admiring my beautiful fiancé,” he said. “What did you say?” 
 
    She gave him a “yeah, right” roll of her eyes. “I was commenting on how awesome the rooftop stage looks.” 
 
    “You did an amazing job with production, Tess. And you did it all by yourself, without the team’s input. Your creativity constantly astounds me.” 
 
    “I wanted to cut costs. The production crew carries a hefty price tag. This is for charity and we’re not making a dime. I got their input, though. Just to make sure everything was doable.” She had a clear vision of what she wanted. A rooftop show demanded an artistic visualization from the ground. There were giant screens in the parking lot, but most people wanted to watch with the naked eye. Due to the position of the heightened stage, they were visible from the ground, but probably would look like pinpoints. The larger-than-life theatrics would do the trick. 
 
    “Tessa, are you insane?” Sindy already had her Strat across her shoulder, ready to rock. “This must have cost a fortune. Why didn’t you let me pay my share?” 
 
    “Because it was my vision. BGW Records paid for the stage set up and permits, so technically we split it four ways. I paid for everything else.”  
 
    Sindy pursed her lips to the side. “I’m not broke anymore. I can pull my weight financially.” 
 
    “I know. It has nothing to do with that. I wouldn’t let Lucas or Mason pay for the extras either. This is for two charities that I’ve supported for as long as I can remember. This is my baby.” Although Sindy was financially secure now that Prodigy had taken off, it hadn’t been that long ago that she was practically penniless, sleeping on Tessa’s couch. Production would have taken a nice chunk of Sindy’s savings, even split four ways, and she wouldn’t do that to her best friend.  
 
    The hum of the amplifier vibrated through the air, making their heads turn to the stage. Lucas rattled off a string of notes, just to rile up the crowd below, and their screams rose up to the sky like thunder.  
 
    The excited chatter of fans made their way onto the rooftop deck, escorted by security, and they screamed when they saw Mason, Sindy and Tessa between the railing and the stage. 
 
    Lucas rattled off a quick intro and screamed, “It’s showtime! Are you ready to rock?” into his mic, sending the crowd – both on the rooftop and on the ground – into a frenzy. 
 
    Tessa, Mason and Sindy walked up the stairs to join Lucas on stage, ready to start the show. Tessa picked up her blue-green Quantum Modulus bass from the stand and slung the strap over her shoulder, stuck her headset with the hands-free mic onto her ear and turned it on so the amps could broadcast her voice to the crowd. She approached Lucas and placed her balled fist on her hip. “What do you think you’re doing, big brother? I’m the frontwoman of this band. If anyone is going to get this fabulous audience riled up, it’s me.” 
 
    The fans screamed louder. “Hello, Long Island!” she yelled into the microphone as she walked to the center of the stage. “We’ve traveled the country for the first time as a band this year, but there’s nothing like playing a hometown show!” 
 
    The fans cheered. 
 
    “Let’s hear it Long Island!” she coaxed the crowd. “I want your voices to carry across the Atlantic Ocean all the way to Connecticut!” 
 
    This time whistles sailed through the air, and someone blared an air horn. She laughed. “That’s more like it!”  
 
    Lucas leaned back, away from his mic to address Tessa and Sindy. “Hey, you two. Stay away from the edge of the stage,” he cautioned.  
 
    Tessa nodded, fully aware of the height. 
 
    Sindy, clearly annoyed at being addressed as “you two,” scrunched up her features and cupped her ear as if she couldn’t hear him, which made Lucas mime an imaginary line in front of him and then point to the edge of the stage, before he realized Sindy was only messing with him and he rolled his eyes at her. Tessa laughed again. She loved that Sindy always gave Lucas a hard time. 
 
    Tessa turned to look at Mason, and they paused to share a smile. It wasn’t just singer and drummer connecting on stage. It was two people who loved one another, doing what they loved. She nodded, and he counted off four beats on his sticks. The rooftop exploded with the high-octane energy of Prodigy’s latest platinum single, Rock God. 
 
    Tessa growled into the mic while she thumped out a beat. The excitement of playing live sparked new energy inside of her, but it was following Mason’s drum beat that always made her feel as if she was about to combust. This was the first live show they’d played together since they were a couple, and it somehow fueled her performance and freed whatever little bit of restraint hid inside of her. Strangely, they’d played together their whole lives, but never had she felt so connected to the music as she did today. She fed off the crowd and engaged them with the stomp of her foot, the sway of her body and by projecting her voice at them. She even knelt at the apron as she growled heart-stopping lyrics at the fans below, until Lucas, the ever-protective brother, pulled her away from the edge of the stage by the back of her guitar strap. 
 
    Playing in the light of day opened Tessa’s sightline into the crowd. She saw faces. A guy pumped his fist in the air, mouth wide in the midst of a war cry. Another guy was trying to throw roses on stage at Sindy’s feet, but they kept falling short. Finally, one landed on the apron and Sindy picked it up and threaded it into the head of her guitar. A girl screamed her head off on the other side of the stage, professing her love for Lucas Blade. Two guys at the center shot rock and roll horns into the air and shouted. Back further, faces were finally discernable. She saw people singing along with the lyrics. Smiles. Laughter. Shouting. Fists held high punching the air.  
 
    A quarter of the way through Live Fast, Lucas went down on his knees at the edge of the stage, causing near pandemonium as a group of girls pushed to be closer to him. He rocked back on his knees, his long blond hair falling down his back, and let the music fly from his fingers. The air carried the notes high into the sky and the ocean pulled them across the sand. Tessa looked toward the beach where a huge crowd had formed on the boardwalk, enjoying the concert at a distance. She jumped onto the drum riser and shouted. “I see you Lido Beach!” while waving a hand at them high above her head. 
 
    A cymbal crashed next to her and pulled her gaze to Mason. He beat his drum skins with so much force she felt the breeze his sticks created and the vibration knocked against her chest. He knew she was next to him, but he was lost in the beat. His eyes were glazed over with enjoyment perpetually etched on his face in an open-mouthed smile. This is where Mason was most comfortable. Where he let go of all his troubles. Where nothing else mattered except the beats that his mind created. It gave his hands and feet the power to turn the beat in his head into tangible sounds that he could share with the world. 
 
