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Author’s Note

This story is not meant to be read as a standalone. It follows the characters in the Random series -- in particular, Sam and Amy from the book Random Acts of Trust. In terms of the timeline, the events in Randomly Ever After take place about eighteen months after Sam and Amy got together. Thank you for reading, and I hope you enjoy!




Amy

Keying in to the building where I now lived was still a novel experience. Moving in to share a bedroom with Sam, and an entire apartment with him and Trevor, still felt surreal. Sam and I had been together for about eighteen months now, and it made sense to take this step, but even a month after living together it felt...unreal. 

Sam was doing laundry and I’d just finished classes for the day, ready to come home, shower, and head out to his big gig tonight. Now that Liam and Charlotte were back together, the band felt complete. Settled. Stronger than ever, and a big-city tour was on the horizon.

“Which key opens the mailbox again?” I mumbled to myself in the building’s foyer, finally getting it right on the second try. A bunch of junk mail, some letters with Harvard logos all over them (for Trevor, I assumed), some bills with Sam’s name on them, and—

I froze.

A letter from my university. For me.

I raced to the apartment and flung everything but the letter onto the ground, kicking the door closed. Did they accept me? Reject me? Oh, God, what if I opened it and I didn’t get in? Should I open this alone, or wait until Sam got home? 

Sam.

Oh, boy.

My hands shook as I opened the thin envelope, the yellow post office forwarding sticker like a gut punch. I’d wondered why some of my classmates in grad school in my library science program already heard back, and I hadn’t. I’d figured I was on a waiting list.

Instead, my move from my tiny apartment into Sam and Trevor’s place had delayed learning about my future.

Sam’s words from last year rang through my head a hundred times a day:

“You’ll make a damn fine librarian, but you’d make an even better law librarian.”

I’d started my grad school program hoping that someday I might find my way to law school, back to the passion I’d held before I thought I’d ruined everything by beating Sam in the big debate our senior year of high school. This past year I’d taken some law courses that counted toward my library science degree, and... 

Someday was right here in front of me in the form of fine linen paper that felt like a knife as I slid my fingernail in the envelope’s corner, opening up my future.

If they accepted me into the dual program, I’d need two more years to finish both my master’s in library science and law school. I’d be a JD, just like Trevor and Joe, though the school I’d applied to wasn’t Ivy League. That was fine—it was more affordable, less competitive, and I could take classes while finishing my library credentials.

Win-win-win.

The win that had haunted me from my senior year of high school was just one event in my past now, no longer the millstone around my neck, a weight of regret gone since Sam and I were back together.

One niggling thought thrummed through me as I slid the tri-folded sheet out of its casing and slowly, achingly opened it.

Why hadn’t I told Sam?

Hot tears filled my eyes as I sped through the words on the page, the only words I needed to read coming through loud and clear right from the start:

Dear Ms. Smithson,

We are pleased to inform you—

My breath caught in my throat. The words looped through my mind a thousand times in one agonizingly slow second.

We are pleased.

The door creaked open and a flash of auburn hair poked through the crack, followed by the distinct body of my love, my life, the reason I could breathe.

He carried a plastic laundry tub with freshly-folded, clean clothes, head bent down as he dropped the basket next to the door and fumbled with a backpack. Gnarled hands flexed, broken bones mended but sore as they always would be.

“Hey! You’re home!” he said with a breathless quality I imagined I could easily match, if I could talk.

I looked up from the paper and just stared at him, transfixed.

We are pleased.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, alarmed and at my side in a rush of kinetic motion, towering over me and his warm, tender embrace so fast it crushed the piece of paper—the Golden Ticket—that righted so many wrongs.

That I was in Sam’s arms at this very moment was karmic. Pure. A perfect ending to a subject that, it turned out, needed more closure than I realized.

But I had a problem.

“Why are you crying?” he murmured in my ear, his voice an amalgam of four and a half years of pain, a year and a half of joy, and my answer, I knew, would be infused with redemption. It had to be. Six years ago I thought my winning the debate against him had been my downfall, and I’d internalized my loss of Sam into some kind of fear of exerting my own power. 

The past year and a half with him had proven how wrong that was, but I couldn’t shake it. Trauma plants seeds deep in the soul, and when those seeds grow and the leaves find sunlight, digging out the roots to kill off the plants forever seems like a never-ending job.

I hadn’t told him I was applying to law school. It had been my little secret, one I nurtured and enjoyed in a strange sort of way, something that was mine. All mine. No one else, not even Sam, knew what I’d done. 

And now it was time to share.

Pulling out of his embrace, I did what seemed most forthright. “Here,” I said simply, handing him the letter.

Frowning, he took it from me, those green eyes filled with worry and confusion. His hands grasped the thick paper, eyes scanning fast, the knot of his brow shifting as his eyes widened with surprise, then the skin underneath lifting as he smiled.

The moment he looked at me I knew.

I knew, deep to my core, that Sam loved me. Me. The real me, power and all.

“You—wow, Amy—congratulations! You’re doing it! You’re really doing it!” Sam didn’t just hug me—he grabbed me full force, as if pressing his love into my skin, cell by cell. He smelled so delicious, the mingling of his warm, loving grasp with his breath and his excitement making me smile. 

I laughed through tears. “I didn’t want to say anything because what if they didn’t accept me? I took the LSAT tests and then—”

My words were cut off by the most tender kiss, Sam’s arms winding around me like a cocoon, his cheek against mine, the world blocked out by each sigh, the sweep of his tongue so achingly sweet. I had to look up to reach him, and he bent down to connect with me. The taste of victory in me wasn’t from the paper he still held in his hand, but from the loving lips that explored me. Congratulated me.

Honored me.

“You don’t have to explain,” he said in a low voice, need rising up between us in more ways than one. “All that matters is that you made a decision, you worked your ass off, and all that hard work paid off.” He handed me the letter, his face split into a wide grin, eyes caring and admiring.

I let out a puff of air. Once again, I’d been holding my breath without realizing it. “Yes, I did. I mean, it’s not Penn or Harvard, but—”

He made a face. “Don’t do that. Who cares if it isn’t those schools? It’s your school. And you’ll graduate with two degrees to their one!” He laughed without restraint, the sound vibrating through me, giving me heat and light and love.

“It’s more than that, I know,” he added, his hands holding my elbows now, one thumb tracing a lazy path along the soft skin inside the crook of my arm.

“Yes.”  

“You needed to right the wrong.”

My mouth went dry just as every pore on my body began to tingle. Yes. Yes—how did he understand me so well?

We’d been through four and a half years of misunderstandings. Through Sam’s horrific beating at the hands of his father. Through his mother’s ambivalence and complicity. Through my brother’s arrest, my mother’s denial, and through my smartphone getting lodged in my—

Well, we hadn’t been through that, but you get the point.

We’d been to the island of Eden, where I watched human beings play water sports (not that kind) naked on a beach wearing animal masks. Then I watched people wearing animal costumes having sex—in public, and in character. I’d finished a year of grueling grad school. We’d watched Trevor rescue a live chicken from being eaten by a snake on stage, and saw Liam’s sex doll get ravaged by a horny snake. If we could get through all that, surely we were meant to be together, right? 

But in many ways, this moment—this very second, as I saw Sam’s pupils dilate, watched the skin around his eyes move with mirth and appreciation, felt his fingers possess me without hurry, without rush, with a steady certainty that said we were together—was a watershed. Forever. This was it.