    Mason twirled a drumstick, threw it high in the sky, caught it and bashed it into his tom. All of a sudden, his foot rose above his kit and he crashed the side cymbal with the heel of his boot several times in succession, causing the sound to shatter through the air with angry defiance. He abruptly stood up, knocking his stool over which then slid off the riser and onto the stage floor. From a standing position, he pounded on his drums then he leaned toward Tessa and hollered the lyrics back at her – something he’s never done before. The stagehand brought a mic to Mason’s lips and they shared an unprecedented hardcore duet. The showy drums, combined with the impromptu vocalization, were met with loud cheers of approval from the crowd. Even Lucas and Sindy were watching them in awe. 
 
    The stool returned to the drum riser, courtesy of the stage crew, and Mason continued assaulting the drums from a sitting position. “Mason Wilder!” Tessa screamed over the roaring crowd and bestowed him with a prideful gaze. “He’s incredible!”  
 
    She jumped down from the riser and walked to the apron. “We have a surprise for everyone tonight. A new song and you’re the first to hear it!” 
 
    Cheers rose from the crowd below. 
 
    “This is Dirty Little Secrets.” It was harder than anything they ever played, and she saw the faces below light up with surprise. Her voice took on an added layer of grit and her hips gyrated into the body of her Quantum bass.  
 
    Lucas transitioned into a mind-blowing solo at the front of the stage. His fingers ran up and down the fretboard while notes wailed into the air. 
 
    Fans screamed. 
 
    Two giant inflatables rose from the left and right of the stage in the shape of Prodigy’s logo – a huge guitar pick with crossed drumsticks behind it, broadcasting the band’s name. 
 
    Stagehands threw blow-up beach balls into the crowd and big balloons over the roof to the fans on the ground, all bearing the band’s logo. 
 
    Lucas suddenly marched across the stage, directly at Sindy. She took a few steps back and let his magic intimidate her. Then she raised her chin and glared at him. She stomped on her guitar pedal, turning up the wah-wah sound effect. Returning an electrifying hum, she leaned forward so they were face to face, her flaming red hair glowing in the bright sun, and challenged him with her talent on the guitar.  
 
    Lucas rattled off a riff in return, and Sindy retaliated. They went back and forth several times, until they joined in harmony and played the chorus with their backs pressed against one another. 
 
    Lucas and Sindy stepped to the front of the stage, on either side of Tessa. The three of them stood shoulder to shoulder at the apron – lead, bass and rhythm – and mesmerized the crowd. When the last lyric of the song left Tessa’s throat, and the last note was played, the crowd went crazy.  
 
    At the same time, Tessa, Lucas and Sindy turned to face the drum riser in order to reveal the back of their guitar straps to the crowd which were embellished with their names in rows of large Swarovski crystals, thanks to the one-of-a-kind design by Jessi Blade. Tessa lifted her gaze to the video screen behind Mason. The image projected on the screen showed them the way the audience saw them – from the back with Mason looming above them, facing the audience on his drum riser like a king on his throne, while the sun hit the crystals on the guitar straps and sent prismatic starbursts all over the place. “Look at us,” she told Lucas and Sindy, pointing to the video screen behind Mason.  
 
    “Great shot! We look damn good together,” Lucas said, brandishing a huge smile. 
 
    “We do look awesome,” Sindy replied, staring at the screen. 
 
    Mason was still pounding on his Pearl kit, even though the song had ended. It was becoming a signature move for him, and something that was born out of pure spontaneity. He ended with a heavy crash of his cymbals, twirled both sticks between his fingers so fast they looked like propellers on a helicopter, and then threw them down to the floor of the stage, much like Tessa often did with her mic at the end of the show. 
 
    Tessa watched Mason. Tight bands of muscle across his arms, chest and shoulders straining against taut flesh from 60 minutes of beating on the drums. His short hair was messy, and his labored breaths caused his spectacular pecs to rise and fall, making the colorful tattoos move on his upper body as if coming to life. The best part about watching him was the trademark Wilder smile that shown more brightly than the sun itself. His eyes suddenly met Tessa’s and he blew her a kiss. The camera feed picked it up and the crowd screamed with approval, which is something Tessa had worried about.  
 
    Lucas and Sindy were already a couple when Prodigy went mainstream, so it wasn’t an issue. Mason had been America’s most coveted rock star bachelor. Everyone wanted to make him their man – fans and celebrities alike. He could have had his pick of a Hollywood starlet or one of the top female rock chicks in the nation. But he chose her. 
 
    A small boom went off and ejected bright confetti from above, and it blew through the summer breeze like snow on a windy day. “You’ve been wonderful Long Island!” Tessa stretched her arm toward Lucas. “On lead guitar, my brother, the extraordinary Lucas Blade!” The fans went wild while he ran his hands up and down the fret board. “On rhythm guitar, the incomparable and super sexy Sindy Cavanaugh!’ Sindy rattled off something that rivaled Lucas’ piece and the crowd wailed.  
 
    Tessa waited to introduce Mason, allowing the applause to heighten to a deafening level as they waited for the world-renowned drummer’s name to be announced. She never tired of listening to the world celebrate his talent and loved that everyone loved him. His gaze settled on her and they shared a connection that made Mason’s enormous smile widen and his eyes sparkle brighter. She took a deep breath before she announced him. “On the drums,” she yelled into the mic, “someone who needs no introduction . . .” Tessa waited for the thunderous cheers to die down before she continued, but it only grew more intense, making her project her voice louder. “Mason Wilder!” 
 
    Mason did another crazy round of hits to his kit that lasted a full minute. When he was done, he threw his sticks up in the air, caught them and pointed them directly at Tessa. 
 
    “And I’m Tessa Blade Garcia.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Hold up.” Mason was stepping down from the drum riser, quieting the crowd with his hand, a mic to his lips. “I got a little something to say.” He stood next to Tessa and looked into the crowd. They were going crazy at the sight of Mason Wilder addressing the audience at the front of the stage. The stagehand handed him a small towel and he wiped his face with it before he threw the towel to the throngs of outstretched arms. He waited for them to quiet, then kissed Tessa on the lips. Not just a small peck either. It was a soul-melting kiss that left her weak and earned a new set of cheers from the audience. This was another first. They’d been photographed together but had never given the public any kind of show of physical affection, and the crowd went nuts. She had no idea what Mason was up to, but if his smiled stretched any wider it would split his face in two.  
 
    “I have an announcement,” he said into the mic, silencing the whistles and cheers. He turned toward Tessa and just smiled at her.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered, covering the mouthpiece to her mic. 
 
    He slowly got down on one knee. The audience roared, but Tessa covered her face with her hands as happy tears filled her eyes.  
 
    “Tessa Blade Garcia, will you marry me?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together to steady them. His original proposal was more of a question tossed out the moment it entered his head. The proposal at Cartier’s had been the traditional one she cherished, but this one – the third time he’d asked her to marry him – was the most romantic of them all and the one dearest to her heart. She realized that the air was void of noise and everyone was waiting for her reply. “Yes!” 
 
    Thunderous cheers and applause, whistles and screams, shouts of congratulations, all mingled together and made Tessa’s ears vibrate. She slung her bass to the back, wrapped her arms around Mason and he lifted her off the floor as he kissed her. Confetti was still blowing through the air, but now it turned to gold and silver with curly streamers, like something you’d see on New Year’s Eve. Lucas and Sindy hugged them while they were still embraced in a kiss. When they parted, Lucas handed Mason a bottle of champagne. He shook it, popped the cork, and sprayed the entire bottle on the crowd below. The video screens displayed, “Congratulations, Mason and Tessa!” in a heart, just like at a football game. “We got one more song for you Long Island,” he shouted into the mic, “And it’s one of celebration!” 
 
    A huge lump of emotion clogged Tessa’s throat. She tried to say something, but her voice was barely a squeak. Lucas was suddenly next to her with his hand on the small of her back. “You OK, Tess?” 
 
    She returned a teary-eyed smile and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s rock this shit!” Sindy screamed into her mic, just before Mason counted off the start of the last song. 
 
    The confetti returned to multicolored bits of paper. The stage crew threw rolled up T-shirts into the audience around the stage. The energy of the crowd and the love that filled Tessa’s heart were unsurpassed. It was incredible. There was only one thing that could top this moment – her wedding day. 
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    MASON: I’m getting married today. Thought you should hear it from me instead of finding out through the media. 
 
    KENDALL: I’m so very happy for you. It means the world to me that you’ve made contact, Mason. I’ve checked my phone every day for the last 6 months hoping to hear from you, even just one word. Thank you. You’ve made an incredibly sad woman smile for the first time in a very long time. I’ve been in therapy and on medication. I’ve been attending AA meetings weekly. Edward, my husband, has been my rock. I don’t know what I’d do without him. I think I’m falling in love with him. I’m healing, but still filled with grief over the trouble I’ve brought into your life and guilt-ridden with regret. I don’t expect forgiveness. I’m not asking for it. I don’t deserve it. Congratulations on your wedding. I love you more than you’ll ever know. 
 
    MASON: I forgive you. Take care. 
 
    That was the extent of the exchange of text messages that he’d shared with Kendall this morning. He had gone back and forth in his head for days on whether to reach out to her or not. In the end, he decided he still needed closure. When he originally read her text, he had felt bad for her. But, now, as he re-read the words, he wasn’t sure he believed her. The hard truth was that he would never know what her intentions were. She was manipulative. He knew that now. She had a compulsive personality and might be a little psychotic. He could never trust her, not when it came to Tessa. He would never put Tessa in harm’s way. He wouldn’t see Kendall again or try to fix their relationship. He had needed finality, that’s why he texted her. And he got it. He put his phone away, exited the bathroom and stepped into the large groom’s suite at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel.  
 
    “There’s the man of the hour!” Mason’s dad exclaimed, wrapping his arm around Mason’s neck and delivering a hearty squeeze. 
 
    Mason slapped his dad on the back and probably smiled wider than he’d ever smiled in his life. There was no toning it down today, and the exact same thing was true about his dad.  
 
    “Do you remember the day I married your mom?” his dad asked. “It was one of the happiest days of my life.” 
 
    Mason searched his memory. Man, he’d been so young. Barely more than a toddler, but flashes of it came back to him. Not vividly. Not the physical memory, but the emotional one. The feeling that accompanied the memory is what he recalled. He remembered thinking his mom looked like an angel as she glided down the aisle. He’d been so excited on that day, bouncing on the balls of his feet, because the wedding meant they would be a family. “Yeah,” he finally answered. “It was the day I realized that I had a family, like all the other kids. I had a mom, who was with me all the time and took care of me. Most importantly, for the first time in my life, I had a dad. I real father, who was the coolest guy in the world. Thanks, Dad. You’ve really been there for me my whole life. I’m everything I am today because of you. I love you, Pop.” 
 
    His dad’s ear-to-ear grin turned into a quivering smile. “I love ya, Mase.” 
 
    They shared a long tight hug, holding onto one another longer than necessary, but neither wanted to let the other go or break the embrace. “I couldn’t ask for a better kid.” 
 
    Mason’s little brother joined the hug and wrapped his arms around their waist. The dimples returned to his dad’s cheeks as he ruffled Michael’s hair. “Except for this guy. I love ya, too, Mikey. Man, I’m so blessed to have kids like you two.” He put his arm around Mason and announced, “My kid’s getting married today.” 
 
    “So’s my daughter,” Tommy added, and then his face slowly fell. “My little girl is getting married.” He took a step back. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    Angel placed his arm around Tommy’s shoulder and placed a kiss on his thick blond hair. “I know, mi amor. Our daughter is all grown up.” 
 
    Tommy lifted his head to look at Angel, moisture glistening his eyes. 
 
    Angel took in a deep breath and held it for a second. “Don’t you dare cry, Tommy Blade. If you do, I’ll start bawling and I won’t stop. I mean it,” he warned, his voice already cracking. 
 
    “Enough with the tears,” Lucas teased his two dads, stepped around them and approached Mason. “Look what you did. You got all of us to wear tuxedos.” He touched the bowtie at his neck. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so dressed up.” 
 
    Mason stared at his oldest and closest friend. “Man, this is surreal. I’m marrying your sister.” 
 
    Lucas let out a laugh. “I know. It’s really crazy. But good crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy good.” 
 
    The door opened, bringing in a wave of chatter from the outside. “This is one fancy ass wedding.” Damien walked through the suite with a bounce in his step. “Angel, your dad is in the kitchen critiquing the food.” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be retired. And why did they let him in the kitchen?” Angel asked. 
 