As I experienced that deep sense of calm, of a world tilted on its axis and made right again, centered and balanced, I reached for him through that sense of ageless knowing and said the only words that ever mattered.

“I love you so much.”

He stepped into me again, eyes combing over me, studying me. A flush began right over my heart, warming my chest, my breasts, spreading down like wildfire. 

“Now I have something in common with Darla,” he whispered, his fingers tracing lines along my lips.

“Darla?” I laughed, the sound like a happy sigh.

His arms snaked around my waist and he pulled me in, hard. Our hearts slammed against each other, separated by bone and skin, but only divided by the laws of biology, for otherwise they, too would have embraced.

“We’re both sleeping with future lawyers,” he said against my earlobe, his warm mouth sucking on my soft skin, making me forget what we were talking about.

“And I have something in common with her, too,” I gasped as his mouth continued working wonders. 

“Mmmm?”

“We’re both fucking rock stars.” 

“No, you’re not,” he whispered.

“We’re not?” 

He took my hand and walked toward our bedroom. “Not yet.” And with an evil grin, he pulled me onto the bed.

“You have a concert in an hour!” I squealed as he pulled at my belt.

“An hour is more than enough time.” He stopped, face serious suddenly. Bending down to kiss me, he touched his front pants pocket, furrowed his brow, then gave a slight shake of his head.

“What?”

“Nothing.” He gave me a nervous smile. 

“What?”

“It’s just...I was wrong. An hour isn’t enough time.”

I laughed, pulling on his belt now. “How much time do you need?”

“A lifetime.”

“Well,” I said, gasping as his mouth found my neck, sucking a path to my ear, “we have twenty minutes.” 

“That will have to do.” His hands reached under the thin fabric of my shirt and under the thick silk-wrapped wire of my bra, palms filling with my abundance, thumbs on nipples that—

“Take it off,” I begged, already wet and eager, so excited by my triumph that making love with Sam felt like a victory lap.

With whip-fast reflexes, he unhooked my bra and slipped it, and my shirt, off over my head, the quick chill of the room making me flush with need. I was cold, I was hot, I was rippled with desire, I was everything I wanted to be in this singular moment with him.

I was me.

Sam’s pants made an audible thunk as they hit the floor.

“I see you’ve been commando,” I noted, emitting a low whistle he cut off with a fevered kiss that made me arch against him. As his lips slanted against mine, tongue exploring with a connective urgency, my mind grasped at its final moments of clarity to take a moment to pause, to admire, to cherish what we’d created together. From awkward, tentative desire eighteen months ago and miscommunication and misunderstanding we’d deepened our souls, together. 

The sex was an afterthought.

An intimate, toe-curling, pulse-pounding, smile-inducing, sweaty afterthought, to be sure, my mind slippery and wet (along with the rest of my body), his hands sliding my pants off and magically conjuring our mutual nakedness, his eyes dark and smoky, so verdant. 

This—the joining of bodies—was just a continuation of our heart merger, the mixing of flesh and blood and soul and love that now came out with the wrap of a hand on hot flesh, the stroke of a thumb just so, the push of a palm against pliant curves, the rush of a tongue in the perfect place. 

The perfect heart.

The ideal soul.

He had mine and I had his and as I opened my legs to welcome him in an embrace, the soft skin of my inner thighs clinging to his hips, vulnerable yet wanting, the tight clasp of my knees against his ripped back, the press of abs against abs, his mouth sucking and teasing my nipple into clenched spasms in concert with my walls below, I whispered his name through closed teeth.

“Sam.”

It echoed thousands of times in caverns within dimensions where I knew parts of us lived, the sound reaching out through frequency and time immemorial, reaching all the Sams and Amys ever known. All the parts of us. Every fragment, each atom, every breath. 

He pulled back, face over me, eyes full of all those times and places, radiating joy. Inside me, he pulsed, our heat unimaginably stoked, like an ember made from gentle cells, a radioactive core where we could connect without words.

He said only one word in response as he shifted his weight and cupped my jaw, the shining light of tears pooling in those intense eyes making my own fill up as well.

“You.” The word slid up from my sacrum in a long, loving line up my spine, entering at the base of my neck, traveling through my blood to flood my heart. 

I stretched up, curling our hips into each other, making him touch me so deep inside we slipped briefly through a portal where only our connected mouths mattered, where we were the center of the universe, the beginning of everything, the epicenter, the core, the divine.

As he moved within, slow and unhurried, taking his time because why not? We had it all. We were a multiverse of love, the climax building with aching anticipation, until suddenly it was there, both of us alone and conjoined, separate and interconnected, skin and bone working to express the pleasure of emotion so well understood.  

On the brink of letting myself fall off the cliff of orgasm and flow, Sam whispered, “You. Only you, Amy. I love you so much, and only you could bring me so much. I wake up to you in my arms every morning. I go to sleep with you each night. We found something no one else has. No one else ever will.” His eyes sparkled in the light, so beautiful and changing, sincere and centered.

His palm grasped the lush flesh at my hip, moving up to my breast, the other arm puling me up until I was in his lap, half-riding him. His strokes shortened but hammered home his words, the change in position and intensity lighting me, making me airborne, sending me into the ethers.

We had a pact. An understanding. An emotional contract, if you will—and the explosive burst of mutual orgasm left me without memory. Pure flesh. Pure heart. Pure soul, so splintered and whole, so breathless and calm, so paradoxical and so, so treasured.

I came back to my logical mind minutes later, cradled in Sam’s arms, bodies spooning, breath uneven and halting, like we’d just run a marathon.

“God, you’re so....” The fade of his voice made me laugh.

“That good?”

“It’s always that good.”

He was right.

“And I want it to always be that good,” he added.

My heart began to thump in double time though I hadn’t moved a muscle. Not even a twitch. 

Always.

Now there’s a word to ponder.

Always.




Sam

I couldn’t stop touching the ring in my front pocket.

That’s right—ring. The word sounded so heavy, so weighted with importance. Ring. Like the words wife and husband and wedding and marriage.

And I couldn’t stop touching the box that held my future.

Amy had caught it, the rift between my presence in that moment just before words didn’t matter. Words, though, were exactly what I needed today, because tonight I was going to sing a new song I’d written just for her—and propose.

Propose. That word feels like a fifty-pound lead ball that sits in your stomach.

And like the lightest, most beautiful bird gliding over the endless sea.

Both of us naked and a bit sticky, we pulled apart, the shower a strong need. “You go first,” I said, pointing. “You take longer.”

“Want to take one together?” she offered, eyes gleaming and cheeks pulled up with dimples.

I groaned, body half ready and part of me hardening at the thought. God, I was tempted. So tempted. But—

“No,” I groaned, clearly torn. She laughed. 

“You’re getting old,” she teased.

I pulled back the covered and showed her exactly how not-old I was. 

“Shame to waste that,” she said, shaking her head and licking her lips with exaggerated lusciousness, making me rock hard again, one-eye staring up at me from my groin with agonizing attention. Did I really have enough blood in my body to produce that? 

Bzzzz.

Our heads swiveled in unison to my phone, which bleated strange humming noises on the nightstand.

Her laughter tinkled like chimes as she walked, bare naked, out the room to the bathroom. I grabbed the phone and—Trevor.

The text said:

You ready?

I looked down at my attached flesh joystick and snorted.

For what? I texted back.

WTF, dude? he answered.

Oh, yeah. The song. The proposal. The—all of it.

Yeah, I texted. You helping? 

You sound like a frog yodeling when you sing. Hell yeah I’m helping. You need it. 

Thanks, I thought, rolling my eyes. My fingers fluttered at my side, knuckles aching. Thanks a fuck of a lot.

You’re a ray of fucking sunshine, Trevor. You know that? I texted. You sure this isn’t Joe? I checked my phone just in case. Nope. Trevor.

Not Joe. I aim to please, he replied. Get your ass down here. 

I stared in the general direction of the shower, where the sprinkle of water on tile called out like a siren song, my body primed for round two with Amy before the big night.

Can it wait thirty minutes? I asked.

You only need three if you’re waiting for sex, he texted back a little too fast.

Darla? I asked. Get off the phone. 

Damn. You’re good, she shot back. Geez. Did Trevor and Joe share everything with her? I supposed so. When you’re in a permanent threesome like they are, sharing goes to a whole ’nother level.

That’s what she said, I typed, then backspaced. Didn’t want that on my permanent record in case it pissed Amy off. And right now, as I reached for my pants and her engagement ring box tumbled out of the front pocket and nearly fell into a heating grate, pissed off was definitely not the state I wanted her in tonight.

The water in the bathroom stopped just as I cradled the diamond ring in my hands. I shoved it in the end table drawer and closed it quietly just as Amy walked in, covered with a towel and drying her long, wavy, brown hair. Her face was flushed and mouth turned in a funny, half-confused smile.

“You were...delayed?” Her eyes snapped to the phone next to me.

“Darla. Pestering me to get to rehearsal before the gig.” Not quite the truth, not quite a lie...but it didn’t feel right. 

Amy took it as fact, snorting. “She goes into manager mode and becomes a dictator, doesn’t she?”

I smiled. “Jealous?”

Her snort doubled in sound. “Hardly. I’m studying to live in a non-stop quiet environment where I encourage people to lower their voices, not scream and clap harder.”

“And that’s the difference between you and Darla,” I said, walking toward the bathroom to take my own quick shower.

“That’s not the only difference,” she said firmly. I stopped and paused, wondering what to do next. 

I thought about the ring, so close, so inviting. I could do this right now. No song, no stage, no showy moment, just ask her to be my wife for the rest of our lives in the afterglow of what we’d just had in bed. Maybe that was the perfect way to do this. Maybe that was—

Bzzz.

Amy’s phone jolted to life. She picked it up and stared at the screen, groaning.

“Your mom?” I asked. My erection disappeared in two words. World record.

She shook her head. “Worse.”

“Your brother?” Evan never texted her, so I was surprised.

“Group project,” she muttered, typing furiously with her thumbs. I exited to the sound of her grousing, smiling to myself.

Public proposal it was.

Which meant I would ask the love of my life to marry me while yodeling like a frog.




Amy

“You’re dressed a little too much like Liam’s sex doll for my comfort,” Sam said to me as I walked into the nightclub where the guys were setting up for tonight’s performance. 

“What do you mean?” I looked down in horror. Random Acts of Crazy t-shirt. A short skirt. Red lipstick. Narrowing my eyes, I gave him the stinkeye, then shaped my mouth into a perfect “O” like a sex doll and winked.

He burst into laughter and slid his arms around my waist, yanking me into his body, his hardness evident. “You’re turning me on,” he whispered, hot breath making my neck tingle. His fingers combed through my long hair. I’d left it down and loose tonight, knowing he loved that.

“Sex dolls turn you on?” I murmured into his neck as he kissed my ear. My own hands sought out his body, confident now when I touched him. Permission long ago granted, I reveled in possessing the right to touch him at will, his muscled ass tight under fraying jeans that were so old they felt like suede under my hands, the cloth the color of a pale summer sky. We’d been together for more than a year now, and I loved him so much. 

“You turn me on.” His kiss plunged right in, stubble grown out over three days to give him a bad-boy look scratching my face, his tongue hot and fevered. Always nervous before a performance, Sam used sex these days to center him. Calm him. Put him in The Zone.

“Get a room!” Joe shouted from across the too-well-lit nightclub. It was only seven o’clock, and the place was deserted. The doors wouldn’t open for another hour and the cleaning crew was working hard to wash the permanent mess of sloshed drinks off the painted concrete floor. The scent of bleach filled the room, and the blinding track lighting above made every blemish, every chipped stair, every scratch in the table tops stand out.

But the gig paid them each a grand or more, so we were here. Darla ran around with a clipboard and a bluetooth device jammed in her ear. You never knew if she was talking to you or to someone on the phone.

And speaking of Darla...

“They got a room!” she hollered back as Joe rolled his eyes. She looked at me as I broke the kiss and wiped my mouth, a little embarrassed, though that feeling was fading over time, too. Sam lived with Trevor and I’d seen more than my share of just how wild Darla, Trevor and Joe could get.

It made me and Sam feel like a nun and a monk in comparison.

“We do?” Sam asked, nose twitching with amusement. He grabbed my hand and we ran over to Darla. “Where? Point us to it.”

She pointed to a door marked “Custodian.” 

“You want us to have sex in the mop closet?”

“It’s bigger than Amy’s old apartment,” she cracked.

“Hey!” Liam called out, running into the room. “What’s wrong with Amy’s old apartment?” Liam had taken over the lease when I had moved in with Sam and Trevor. My apartment had been so tiny you had to peel back the futon I slept on to open the front door the whole way. But it was cheap. 

“It’s the size of your penis,” Joe shouted.

Meant to be an insult, Joe’s comment just emboldened Liam. “Why, thank you! I didn’t realize my dick was 300 feet square.”

“That’s your ego,” Darla said. 

Liam shot her a pissed look and opened his mouth to retort, but was cut off by his own girlfriend.

“His penis is big enough, thank you,” said a calm, mature voice. Charlotte, Liam’s former ex, came into the nightclub dragging—yes, a sex doll.

“Esme 3.0!” Liam ran over to it and gave it a big hug.

“Seriously?” Charlotte said, giving him that look. “She gets attention before I do? You really do have a plastic girl fetish.”

“She doesn’t call my penis ‘big enough’.” 

“You act like that’s an insult!” she said.

“It kind of is,” Joe and Sam said in unison. I swatted Sam’s chest and he grinned down at me.

“What am I supposed to say?” she asked, cocking one hip and raising an eyebrow.

“The truth. That my penis is huge. Enormous. So big it can’t possibly fit and—”

“Oh, Liam, your cock is so big it split me in two!” she intoned, using a sing-songy voice that made Sam laugh. “It’s so big it takes two mouths to fit it in!”

Trevor had walked in the room and was leaning against the threshold. He pointed to Esme. “That explains her.”  

Charlotte made a decidedly indelicate sound that made me like her even more.

 “At least I don’t have a chicken fetish,” Liam said loudly, grabbing Charlotte by the ass and lifting her off the floor in a great big bear hug. She was dressed so well, a black A-line dress with a big, wide red leather belt, matching earrings and white-and-black shoes. My own outfit made me feel like, well...

Esme 3.0, who was wearing a band t-shirt, a short skirt, red lipstick and—I looked down.

Chuck Taylors.

I cringed. My fashion tastes were the same as a fetish doll’s. Something was terribly wrong.