    “You kidding me? He’s Chef Ricardo Garcia. They’re honored to cook for him. And probably scared shitless about a bad review.” 
 
    Mason chuckled and shook his head. He was surprised Tessa’s grandfather didn’t insist on cooking for the entire wedding himself. 
 
    “No fair,” Michael complained, yanking on the lapel of his tuxedo and eyeing Damien’s leather jacket and jeans. “Why doesn’t Damien have to wear one of these stupid things?” 
 
    Damien grinned. “Cuz I’m not cool like you. You’re a groomsman. That means you get to walk the red, um, I mean, white carpet and stand up there with your brother and Tessa while they get married.” 
 
    Michael thought about it for a minute, then looked up at Mason and flashed the signature Wilder grin, dimples fully on display. “I’ll wear this if I get to stand next to you, Mase.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do it without ya, Michael.” 
 
    Lucas snapped a picture of Mason with his dad and his little brother, then Mason inspected the photo. They were three Wilder men, well, two and a half, all with the same brown hair, pale blue eyes and flashy smile. It might sound crazy, but he couldn’t wait to add another generation of Wilders to a photo just like this one. But, first, he needed to make a dark-haired princess his wife. “Is it time for me to get married, yet?” 
 
    Lucas slung his arm around Mason’s neck. “Let’s go, bro. I’m as excited about this as you are.” 
 
    Mason chuckled. “Yeah, right.” No one on the face of the planet was ever as excited or as happy as Mason was right now. 
 
    “Knock, knock. I think you lost a little groomsman.” Mason’s mom entered the suite with one more little guy at her hand. Ronnie, one of Aunt Kira’s twins, came running up to Mason and hugged him around the waist. “Aunt Audra said it’s time to get married.” 
 
    Mason cupped the back of his little cousin’s head and smiled down at him. “It sure is. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Mason’s mom said. “I need a moment with my son.” 
 
    Mason gulped. He wasn’t prepared for an emotional declaration from his mother, but there wasn’t time to think about it because she took his arm and pulled him to the corner of the room. She looked beautiful in a floor length gown in deep coral which highlighted her youthful complexion, and he gazed at her just as he’d done when he was five years old. “You look really pretty, Mom.” 
 
    “Thank you. You’re so sweet, Mason.” Her head fell to the side and she smiled as she ran her hand over the front of his tuxedo. “Look at you. It seems like yesterday you were just a little boy barely big enough to see over your dad’s drum kit.” She sighed and a tear appeared in the corner of her eye. “Now you’re getting married.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. If she cried, he was going to lose it. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you. You’re an amazing person. Never a harsh word to say about anyone. You have nothing but love and kindness in your heart. You’re a wonderful big brother. You’re smart and talented.” She cupped his face in her hand. “And so handsome.” 
 
    He felt his cheeks blush. “Mom . . .”  
 
    “It’s true.” She smiled. “Tessa is a very lucky girl. You’re going to make a wonderful husband. I’m so proud of you. And I love you so much.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her, blinking back tears and swallowing a ball of emotion. “I love you, too, Mom.” 
 
    A set of strong arms circled them, and Mason looked up to find his dad with his head against his mom’s back, hugging the both of them. 
 
    His dad kissed his mom’s cheek from behind. “We did good, sugar.” 
 
    His mom nodded in agreement. “Yes, we did, but it was easy with a boy as wonderful as Mason.” She smiled at him. “Now go get married already.” 
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    Jessi walked down the aisle first, a single long stem red rose in her hand. Mason’s parents walked next, arm in arm, glowing with pride and love, but Mason was the one who was proud today. He couldn’t have better parents if he had handpicked them himself. They’d given him everything, including room to grow and the ability to be independent. 
 
    As he watched them walk down the center aisle, Mason took in the grandeur of the rooftop for the first time. Naturally, he’d seen it when they booked the hotel, but it wasn’t set up for a wedding ceremony. A pergola stood almost 20 feet high at the end of the long white runner. An assortment of white flowers covered the top and draped down the corner posts, accentuated by deep red roses in places. Everywhere he looked there were white flowers and greenery, and the soft breeze blew their aromatic fragrance throughout the air. He had worried about the unpredictable New York City weather, but today was a perfect 80 degrees with low humidity, and the sky was a bright blue.  
 
    The Waldorf Astoria was the jewel of Midtown Manhattan, and the immediate choice by both Mason’s mom and Angel, two people who thrived on extravagance and pampered their kids. Mason didn’t really care about the glitz and the ultra-posh decor, but Tessa did. She was never a spoiled rich kid, but she was used to the finer things in life, and she had fallen in love with the marble floor and enormous chandelier in the main lobby of the hotel years ago.  
 
    “We’re up, Mase.” Lucas clapped his hand onto Mason’s shoulder. “Unless you wanna make a run for it.” He looked to the left, then to the right. “I can cause a distraction and you can split.” 
 
    Mason looked at Lucas’ grinning face and chuckled. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Ya sure? My sister’s a handful.” 
 
    That she was. Tessa had a strong will and the determination of a bull. She didn’t back down and never compromised her ethics. “That’s one of the reasons I love her so much. I wouldn’t change a thing about her.” 
 
    Lucas slapped Mason on the back. “Good answer. That was a test. You passed.” 
 
    Mason chuckled and then slung his arm over Lucas’ shoulder. “Let’s do this, brother.” As Mason started down the aisle with his best man, arms slung over the other’s shoulder, he turned to look at Lucas. “I’m really glad you’re walking down the aisle with me, man. You’ve been by my side my whole life. We’ve been through it all together.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Mase.” 
 
    When they got to the end of the aisle they moved to the left-hand side of the pergola and gave each other a long hug, which earned hearty applause from the guests. 
 
    Soft music played while they waited for the small wedding party to make their way down the white runner. Nerves tickled Mason’s belly. He wished this part of the ceremony didn’t have to be so slow. Why couldn’t they all just walk down the aisle together and start the nuptials already? 
 
    “Relax,” Lucas rubbed Mason’s shoulder. “You’re gonna leave a bruise on your leg.” 
 