“Fuck you,” Trevor barked back. The jokes about Trevor’s ex-“fiance,” the chicken he’d stolen while high on peyote and naked on the Mass Turnpike, never got old. The band’s recent performance involving a live chicken on stage had generated viral video so popular that the band was making great money on internet advertising alone. 

“I love Mavis,” Liam sighed. “But not the way you do. I love her for the money.”

Trevor threw an empty water bottle at Liam. It bounced off his forearm and hit Esme 3.0 in the head.

“What do you mean the fuse is shot?” Darla screamed into her phone. My eyes went to her and I calmed down. She wore a tattered flannel shirt, old “mom” jeans, and her hair was held off her face by a headband that was last popular when Bill Clinton was first elected. 

She really was my tribe after all.

Charlotte peeled Liam off her and set Esme down on a chair. The doll’s face was frozen in permanent surprise, and she had the balance of a drunken frat boy. As she fell sideways and slid on the floor, poor Esme 3.0 gave the distinct impression that she was unlucky at love. 

“Poor Esme,” I muttered.

“Amy got into law school today,” Sam blurted out. 

Even Darla paused to stare, mouth open to a silent O for a single beat before she mad a loud whooping sound and chaos descended.

Snippets of conversation flowed over me like a verbal waterfall, mostly along the lines of “I didn’t know you wanted to go to law school!” and “Congratulations!”

Joe wandered by, bass in hand, and muttered, “Just what we need. More lawyers.”

“You can always leave Penn,” I shot back.

He gave me a half smile. “Maybe you know me better than I thought.”

My raised eyebrow was my response.

His answer: “Good job, Smithson.” Darla gave me a hurried hug and dragged him off, muttering something about the wrong cables for his bass.

Liam exchanged an odd look with Sam, whose fingers twitched at his hip, tapping some unseen beat. I grabbed his hand and interlaced my fingers with his. A long time ago I’d memorized the callouses between his fingers and on his knuckles, well worn from years of drumming. The pads of his fingers were a bit swollen, oddly enough.

I gave him a quizzical look. “Did you hurt your fingers?”

He and Liam gave each other those inscrutable looks again. “No,” Sam said quickly, snatching his hand away and shoving it in his back pocket. Was he not telling me something? Did my admittance to law school trouble him more than he was letting on? 

My turn to look at someone, and it was Charlotte, who watched the scene with another arched eyebrow and an evaluative look. She shrugged.

Men. 




Sam

I shoved my hand in my back pocket and my fingers brushed against the folded piece of paper I’d jammed in there earlier today.

My throat went dry.

Not that I needed that piece of paper. The song lyrics for the tune I’d written for Amy were seared in my brain. I couldn’t get the chorus out of my head, a chanting loop that filled up, well...all the space in my mind:

 

The space in between

Silence and love is filled by you

You’re my bridge, my tightrope, my lifeline, my lifeboat

My heart out there

Yes, you....

 

In a fit of madness the words spilled out of me one night, the only piece of paper I could find in the apartment a flyer for some pizza joint down the street, and I’d scribbled the words half-blind in the living room while Amy slept in my—our—bedroom. 

The space in between silence and love

That’s what she filled. That’s who she was to me. She really was my lifeline, and the rest of the words had come slowly, in fits and starts, the whole picture of the song filling in.

Sharing it with Liam a month ago had been harder than writing the damn thing. We’d been at a practice with Trev and Joe, and Trev was in the can while Joe went out for coffee for us all.  

Expecting Liam to laugh, I’d shoved it at him and said, “I want to perform this for Amy at one of our gigs. Like Trevor does for Darla.”

He’d read it carefully, frowning, then looked up at me, with a tilt to his head, eyes serious. “That’s really good. It’s short, but good. What’s the tune?” 

“Tune?” I’d said, a sinking feeling hitting me. Fuck. Tune. It needed music, didn’t it? Lyrics weren’t enough.

“You’re not going to do a drum line to it while you sing, are you?” He’s snickered, the tension broken. “You need music. And to figure out which instruments you want.”

“Instruments?”

He parroted me. “Instruments. You know, those musical things the rest of us play on stage.”

“Fuck off. I know what an instrument is, I just...”

Flush.

The sound of running water, then Trevor came into the practice space. “Instrument?” He snatched the lyrics sheet from Liam and asked belatedly, “What’s this?” Squinting, he’d read the song in the warehouse’s shitty lighting, then looked at Liam with an appraising look.

“Not bad.”

Liam had pointed to me. “Sam wrote it.”

Red embarrassment pounded through me.

“Really not bad,” Trevor had added. He’d read through the song once more and said, “Ukelele,” as if it were the most natural word to utter at that moment.

“You-keh-huh?” I’d asked.

“Ukelele. Perfect.” He’d picked up a guitar and started riffing through the first few lines.

“That’s it!” I’d shouted. “That’s the tune in my head.”

“Then let’s get it out of your stupid head and onto this paper.”

An hour later, it was done. Scribbled notes on a score sheet gave me the song. Only one problem had remained:

“I don’t play ukelele,” I’d groaned. The end result of the first go of the song had been something wistful and longing, a little cute and folksy, but it worked. It was honest and true and I had hoped Amy would like it.

“You’ll play,” Liam had growled as Joe had shoved his ass against the door bar and exploded into the cavernous space, carrying cups of coffee big enough to drown a Great Dane in.

And during the next month those guys had taught me, by God.

The only problem?

Now I had to follow through.

Amy excused herself and was animatedly chattering with Charlotte, pointing to Esme and frowning. I pulled the page out of the back pocket and mouthed as I read along:

 

The Space In Between

 

I used to think

That silence was my only hope

That if I stayed quiet I couldn’t break my heart

But then you came into my life

And words weren’t enough

Suddenly

You made me want you more than—

 

The space in between

Silence and love is filled by you

You’re my bridge, my tightrope, my lifeline, my lifeboat

My heart out there

Yes, you....

 

Too many years

I left you in doubt

And pain and more

Now I’m here to tell you all the words you deserve

I love you, I need you, I want you, I feel you,

I—

Can’t fit them all in the space, the enormous space between

Silence and love...

 

The space in between

Silence and love is filled by you

You’re my bridge, my tightrope, my lifeline, my lifeboat

My heart out there

Yes, you....

 

Shit. It was corny, right? Cheesy and immature and all wrong. I couldn’t do this. What was I thinking? Amy had said over and over how romantic Trevor’s song was, how she wanted me to write one for her, how she didn’t want to pressure me, but...

You date someone for more than a year, love them for more than six years, and a simple song doesn’t seem like a big request.

What she didn’t know was that not only had I written her a song, but that folded note wasn’t the only thing I had in a pocket, waiting for her.

No, not that.

A box. From a jeweler.

Tonight I would propose.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, fingers beginning their nervous tap against my leg, guiding my heartbeat.

Please say yes.




Amy

I knew.

Sam didn’t know I knew, and in a way I wished I didn’t know, but I knew. The jeweler’s box had been rolled up inside a handkerchief in a drawer in his bedside table, and last week we’d been frantic for a condom during round three one night and...I found it.

Round three had been ah-MAZ-ing.

Keeping my mouth shut had been the hardest part. Knowing he would propose. Propose. Ask me to marry him. Mrs. Sam Hinton.

Amy Hinton.

Amy Smithson Hinton.

To hyphenate or not to hyphenate? That was the question. 

No.

Will you marry me? was the question. My insides turned to liquid fire at the thought. Was tonight the night? Sam seemed so nervous and fidgety. Tonight was probably the night, and it suddenly occurred to me:

I was dressed like a sex doll.

Oh.My.God. 

In my rush to get over here and help set up the band it didn’t even flit through my addled brain that maybe I should try to dress better than a character out of a Kevin Smith movie.

“What’s wrong?” Charlotte asked as I gravitated to her.

I pointed at Esme, then to my torso. Her eyes got huge.

“Oh,” she said softly. “I see. Wardrobe....”

“FAIL!” I moaned.

She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “No. You’re just cutting edge.”

“I don’t want to be cutting edge tonight,” I hissed.

“What’s so special about tonight?”

I cut my eyes to Sam, who was talking to Liam. “Because I think tonight’s the night,” I said through clenched teeth, “and I’m dressed like a tomboy from some ’70s Saturday morning cartoon show.”

“You’re not—” She interrupted herself and looked me over from head to toe. “Um...”

“I know!” I hissed. “And tonight is...”

“The night?” Charlotte’s jaw dropped. “You mean you two haven’t done it yet?”

“Done what...oooooh, no! No no no!”

“It’s fine,” she said, her face folding into an expression of pity that made my stomach shrivel like a raisin in an oven. “There’s nothing wrong with being a virgin at twenty-three. It’s kind of cute, actually.”

“I am not a virgin!” I practically shouted, just as Darla walked by.

“Amy? A virgin? Hell, no. She’s slept with Mr. Red-Blooded Drummer over there. We can hear her through the wall sometimes. Plus she had intimate relations with a variety of electronic devices.”

Charlotte snorted. “Who hasn’t?”

I glared a warning at Darla. Don’t even think about it, my eyes warned. Blood pounded through me, unsure whether to make my face flushed, force my heart outside my chest, or to pool inside my stomach and make me faint. It decided to do all three, it seemed.

“Sam bought me a ring,” I blurted out.

Darla’s eyes were as big as saucers. “He’s proposing tonight? I thought he was just singing you the song he wrote for you!”

Charlotte grabbed both our arms and dragged us into the women’s room.

“WHAT?” I screamed, jumping up and down. “Sam wrote me a SONG?”

Charlotte swatted Darla’s shoulder. “You weren’t supposed to tell her.”

“How the hell am I supposed to remember all these secrets! It’s hard enough not telling anyone Amy got her smartphone caught inside her love tunnel—” 

WHACK! I slammed Darla over the head with her own clipboard before I realized what I’d done. Charlotte ripped the clipboard out of my hands as Darla reached up and gingerly rubbed her crown. 

“I deserve that,” she said, backing away from me. “See? Don’t tell me secrets. I don’t share them on purpose. It’s just there are too many really fucking weird people in my life who want me to be the repository of bizarre confessions.”

“Good to know,” Charlotte said drolly as I panted hard, ready to throw up. Who had I become?

“You gonna whack me, too, for tellin’ her about Sam’s song?”

Charlotte’s hands went up in a gesture of surrender. “I don’t know you well enough to hit you.”

“Not yet, anyway,” I muttered. “Just wait.”

“Fuck you!” Darla shouted.

“No need for nasty language like that!” I protested.

She waved her hand in my general direction. “Not you! I’m listening to the bouncer go off on me for not getting the preferred guest list to him yet.” She covered the phone piece and rubbed her head. “I’ll deal with you later,” she added, pointing to me with two fingers, then putting the fingers toward her eyes, then back at me.

Great. Darla the Mafia Hitman.

As Darla made her furious exit, Charlotte handed her the clipboard. “No weapons,” she said to me as if she were talking to a hostage taker and she was a SWAT negotiator. “So.”

“So.”

“So...what?”

“SO WHAT?” I wailed. “So now Sam’s proposing tonight AND he’s written me a song and I’m dressed like, like, like...”

“A Cabbage Patch Doll,” Charlotte said, nodding.

“Right! A Cabbage Patch—OH MY GOD IS IT THAT BAD?”

She scrutinized me, eyes cataloguing my every feature, like Clinton and Stacey, like Tim Gunn, like Heidi Klum.

Like RuPaul.

And I failed every.single.test.

“You need to go home and change,” she declared.

“I can’t! The show starts in twenty minutes!”

She scowled and checked her phone. “Damn. You’re right.” Darla was shouting out in the hall, Sam shot past the open door with a nervous look on his face, carrying a bottle of water and a microphone, and the buzzing sound of increasing numbers of people out front made the energy in the building morph into something that made me start to buzz with anxiety. 

I could smell the change in me.

Charlotte seemed to as well. Reaching into her purse, she grabbed a bottle of perfume and pointed at me. “I’ll spray, you walk.”

“Huh?”

She gave me a frustrated look. “I’ll spray. You walk into the cloud.”

Spftt. I walked into it, eyes closed.

“Okay, good. Now you smell like fear and cotton candy. So...there’s really only one way to fix that.” Her hands waved in front of me like a mime with Parkinson’s.

“Fix it? How?”

“Unzip me.” She walked to the door, shut it carefully, then faced me with a look of utter authority, as if she knew exactly what she were doing.

“Excuse me?”

“Unzip me. You’re about my size. We’ll swap clothes.” Turning her back to me, she patted the spot where the zipper began, right under her neck.

“You’re serious.” She began kicking her shoes off, and as I unzipped her I let out a low whistle.

She slipped out of the belt and dress and wore a fire engine red bustier, a thong, and somehow had red garters attached to the thing, with red stockings.

“I can’t wear that!” I screeched as I pulled my t-shirt off, exposing my ratty old nude-colored bra that was about as sexy as a root canal.

“And you won’t,” she replied in an even tone, like a schoolmarm handling her charge with extraordinary patience. “This is Liam’s favorite, and there’s no way I’m giving it up.”

I scooted out of my skirt, unlaced my shoes, and we stared at each other. Charlotte reached out and put her hands on my shoulders, brushing my hair aside.

“I think you’ll be fine, but I’m bigger in the chest than you—” 

The door flew open and there stood a very rushed Joe Ross, holding his bass in one hand, a bottle of water in another, and his phone balanced between his shoulder and his neck.

“Trevor’s not in the—OH WOW!” he exclaimed, the water bottle dropping to the floor, his phone nearly following but some quick acrobatics saved it.

“Do you mind?” Charlotte said evenly, not bothering to remove her hands from me. I took her cue. Joe was the least of my worries.

His eyes combed over us both appreciatively. 

“Get out, Joe!” I snapped.

“Do you have any idea,” he said slowly as he backed out of the room, “how many porn movies start just like this?” His breath came out in little gasps, like he was panting. 

“Out!” I broke free from Charlotte, shoved him with one arm and slammed the door shut with the other.

Click.

We rolled our eyes at each other.

“Men,” we said in unison. 

Five minutes later and I looked fabulous. Perfect. Dressed to kill.

And by the end of the evening, I was ready to.




Sam

Amy had disappeared, the show started in ten minutes, and I needed her. Our new ritual included a long, slow kiss and without it I felt shaky. Weird.

Incomplete.

Unfinished.

“Ten minutes!’ Darla hollered out, instantly upping the sound of all the techs and assistants, the rush of microphone tests, the push of chairs and equipment grinding against the floor and walls. All the noise made me explode inside, like a thousand little balloons popped at once, filling me with a combination of dread and excitement to the Nth degree, heightened by the package in my pocket and the song in my heart. 