    Mason hadn’t realized he was drumming a heavy beat into his thigh until Lucas brought it to his attention, and he curled his fingers into a fist. “I just wanna get married.” A flutter overhead caught his attention as dozens of beautiful orange and black Monarch butterflies took flight. 
 
    Lucas chuckled, eyes raised to the sky. “My sister’s going all out today.” 
 
    The little joke settled Mason’s nerves, and he laughed with his best friend.  
 
    The music grew louder, and Sindy started down the aisle. Mason immediately stiffened, anticipating Tessa’s arrival.  
 
    “She looks beautiful,” Lucas breathed. Sindy wore a black gown with silver accents. Her flaming red hair matched the bouquet of roses in her hand. The maid-of-honor took her place on the right side of the officiant, but not before Lucas blew her a kiss. 
 
    Next came the kids. Michael led the way with the twins following closely behind. Bella carried a basket and dropped red rose petals as she walked, and Ronnie carried a pillow with the rings.  
 
    A door opened in Mason’s head and let in a visual memory. He was walking down the aisle, carrying a little velvet pillow with a velvet pouch attached to it. It was his parents’ wedding in Central Park with a pergola covered in white flowers just like this one. It made today extra special to compare it to a day that had meant so much to a lonely little boy who suddenly had a big circle of people who were to become his family. He had gotten thrust into a life where he had a father, a real mother, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and the Immortal Angel circle of love. 
 
    A tug on his sleeve brought his attention to Michael. His little brother had squeezed in front of Lucas to stand next to him.  
 
    “She’s coming!” Michael whispered. 
 
    The Wedding March started and Mason felt as if his heart fell to the floor and bounced back up into his chest.  
 
    Tessa was a vision as she glided down the white satin runner. Tommy and Angel accompanied her, each with an arm looped through hers, wearing blinding smiles. In her hands she held a bouquet of deep red roses. Matching red shoes poked out with each step. Her gorgeous long black hair was swept up and piled on top of her head. He’d never seen her wear it this way. Although he loved the length of her hair, with it pulled away from her face, it showcased her beauty brighter than ever. The stark white gown picked up her olive complexion and dark eyes, capturing her exotic glamour. The bodice of the Jessi Blade couture gown was entirely done in crystals and picked up the sun, blinding everyone with their brilliance as she approached. He couldn’t believe that this gorgeous elegant woman was about to become his wife.  
 
    It wasn’t just Tessa’s physical beauty and elegance that had Mason spellbound. She had polish, style and grace. Her beauty blossomed from the inside out. This incredible girl had a spirit and energy that captivated everyone around her, and she fascinated him.  
 
    Tessa, Tommy and Angel stopped at the end of the white runner. Together, Tommy and Angel lifted her veil and they each kissed her cheek. They each gave Mason a big bear hug before taking their place next to Jessi in the front row. 
 
    Mason extended his arm to Tessa, and she placed her hand in his. He kissed her cheek. “Let’s get married, babe.”  
 
    The priest said a bunch of words, but Mason wasn’t paying attention, and he wasn’t sure Tessa was either. They were gazing at one another with the silliest smiles on their faces. “You’re gonna be my wife Tessa Blade Garcia,” he whispered. 
 
    Her smile grew wider. “Tessa Blade Garcia-Wilder,” she corrected. 
 
    “That’s a mouthful.” He blinked. Stunned for a moment. He didn’t know why he never thought about it before, but she was going to take his name.  
 
    “Ah-hem.” The priest cleared his throat to get their attention, and they both chuckled. They exchanged rings in a haze of euphoria and said a few words that he automatically repeated. The moment Mason had been waiting for, the only thing that mattered, finally arrived when the priest announced, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” 
 
    It actually took them both a second to react and let the words sink in. Mason didn’t know if he could tone down his smile long enough to kiss her, and Tessa was bursting. She suddenly threw her arms around his neck and kissed him so hard it snapped him out of his trance. He squeezed her tightly and kissed her with everything in his soul as cheers and shouts erupted around them. When they finally broke the kiss, they turned to their guests and families. Everyone was on their feet, clapping and smiling. Mason looked at the people closest to him, seated in the first few rows – his parents, Tessa’s parents, their grandparents, Alyssa and Damien, Aunt Kira and Uncle Brett, and the rest of their aunts and uncles. 
 
    Tessa’s grip tighten on his arm. “Mason . . .” 
 
    She was looking at an empty space in the front row. An unoccupied chair. There was something on it, and he stretched his neck to see what it was. It was a folded pink Burberry blanket. “Aunt Mary.” He sucked in a deep breath and his eyes went to his mom, who smiled and nodded. He gulped down a ball of emotion at the gesture, and he felt as if Aunt Mary was smiling down on them right now. “She’s here with us,” he told Tessa. 
 
    “She’ll always be with us.” Tessa replied. 
 
    Aunt Mary’s presence was the only thing that would have made this perfect day even more perfect. But the inclusion of her favorite blanket, an extension of her, made it feel as if she was right here with them, and he realized that no matter where they were or whatever milestones they achieved in life, Aunt Mary would be watching over them.  
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    Do you want to witness all of the past drama with Kendall unfold firsthand?  
 
    Do you have what it takes to follow Angel, Tommy and Jessi’s struggle to form a balanced triad?  
 
    Can you bear the heartache of Damien’s backstory? 
 
    Do you want to fall in love with a three-year-old Mason?  
 
    Do you want to meet Lucas and Tessa as babies? 
 
    Interested in seeing Immortal Angel rise to the top? 
 
    If you answered yes to any of the above, then pick up the super-angsty, award-winning Radical Rock Stars Series. 
 
      
 
    If you didn’t read LUCAS BLADE, Radical Rock Stars Next Generation Duet Book 1 before reading MASON WILDER, I urge you to read it now. There is history between all of the characters that shouldn’t be missed. 
 
      
 
    Other Books by the Author 
 
      
 
    Radical Rock Stars Series: 
 
    The Prince of Punk Rock (Book 1 – Angel, Tommy & Jessi –  a 2015 Bisexual Book Awards Finalist) 
 
    I love her, but I also love him. 
 
    She’s everything to me. 
 
    He sets my world on fire. 
 
    It's our dirty little secret, and it’s about to blow our record deal sky high. 
 
    I’m Tommy Blade, the Prince of Punk Rock, and this is our story. 
 