This was real.

This was happening.

I was making it happen. The ring was tiny. Too small, I worried. Nothing I could afford would ever be big enough to show her how much I loved her. 

This quarter carat stone and the song I’d embedded in my head, my fingers, and my soul would have to be enough.

Six years was way too long to know I loved her and not be bound together forever.

Besides—and I couldn’t tell her this—living together made me feel like I was getting away with something I shouldn’t. Like I was wimping out. While I didn’t believe most of the religious crap my mom and dad had forced in me most of my life, I did have a moral code that said a beautiful, intelligent, loving woman like Amy deserved a man who would commit before God and the law to be with her forever.

To cleave.

To join.

And if that made me a sappy weirdo, then I’d accept the title. Liam’s words rang through my head: “Once that ring’s on her finger, you’re done. Forever. Are you sure?”

“As sure as you are about Charlotte,” I’d answered.

His grin had split his face in half. “Then you’re a lucky man.”

A lucky man.

A lucky man who needed to find his anchor.

I prowled through the halls like a man on a hunt, slipping and squirming past the throng of techies who were doing the final few minutes of prep. Looking for her long, brown hair I spotted a ton of chicks who had that, but none were my woman.

And then.

And wow.

I saw her, completely changed. Long hair cascaded down her back in a shimmery glow, backlit by a stage lamp that made her seem ethereal. She wore a black dress that nipped in at the waist, showing off those generous hips, her ample ass, the one I filled my hands with and ached for, even now. Her curves were bold and brightly set off by a red belt and she wore high heels. 

What happened to her tennis shoes?

I reached into my front pocket and patted the small jeweler’s box, which now fit uncomfortably there next to my rock-hard erection. She filled me with dreams about home and hearth that I had long-ago vanquished. Long ago given up hoping for.

The only “long ago” I wanted was with her, sixty years from now, as we reflected on a life and a love well lived. The dream filled me with a montage of images, from a wedding to a honeymoon to a first house, babies, laughter and love filling my mind. She was beautiful. Amy was everything. 

Everything.

But I guess even everything can turn into nothing if you wait long enough.

Suddenly, Liam appeared right behind her, his hands sliding up her legs under that skirt, one breaking away to cup my dream’s breast and tweak it, that fucker’s chin nuzzling Amy’s neck. I was paralyzed, horror-struck as I watched him touch Amy with a lover’s stroke, her head tipping back to receive him, my stomach shattered like someone punched a wall of glass. 

Run.

I turned away and sprinted down the hall, crashing shoulders with Joe.

“Dude, what the fuck? We’re trying to find you to get the mic set up for your little serenade to Amy—”

“Cancel it,” I spat out, fingers going nuts on the wall, my body trying to crawl out of itself.

I couldn’t unsee.

Unsee.




Amy

The illicit feeling of Sam’s hands on my legs, my ass, my breasts lingered like the push of a sudden cold wind. “You’re not wearing panties, are you? Good girl,” he murmured, nuzzling my ear.

Hold on.

I flushed cold.

Good girl?

That was not Sam.

My mind reeled at the musky scent of a man who was Not Sam, touching me and talking to me. I froze, my breath halting in my lungs, my mind screaming.

“And you smell so fucking good. I love that perfume.” 

Liam?

“Wait. Are you wearing a new bra? Because your tits seem smaller—oh, shit!” Liam’s hands came off me like I was napalm and I’d set his hands on fire.

“What were you doing?” I choked out, stepping away, putting as much distance between us as possible. His hands were in the air like he was under arrest. My hands stroked the places he’d just touched, as if I had a chalkboard eraser and could undo what he’d done. 

“Why are you dressed in Charlotte’s clothes?” he sputtered, face twisted in a mask of confusion, blinking rapidly.

Charlotte appeared at his side, dressed in my t-shirt. He was right. She was bigger than me in the chest. The t-shirt was way more flattering on her than on me. 

“Amy wanted to dress up, so we swapped,” she explained casually, looping her arm in his as if it were all no big deal.

Had she seen what just happened? Watched Liam’s hands on my—

“And if you wanted to cop a feel, all you had to do was ask, Liam,” she said in a mild tone, reaching for his arm and putting his shaking palm on her boob.

“Oh, shit,” he said, puffing air out of his cheeks. “I swear it was a mistake! I thought Amy was you.” He ran a nervous hand through his hair and gave me a tough-to-decipher look. My body was shaking, disoriented from Liam’s touch, and as someone shouted “FOUR MINUTES!” I realized the only way to center myself was to find Sam. 

Now.

“I need to get out there,” Liam said, eyes flitting between me and Charlotte. He opened and closed his mouth several times, looking pained. Charlotte cocked an eyebrow and bit her lower lip, eyes narrowed. Impossible to decipher, but it looked bad for Liam. 

“Okay,” I croaked out, following him. 

He turned back at one point and hissed, “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”

I couldn’t breathe. I needed Sam to touch me, to erase the weirdness of Liam’s skin on mine.

“It’s okay. Really. A simple mistake.”

“I thought you were Charlotte!”

She was right behind me and heard him. “You thought that? Seriously? I’m taller and have black hair and bigger than—”

And then Darla shouted, “CANCEL IT??? We’re fucking four minutes away from—” 

Liam ran down the hall toward the sound of the shouting, me and Charlotte on his heels.




Sam

“Cancel it?” Darla screeched. “CANCEL IT??? We’re fucking four minutes away from—” 

“You cancel it NOW or I walk out that door and don’t play. At all.” My voice felt like a roar but I knew it was a controlled whisper, feet carrying me to the emergency exit, hands gripping the door bar like I was dangling from a malfunctioning helicopter over the Grand Canyon.

“Jesus, Sam, what the hell is wrong?” Joe asked, touching my shoulder.

Liam appeared, red-faced and laughing. “Hey, man, I gotta tell you, I just accidentally mistook Amy for—”

Motherfucker.

I decked him. One clean punch was all it took and he was out on the floor. Knocked cold. My hand felt like a flesh bag filled with hot marbles, but I strangely didn’t care. It was like the pain floated a foot away from my body, like a ghost. 

“Liam!” I heard someone call out his name, but everything sounded like it was under water now. Joe dropped to the floor, patting Liam’s swelling cheek. Darla was screaming at me but her words didn’t make sense, the rush of blood through my body like the sound of a tsunami inside me.

Amy appeared, saying my name, asking me something, her face muscles making her shift expressions that went from confused to angry to pleading.

All I saw of Charlotte was the back of her head, bent over and trying to make Liam get up. He was awake now and shaking his head slowly.

Hot, strong hands pushed on my shoulders and then pulled me on stage.

“TWO MINUTES!” someone screamed.

My eyes came into focus as I realized it was Trevor with me, saying nothing, pushing my body down onto the stool in front of my drums. No words. I had no words. The world was wordless. 

That song? That fucking song I’d written about a woman who was smiling seconds ago when Liam pawed her was now just an assemblage of syllables that made no sense.

No sense at all.

“Sam!” I heard my name, could sense that it was Amy, but all I could do was shout one word back to her: 

“No.”

“But—”

And another word:

“Why?” I thundered, making her flinch.

“I—”

“Canceled,” Darla whispered in my ear, grabbing my shirt. “Just get your ass on stage and we’ll do whatever we need to do to fix this.”

“Fix?” I choked on the word. 

That song was everything and it was nothing and as someone shouted “ONE MINUTE” I saw Amy backstage, crying, wiping her eyes with a tissue.

And then I saw nothing at all as the stage lights came on and the crowd stood, one giant wave of cheers.

Roar.




Amy

Liam waved a hovering Charlotte away as the crowd screamed for Random Acts of Crazy. I felt shell shocked, like someone had carpet bombed the nightclub and I was standing in a daze.

What had just happened?

“Sam punched you!” I said, still incredulous.

“I need to play,” he ground out, Charlotte holding a cocktail napkin to his bleeding cheek. He shoved her hand away and stood, staggering slightly, waiting at the stage wings, taking deep breaths so quickly I thought he’d hyperventilate.

Me too.

My vision began to pin point and he took enormous, aggressive steps on stage, a tech handing him his guitar as a new set of lights aimed on stage for his spot. Joe and Trevor stared at the crowd, completely ignoring Sam. I couldn’t see him; the stage set up meant he was hidden to me from this angle.

Even if I could see him, what would that help?

Darla charged over, watching Liam nervously. “He was knocked dead thirty seconds ago and now that boy is on stage makin’ ‘em cheer.” She shook her head slowly and gave Charlotte an eye. “One hell of a showman you got.”

Then she turned her attention to me with a stinkeye. “And one hell of a hothead you got yourself. He canceled your song!” The words came out of her and she shoved one palm over her mouth. Charlotte gave us all a look of disgust.

“I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

“A lot of things weren’t supposed to happen that did,” I muttered. The amps and speakers destroyed our ability to talk. So did my heart. It exploded into a thousand drops of nothing and I sprinted for the nearest door I could find, blindly running up three sets of metal stairs to find a giant metal threshold marked ROOFTOP ACCESS. 

I pushed the metal bar and found myself in darkness, a handful of stars peeking out from the night sky, the city lights making it admirable that they could even be seen. The pinpricks of light were so ancient, billions of years old, that it seemed like folly.

A pair of chaise lounges were arranged by a wrought-iron table and I stretched out on one, my chest seized with a sob, my body doing its best not to fall apart.

The heavy bass from the second song in the set vibrated the building so well that terra cotta planters rattled on the brick edges of the roof. Boom boom boom boom.

A soundtrack for the end of everything.




Sam

Ninety minutes can feel like a decade in hell.

Liam managed to play and sing back up for Trevor, and I had to give it to him—he was good. Wound. Supercharged, like me, but in a different way. By the end of the performance I was a rag doll. My heart had been wrung out and used to mop the bathrooms. My hands were raw strings of flesh jelly, useless and spent.

But the crowd loved us.

And here came the words.

Darla marched backstage after the encore, dragging a pissed off Liam. he had a right to be angry.

So did I.

“You were all over my girlfriend, you fucking ass—”

“I thought she was Charlotte, so I—”

We said the same things at the same time, all the words sounding like noise salad to me.

“Hold on,” Darla insisted. “Sam,” she said with eyes that begged me to be reasonable. “Liam came up behind Amy and did that because Amy’s wearing Charlotte’s clothes.”

“Yeah. Right.” That was some bullshit. “Nice excuse.”

Charlotte appeared, red-faced and angry. Her finger got in my face and she too my hand, making me hold the rim of her shirt. “Look at me,” she said. Pointed to her shirt. “Amy’s.” pointed to her skirt. “Amy’s.” Pointed to her shoes. ‘Amy’s.”

Chuck Taylors.

Oh, shit.

“Why?” I barked. A techie wordlessly handed me my ukelele. I held it in my hand like it was a cocktail at a garden party.

“She wanted to look nice,” Darla explained.

“She already looked nice,” I answered.

“For...you know. The song.”

“The song? She knew about the song?” I thundered.

“And the ring,” Charlotte added.

My front pocket was the size of a football field. “THE RING? She knew about the ring?”

No one answered, but it was obvious.

“Fuck.” Somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind I heard a tiny pop!, like someone had pulled the drain plug on my life. All my anger, rage, worry, fear, hope, anxiety—everything—circled in a watery whirlwind, disappearing with a gurgle. 

I was empty.

Hollow.

Nothing.

“Where is she?” I whispered, assuming no one would hear me.

“On the roof,” Charlotte said.

Pulling my rag-doll body up to full height, I did the honorable thing.

Three things, actually.

First, I apologized to Liam, who just snorted and touched his face gingerly, lightly pressing a small bag with ice in it to the swollen spot that taunted me, a crystal-clear relic of my stupidity.

Second, I apologized to Darla, who mimicked Liam.

And third, I hauled my sorry ass toward the door to the roof, chagrined to find three sets of stairs to reach the top. If I could make it that far, maybe Amy and I had a chance.




Amy

If you stare at the stars long enough, you see that you’re really nothing in the grand scheme of the universe and the multiverse and all the cosmos.

You’re less than nothing.

I sat up and pondered this, pulling my legs up into a tight tuck, my stocking feet chilling in the night air. Charlotte’s heels were on the ground next to me, waiting. Just waiting.

So if I’m less than nothing, why do I feel like there’s no present, no future, and like the past is so confusing I don’t even want to think about it?

The music’s done. That means the band is breaking everything down, which means Sam will be done soon. The man I live with. The man who just decided not to sing me a song he wrote for me, not give me a ring he bought for me, not ask me the most important question in the world.

I flopped back down on my back. Staring at stars and feeling infinitesimal was so much easier than facing real life.

The bracing sound of metal crunching against metal made me sit up. And then:

Sam.

Carrying a tiny guitar case.

He didn’t say a word, which didn’t surprise me, because Sam’s attitude about life was that words just made everything harder. Quietly, he sat down on the chaise lounge across from me and stared up at the stars for longer than he had any right to.

After what felt like a decade in Hell, he turned to me with those soulful eyes and said, “I’m sorry.”

I winced. “For what? I’m not the one you punched.”

He let out a long, slow breath and rested his elbows on his knees, giving me a long look. “Then why do you look like I did?”

One breath. Two breaths. Three. Four. Each one made me feel closer to him and to the stars, the impossibility of being both a new reality I had to adjust to. “Why did you punch him?”

“Because he had his hands all over you. Like he owned you.”

“He made a mistake! He thought I was Charlotte. It’s understandable.”

“I know,” Sam said softly, but his voice was taut. “But I can’t erase the image of his hands all over you. Like he owned you.”

“No one owns me.”

A few heartbeats passed, the silence building between us, making my pulse race.

“Especially not him,” Sam finally said. 

“Why are you so fixated on Liam?” I exploded, jumping to my feet, shocked by the cold concrete. “Because I slept with him all those years ago?”

Sam flinched but said nothing.

“That’s it? Any other guy could have grabbed me like that—Joe or Trevor—and you wouldn’t be so angry, would you?”

Sam just grunted.

“I’m right, aren’t I?”

Finally: “Yes.”

“Sam,” I groaned, marching to him and bending down, on my knees and looking into that face. My fingers traces the lines of his strong bones, the planes of his cheek, the stubble that sounded like sandpaper as I brushed against it. “He may have been my first, but you will be my last.”




Sam

My last.

Words. Too many words in my head, on my tongue, jumbled and frantic. Amy leaned over, her hand on my face, her cleavage on full display, breasts dangling in her bra cups like sweet berries begging to be picked. 

With my mouth.