      
 
    Between A Rock and A Hard Place (Book 2 - Angel, Tommy & Jessi) 
 
    She’s a rock goddess. 
 
    He’s a sex pistol. 
 
    I need them both, in my life and in my bed, and I’m not living without either one of them. 
 
    I’ll do whatever it takes, even if it costs me everything I’ve ever wanted. 
 
    I’m Tommy Blade, The Prince of Punk Rock, and this is the continuation of our story. 
 
      
 
    Punk Rock Resurrection (Book 3 – Damien & Alyssa – a true stand-alone novel) 
 
    This is a dark tale of loneliness and self-worth, and how the love of a woman can change a man. 
 
    My world was dark and filled with pain. 
 
    Loneliness gnawed at my soul. 
 
    I found solace in a bottle. 
 
    Music was my only refuge . . . until I met her. 
 
    She was a dark Gothic goddess in thigh-high leather boots. 
 
    She brought light into my life and showed me what it was like to be loved. 
 
    But could she handle the demons that haunted me . . . and the vices that kept them at bay? 
 
    This is the one everyone’s been waiting for. This is Damien and Alyssa’s story.  
 
      
 
    Rock Star Redemption (Book 4 – Jimmy & Audra – fall in love with a 3-year-old Mason!)  
 
    I live life in the fast lane.   
 
    My days and nights are a never-ending party of women, fast cars and alcohol. 
 
    I'm the one your daddy warned you about. 
 
    I have everything I ever wanted—except Audra Abelman. 
 
    She was always the good girl.   
 
    She was off limits. 
 
    I held out for almost a decade. 
 
    It's time to set her inner bad girl free.  
 
    I'm Jimmy Wilder, and I'm going to claim the most sought after girl in the record industry. 
 
      
 
    Punk Rock-A-Bye Baby (Book 5 – Angel, Tommy & Jessi – meet Lucas and Tessa!)  
 
    Revisit our original trio and follow up with the evolution of Angel, Tommy & Jessi’s relationship.  Time only makes this trio burn hotter! 
 
      
 
    She rocks my world. 
 
    He sets my soul on fire. 
 
    We’ve traveled down a bumpy road, but we’ve finally found the balance. 
 
    It’s time to bring a new little rock star into our lives. 
 
    I’m Tommy Blade, the Prince of Punk Rock, and this is the next chapter in our story. 
 
      
 
    The Stage (Book 6 – Angel, Tommy & Jessi – an Immortal Angel/Bulletproof crossover novella)  
 
    Even rock stars get star-struck. Meeting heavy metal icon Brandon Bullet is a dream come true for Tommy Blade. When Immortal Angel decides to add Tommy’s rock star idol as a guest singer to their set at the Get Rocked Festival, sparks fly and egos collide. 
 
    Epilogue by Brandon Bullet of Bulletproof. 
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    Sample: Rock Star Redemption, Radical Rock Stars Book 4 
 
      
 
    Jimmy pulled a drumstick from his back pocket and kissed it before he handed it to Audra.  “I saved this for you, my number one fan.” 
 
    She cradled it to her chest and laughed.  “I’ll treasure it always.”  She had collected over a dozen of Jimmy’s drum sticks through the years, but this one was special.  There was a connotation behind it that symbolized the growing attraction between them, and she cherished it.   
 
    She walked with him back toward the dressing rooms.  They passed through the crowded corridor of bustling activity.  It was just as chaotic after the show as before.  A group of workers barreled past Jimmy with a piece of equipment, and he fell into her.  She was pinned between his sweat-covered chest and the wall.  Her hands were braced against his pecs, and her fingers curled into the hard muscles, testing their strength.  The closeness of their bodies ignited another fire inside her, and she held her breath.   
 
    “Sorry, babe.  You OK?” 
 
    His hands were flat against the wall behind her, imprisoning her between his taut arms.  She looked from one tattooed bicep to the other, then her eyes went to his lips.  She exhaled deeply, and her breath blew across his chest.  She slowly looked up and met his eyes.  They were magnetic and held her hostage.  He gazed back at her with a deep, penetrating stare, and his eyes dropped to her mouth.  She felt the heat of his kiss descend upon her before she had a chance to protest.  Her heart raced out of control, and her resistance faded.  Her body relaxed under his touch, and she leaned into the hard muscles of his chest.   
 
    His mouth was commanding and his hands held her in a tight embrace, which sent a hot tingle down her spine and a flurry of emotions through her head.  What the hell was she doing?  This was Jimmy Wilder.  A ladies’ man.  A player.  She abruptly pulled away.  “I’m sorry, Jimmy.  I don’t do one-night stands.”  Regret was already coursing through her body.  She wanted him.  She wanted the wild night and free-spirited sex that Jimmy offered, but her head knew better.  “I’m not going to be just another notch in your rock star belt.”  
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    Praise for The Radical Rock Stars series: 
 
    “The Prince of Punk is one smoking hot rock and roll fantasy where the boy gets everything he ever wanted - a hot wife, a hot boyfriend and a hot band playing sold out venues.” ~ Kindle Crack Book Reviews 
 
      
 
    “...racy, hot filled with fury...From love to hatred, from peace to turbulence...I could almost see it happening on the big screen.” ~ Adriana LG “L.A.N.G.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s love stories like this that make me love romance novels.” ~ Jodie’s W.I.N.E. List 
 
      
 
    “What a fantastic sequel - It is mesmorising, unputdownable and exhausting - but SO worth it. . .Stunning.”  ~ Wicked Reads Team 
 
      
 
    “Crazy writing and reading at its best...I loved it.”  ~ Wicked Reads Team 
 
      
 
    “This book was just heart wrenching. The emotional roller coaster all of the characters go through was almost more than I could take.”  ~ Jodie’s W.I.N.E. List 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing short of amazing what Jenna Galicki has done with this series.” - Sexy Lady’s Reading Corner 
 
      
 
    “Jenna Galicki gives us a scorching hot romance . . . Ms. Galicki doesn’t hold back and gives us the gritty lows as well as the highs.”  ~ Illustrious Illusions 
 
      
 
    Radical Rock Stars Next Generation Duet:  
 
    The progeny of legendary punk rock band Immortal Angel bring you a friends-to-lovers and enemies-to-lovers duet. 
 
      
 
    LUCAS BLADE (enemies to lovers) Duet Book 1 
 
    He’s the son of guitar legend, Tommy Blade. He’s smart. He’s gorgeous. He’s talented beyond belief. He’s perfect. And he knows it. He’s also giving me the opportunity of a lifetime. He’s trying to teach me his wisdom, but I just want to play music. He’s so damn confident and self-assured it makes me crazy. He’s also breaking through all of my barriers. 
 
      
 
    She’s a spitfire. She’s got a smart mouth and an answer for everything. I’m trying to help her, but she’s fighting me every step of the way. She challenges me, something no one has ever done before. I can’t stand her, but I can’t stop thinking about her, either. 
 
      
 
    Lucas Blade was born into a world of extravagance.
Sindy Cavanaugh can barely afford to pay for necessities.
He has a close and loving family who support him.
She has dysfunctional parents who only call her for money.
Their backgrounds couldn’t be more different, but music brought them together.
From the moment they meet, they challenge one another with defiant attitudes and oversized egos, and their constant arguing disrupts rehearsals. They come to realize that the turbulence between them is really only a guise for suppressed passion. With their band about to go mainstream, they need to figure out if they should put their feelings on hold or risk everything they’ve worked toward. 
 
      
 
    MASON WILDER (friends to lovers) Duet Book 2 
 
    She’s my best friend’s little sister. She’s off limits. She’s Tessa Blade Garcia, a girl who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it. And now she’s after me. 
 
      
 
    Everything in my life has had a predetermined path. The success of the band had to come first. I’ve put my feelings on hold long enough. The time is finally right. Mason Wilder is America’s most eligible rock star. Now, I’m going to make him mine. 
 
      
 
    I’ve known her since the day she was born, but it’s taken me 22 years to realize how much I love her. Just when everything seems perfect, my world gets turned upside down, and I need to take sides between people I’ve loved and trusted my entire life, and someone I never thought I’d see again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bulletproof Series (mm rock star series): 
 
    Stand-alone novels 
Alpha Males 
Opposites Attract 
Friends to Lovers 
Rock and Roll 
Emotional Highs and Lows 
 
    
The Undercover Rock Star, Book 1 (only 99¢ - also on audio!)  
 
    Two dominant men – one a worldly rock star, the other a hotshot corporate executive – steam up the pages as they battle their difference in personalities in this opposites-attract, testosterone-charged rock star romance.   
 
    
Branded, Book 2  
 
    Cam & Brandon’s story continues as these two dominant men adjust to life in the real world. 
 
    
Bassist With Benefits, Book 3  
 
    Transitioning from bromance to romance isn’t as easy as expected, especially since Alan isn’t ready to share their newfound bond with anyone else. Stress from keeping their relationship a secret turns explosive as these two battle their passion in private.  
 
    
BULLETPROOF, Book 4  
 
    Two wild, out-of-control rock stars. One at the top of his career living the high life and enamored by the glitz and the glam. The other, just starting out and too sensitive for the rough-and-tumble world of a rock star, swallowed up by the pressures of newfound fame. Their lives collide with a series of highs and lows as secret issues of depression and anxiety come to light. They struggle and persevere, and find that they’re just what the other needs. 
 
      
 
    Praise for the Bulletproof Series: 
 
    “The fight for dominance was freaking HELLA HOT! I need more Cam and Brandon in my world!” - Amazon Reader 
 
      
 
    “I was so utterly amazed at the depth of this story and the heartfelt emotions that I had while reading it. I was entranced and I couldn’t stop reading. . .you feel [Derek and Travis’] pain and sadness, their joy and happiness and that is absolutely beautiful writing.” - Amazon Reader 
 
      
 
    “There was an incredible rush and energy in Jeremy and Alan’s story that was mesmorising and hooked me in completely. The chemistry between them was off the charts both on and off the stage. Well worth the read.” - LMB Book Blog 
 
      
 
    “This series is everything. The music, the men, the band, the friendship, the love, it is all amazing and perfect.” - Amazon  Reader 
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    Jealousy, a stand-alone novel 
 
    Is it possible to love someone of the opposite sex without being in love? Did you ever wonder what it was like to have a soulmate who wasn’t your lover? Find out in Jealousy. Two best friends, a straight woman and a gay man, struggle to find someone to love as much as they love each other, who can handle their intense bond.  
 
      
 
    He’s the shoulder she leans on. 
 
    He worships her. 
 
    She shields and protects him. 
 
    He watches over her. 
 
    They’re soul mates for life. 
 
    They’re not lovers; they’re best friends. 
 
    Their struggle to find someone who can handle their intense bond is met with a roller coaster of raw emotion, loyalty and heartache. 
 
    Follow their journey to find love. 
 
      
 
    In this unique read, the reader gets two separate romances Heather’s (m/f) and Justin’s (m/m) and their friendship, which is the real romance. 
 
      
 
    When Heather Cooper married Peter, she thought that she had finally found someone who could handle the inseparable bond she shares with her gay best friend, Justin Perrotta. It’s only a matter of time, however, before jealousy rears its ugly head and Peter’s true feelings emerge. He starts drinking and his erratic behavior threatens their marriage. 
 
      
 
    Burned by an ex-boyfriend, Justin refuses to open his heart to love again. Wild relationships and one night stands leave him lonely and unfulfilled, even though he will not admit it. He finds love when he least expects it, but his fear of commitment threatens to ruin the best thing that has ever happened to him. 
 
      
 
    Praise for Jealousy: 
 
    “I fell head over heels in love with the story and the characters. This is a book that I will read again. The friendship between Heather and Justin is stunningly breathtaking.” – Book Happiness 
 
      
 
    “There were highs and lows, laughter and tears, it was an emotional experience I’m glad I chose to follow through with. There was virtually NO predictability.” – Happily Ever Chapter 
 
      
 
    “The story just jumps right off the page at you. Author has out done herself with this book.” - Amazon Reader 
 
      
 
    “What a wonderful read! I loved it and loved how it ended! Brilliantly done!” – The Book Obsessed Momma 
 
      
 
    “I love a book that sends me on an emotional roller-coaster ride! Anger, frustration, joy, sadness, shock! This book had it all!”  – Amazon Reader  
 
      
 
    “Jenna Galicki perfectly captures what it is to be someone’s soul mate without being their lover. There is such beauty and brutal truth in the relationship depicted between Heather and Justin.” – Amazon Reader  
 
      
 
    “Not only are the characters compelling and vivid, the plot twists, unexpected turns and the sheer velocity of the lives these characters live is breath taking.” – Amazon Reader 
 
      
 
    “Jealousy is a deep story that is fun, sexy, and has just enough twists that when you think you have something figured out, it changes.”  – Illustrious Illusions 
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    Sample: The Prince of Punk Rock (Radical Rock Stars Book 1) 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just get one thing straight, if it gets weird for either of us, we stop.  We throw this guy out of our bed.  No questions asked.  No explanations.  Agreed?” 
 