Damn it. Hard again. Why couldn’t I spend one second around her without being so incredibly aroused? When would I stop wanting her every second we were together, stop breathing her in like she was oxygen, stop being captivated by her smile, lured in by those eyes.

Never, a voice in my head said. How does never work for you, Sam? 

“I—” The ukelele was in my hand, gripped unconsciously like a life raft. I peeled my aching fingers off it and stared dumbly. All those lyrics, the chords they guys taught me, my gnarled fingers struggling to move fast enough, timing my singing with my fingers. Playing drums was a fucking breeze compared to the damn ukelele, but you couldn’t get a good melody out of a high hat. 

“What’s that?” Amy asked, one side of her mouth crooked up in a smile. The skin around her eyes was puffy and red, and my heart sank. She’d been crying. Of course she had.

Because of me.

“Ukelele.” 

“I know what it is, Sam Hinton.” Her voice was filled with exasperation. “Why did you bring it up here?”

“To sing.”

Her eyes widened and I wanted to kiss her so much. Kiss the tears away, kiss my stupidity away, kiss her until she said yes, kiss her until she was mute and all I had to do was slip the ring on her finger and then—only then—did just one, single word matter at all.

Yes.

Carefully, with aching fingers, I opened the case. Her eyes shone so bright in the moonlight, the chunk of cheese in the sky blindingly white now that the clouds had stepped aside. A string of white Christmas lights dotted the edge of the rooftop garden and I took in the sight.

A fine place to say I’m sorry to the woman you want to spend the rest of your life with.

I pulled the ukelele out and got down on one knee, bent in supplication below, looking up into those big, brown eyes.

A few strums to find the right key, and then it was as if all I were was words. I became the lyrics. Her eyes became the notes.

And we became the space in between silence and love.




Amy

I’d heard Sam sing before. He filled in on backups when Liam couldn’t make it, but this was different. The words were for me.

Me.

And only me.

 

I used to think

That silence was my only hope

That if I stayed quiet I couldn’t break my heart

But then you came into my life

And words weren’t enough

Suddenly

You made me want you more than—

 

The space in between

Silence and love is filled by you

You’re my bridge, my tightrope, my lifeline, my lifeboat

My heart out there

Yes, you....

 

The tears poured out of me, my heart unfolding like a rosebud blossoming. I wanted to touch him, hold his hand, fling myself into his arms and stay there forever, but I wanted to hear the rest of what he had to say even more.

 

Too many years

I left you in doubt

And pain and more

Now I’m here to tell you all the words you deserve

I love you, I need you, I want you, I feel you,

I—

Can’t fit them all in the space, the enormous space between

Silence and love...

 

The space in between

Silence and love is filled by you

You’re my bridge, my tightrope, my lifeline, my lifeboat

My heart out there

Yes, you....

 

As he strummed the last chord, head bent down, not looking at me, he set the ukelele aside, then tipped his face up.

He was crying, too.

I don’t know who kissed whom, but soon we were a tangle of hands and kisses and apologies and tongues, fingers frantic to connect and reunite. Whatever happened earlier in the night now seemed petty and silly, a misunderstanding that shouldn’t split us apart. We’d done that—let circumstance dictate too much silence, all those years ago.

No more.

“Amy.” Sam’s voice was husky and earnest in the night, a light breeze brushing his auburn hair forward, covering one eyebrow, making those eyes so mesmerizing.

“Yes?” He hadn’t asked a question. Yet.

He chuckled to himself. “Maybe this is for the best. Doing this on stage might have been a disaster after all. I’ll have to thank Liam later.”

“Liam?”

“His mistake—” Sam cocked an eyebrow and made a growling sound as he said the word, the gesture so alpha male, so possessive he seemed a bit dangerous, a little bit bad. Something inside me flared and tingled, thrilled and eager. 

“His mistake,” Sam said again, “means I can do this in private. Should have done it that way all along.”

On one knee, he reached into his pocket. My hands flew to my mouth, the distant sound of car horns and chattering concertgoers a soundtrack to his proposal.

Moonlight gleamed off the diamond as he opened the flat little box. I gasped.

Sam looked like he was struggling with two different ideas he wanted to express. I only cared about one.

Mrs. Samuel Hinton.

“Amy.” His voice shook with determination. Not nerves. Eyes the green of lush moss on a rocky mountaintop, of fresh grass in a May meadow saw only me in the clear night sky. “I love you more than I know enough words to describe it. You are my lifeline. You are my everything. When I think I am whole I realize I’m actually half a person, a man missing half his heart. And you’re the other half.”

I couldn’t think. I was holding my breath. If I breathed, all the love would overwhelm us both.

“You fill the space between my silence and love, Amy. you really do.” Low and steady, his tone was rock-solid clear. He reached into the box and pulled out the ring, reaching for my trembling hand.

“Amy, will you marry me? Will you make me the happiest man on earth? I don’t have much to offer, and I know the ring isn’t as big as it should be, but—”

“Yes, oh, yes, Sam, oh, my God, I love you.” Electricity arced between us in a connection that charged the air, making me feel invincible. Real. Larger than life. Loved. 

And then I tackled him with a great big whoof to give him a hug and the ring went flying in the air.

It sailed up into the sky, lopping in a perfect arc, the gleaming gold and prismed diamond aiding our eyes as we tracked it. Like an outfielder, I lunged for it, felt the cold metal in my palm, and like a group of Quidditch players getting their Golden Snitch, I held up my hand in victory.

My prize wrapped his hot body around mine, laughing.

“Let’s get that on your finger where it will be safe.” Sam’s kiss was lush and joyful, his hand commanding and a bit perfunctory as he found my ring finger and slid the perfectly-sized ring on, all while kissing me under the blanket of stars, dots of light that emerged in spite of the city lights now, as if they had been called by love to stand forward and act as witnesses. 

He pulled back and admired the ring on my finger. I admired him.

“You two engaged yet?” shouted a voice from the rooftop door.

Huh?

Darla, Trevor, Joe, Liam and Charlotte emerged, clapping, Charlotte carrying a giant sheet cake with a picture of a frog playing ukelele on it. Was this a new engagement meme I’d missed? 

“Hold up your hand!” Darla screamed, her fingers wrenching my arm as she grinned like a madwoman and examined the new rock on my hand. 

“You said yes, right?” Joe asked, a wide smile making him look so relaxed and happy I wasn’t quite sure he was really Joe. 

“Get out the ball and chain!” Trevor joked as he clapped Sam in a half-hug. 

They rushed us, bottles of champagne and little plastic cups emerging, the pop! of opened bottles and the cheers of friends happy for us filling the air, blending with the traffic, the helicopters, the murmured voices below. Someone shoved a sweet cup of bubbly at me and Sam smiled, drinking the entire cup in one chug. 

Darla produced a cake knife, plates, and forks out of thin air. “You had time to get a cake?” I marveled, giggling through happy tears.

“Always time for cake,” she and Charlotte said in unison, bursting into joyous laughter.

Sam turned to me, pulling me away from the group as they divvied up cake and champagne, making a fine noise that was the perfect soundtrack to our happily-ever-after. We looked out over the sea of lights that made up the dotted city, the view sharp and clear, life changed in the blink of an eye for me.

In the flash of light on diamond.

“Guess this wasn’t so private after all,” he whispered, arm around me, finger touching the ring.

“You planned this?”

He shook his head. “No. I think they planned it all, though.” And then he kissed me like he owned me.

And you know what?

He did.

 

THE END
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