    Jessi nodded, eagerly.  “Agreed.” 
 
    That’s how it all started, two hours ago. 
 
    Tommy Blade hadn’t been with a man in a long time – too long – not since he met Jessi, over a year ago.  He never thought he would confess his secret desires to anyone, but Jessi wasn’t just anyone.  It didn’t matter that the hard muscles of a man’s body made his mouth water, or that the scent of a slightly sweaty man made him dizzy with excitement, he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Jessi. 
 
    He still struggled with the truth.  He still couldn’t find the courage to say the words out loud, but Jessi knew.  She always knew what was going on in his head.  They often shared silent gazes that transcended the spoken word.  It was a connection that few people shared. 
 
    Tommy was forced to trust Jessi or else he risked losing her.  He was determined to make her his wife, even if it meant letting her see a side of him that he swore he would never let anyone see.  It was a side he kept tucked away, hidden from the world, brought to life only during the brief encounters with the men he surrendered to in the bedroom. 
 
    When Tommy met Jessi, he tried to forget about his obsession, but the broad chest of a handsome man always turned his head and made his insides yearn for physical contact.  The soft stubble against his cheek, the force behind a man’s kiss and the strength of a man’s hand on his body, were all things that sent his heart racing.  Exercising restraint was tough, but Tommy never acted on his desires.  Not since he met Jessi.  Not until tonight. 
 
    The threesome was Jessi’s idea.  She simply presented it as a viable solution for the both of them to find sexual fulfillment, and let the scenario fester in his head.  At first, he opposed the idea, but the scenario quickly ballooned into a full-length erotic fantasy that he couldn’t suppress. 
 
    He went to a gay bar, two towns away. It was the same pick-up joint he frequented before he met Jessi.  Its discreet location provided camouflage and anonymity.  From the outside it looked like an unoccupied building.  The windows were blackened out.  There was no name displayed on the establishment to introduce itself to the world.  If the place had a name, it was never spoken.  It was an underground club and invitation was strictly by word of mouth. 
 
    The faces changed since the last time he was there, but the intention was still the same.  It wasn’t a place to socialize or partake in camaraderie or drop in for a drink on your way home.  It was a meeting place for men interested in casual sex.  The backroom served as a shanty for a quick encounter.  You could stop in, get your rocks off and be on your way in half an hour.  It was a smorgasbord of testosterone, a buffet of muscle and beefcake. 
 
    Tommy got hard the minute he laid eyes on the place.  He knew the secrets that transpired behind the façade of the ordinary-looking building.  Men flocked around him as soon as he walked through the door.  They always did.  A guy once told him that it was the mixture of his rugged jaw and strong upper body, offset by the innocence of his big blue eyes that made him so attractive.  The ladies always said it was his long blond hair and the guitar. 
 
    It didn’t take Tommy long to pick someone he wanted to bring home.  Less than an hour later, the three of them were in his bedroom.  He still couldn’t believe they really went through with it. 
 
    Tommy never expected Jessi to get off watching him with another man . . . watching him get rammed in the ass by a total stranger . . . rammed so perfectly in the ass . . . rammed so deep that it felt like a cock was about to touch the back of his throat from the opposite end.  But she did. 
 
    Now that it was over, and they were alone, there was silence.  He waited for Jessi to say something.  Anything.  Each muted second that passed made his cheeks flush hotter.  When Jessi finally turned to look at him, she had a mischievous spark in her eyes.   She leaned closer to him, looked straight at him and said, “That was the hottest fuckin’ thing I ever did.” 
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    Sample: Punk Rock-A-Baby (Radical Rock Stars Book 5) 
 
    The door chimed and Jimmy, Audra and Mason joined them in the playroom. Mason went straight to Tessa and gave her a tiny kiss on the top of her head. She giggled and waved her arms with excitement. The little flirt. 
 
    Lucas’ big blue eyes lit up as soon as he saw his best friend. “Mason! Let’s play!” He took his child-sized guitar from the stand in the corner, and Jimmy handed Mason his electronic drum pad. The two boys sat on the floor together with their instruments. Mason played Cyanide Sensation, his favorite Immortal Angel song, and Lucas strummed along with a melody that mimicked the correct chords. Although they were at different skill levels because of their ages, their timing was in sync with one another. Mason was a child prodigy on the drums, and Lucas had inherited his father’s gift on the guitar. It was astounding to watch the two children and their amazing displays of talent. 
 
    Tessa squirmed out of Alyssa’s arms and crawled over to the two boys. She bounced up and down on her diaper and let out a barrage of musical gurgles, in harmony with the sounds that Mason and Lucas created. 
 
    Jessi’s heart swelled with pride as she watched her children with Mason. She imagined Lucas, Tessa, and Mason growing up together. The boys would hone in their musical talent, and she had a feeling Tessa had inherited her father’s dynamic voice. Clearly, she already exhibited her desire to vocalize along with the boys. 
 
    She glanced at Angel, and they shared an intimate smile. She had recognized their growing bond over the years and how the children brought them closer together. But after what just happened upstairs, it was clear that their relationship had just escalated to a new level. 
 
    Tommy draped his arms over both of their shoulders and pulled them close. The three of them exchanged a heartwarming smile and continued to watch the boys with their instruments and Tessa’s gleeful accompaniment of babbling and squeals. Jessi glanced at Jimmy, also beaming with pride as he watched the children. She envisioned the future and what it held for the little ones. “I think we may have just created the next generation of rock stars.” 
 
    “Yes,” Angel agreed. “I think in about 10 or 15 years the world will have a new rock band to follow.” 
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