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    To all those who walk a different path, this book is for you.

  


  
    Chapter One


    I knew I’d end up in a psych ward. A building with white walls, lumpy beds, harsh lights, and the smell of Clorox. But I hadn’t predicted the psych ward would be abandoned, sold off to the Community, a family of misfits.


    The front doors opened, and a bitter New York wind swept through the lobby, bringing two Straight Edge Community Brothers with it. One in a Yankees cap, the other in a tight black T-shirt.


    I didn’t know their names. I didn’t want to know their names.


    I never bothered with names. It made things easier that way.


    “Hey, Scarlet.” Black T-shirt Guy waved.


    I glanced over them but avoided connecting, as always. I stared at the Straight Edge poster. The large XXX provided an eye-contact safe zone, one that didn’t make me jittery.


    The poster was mocking me. No drugs. No alcohol. No promiscuous sex. They forgot one line. No life. Only an existence of rules, rules, rules. But that wasn’t life, it was safety.


    Yankee plopped down on the yellow couch. His forty-eight-hour-strength cologne surged over me like a noxious tsunami. “Did you land a job yet, Autistic One? You gonna crunch crazy numbers in your head like Rain Man?”


    I swallowed my snark. “No. I’m waiting for our mighty ruler to return.” Okay, a little seeped out.


    Yankee rubbed his pitiful attempt at a beard. It looked like long bug antennae dangling from his chin. “Cut Ton some slack. He saved you. He saved all of us. Who else would take on druggies? You would’ve been dead before your fifteenth birthday.”


    Grateful. Yes, Ton gave me life and a roof over my head. A priceless gift for an orphaned, abused teen who didn’t like to be touched without a heavy dose of street drugs. No one had ever cared until Ton. “I’m nineteen.”


    “Your skinny ass don’t look over fifteen,” Yankee said.


    Black T-shirt walked over, getting too close, invading my well known no-intruding zone. “Don’t listen to him. You’re clean. And with your mad math skills, Ton’ll have you working some high-paying finance job, or have you do his books for his electrician company.”


    Yankee shifted to the edge of the couch, his knee against my chair, threatening to touch my thigh. “She won’t last a day in a job outside the Community. Those numbers done rattled her brain.”


    “Stop being an ass. Leave her alone,” Black T-shirt said, his voice taking on an I’m-going-to-protect-this-crazy-runt tone.


    I’d been protected, isolated, confused, and imprisoned long enough to choke the life out of an orca. Still thankful, but still choking on rules.


    How would I ever know if I could deal if I lived in an overprotective, structured, decisions-made-for-me home. Was I better, or just controlled?


    His knee grazed mine, causing my crazy to awaken. A lice-infested, tiny-legs-crawling sensation claimed my scalp. With my anxiety reaching critical levels, I bolted from the common area to wait for Ton’s return in the safety of my room. A haven with no stench of bad cologne, mocking posters, or people. People expected things, like interaction. I wasn’t good with interaction.


    I wanted to be better. I tried to be better. But I worried I’d never be more than a recovering street rat.


    My fingers ached to pound piano keys, to lose myself in music, but the only thing available was my iPod. I slid my earphones in and cranked Mozart’s Symphony Number Four in D Major. The notes carried me to another world. A world of color, mystery, promises, love, loss… My world.


    I tossed my sweatshirt on my bed and crawled onto the mattress. The stiff springs groaned from age. Closing my eyes, I listened to the music and lost myself in it.


    Two songs later, a nudge to my forearm ripped me from my happy place. I opened my eyes and found Ton hovering over me, the bald, barge-sized, tattooed dictator with heart. A young girl stood in the doorway.


    I stared at her, confused. She had the same dark hair—minus the purple streak—same willowy frame, and large eyes. The same strung-out druggy blank stare.


    I tore the earphones out and pushed past him, but the stench of sweat and vomit halted me. I lifted my arm over my nose to shield from stench and sensory overload. “What’s she doing here? Why’s she in my room?”


    Ton moved between us, the thick skin on his forehead crinkling. The movement brought the lion tattooed on the top of his head to life. Two fangs slid down from his hairline, as if feasting on his anger…on my fear. That was why he was nicknamed Ton. A ton of tattoos, a ton of attitude, a ton of terror. “This is…”


    Ta-ton, Ta-ton, Ta-ton. My heart sprinted and I shrunk into myself like cornered prey. Mozart’s symphony played over in my head, each note taming my thrashing heart, dimming my fear.


    “Did you hear me?” Ton blew out a large sigh, his cheeks collapsing.


    Oh, shit. I did it again, faded out before the most important words could reach my brain. “Sure,” I said, my voice recoiling faster than my body.


    Ton rubbed his scalp as if taming his inner lion. His eyes softened, and he leaned against my desk. “She’ll be rooming here with you.”


    My lungs tightened and my stomach clenched. My adrenaline revved, heating my skin to habanero hot. “Are you insane? I can’t room with anyone. I don’t want to smell her. I don’t want to hear her. I don’t want to know her. I want a job. I want a place of my own. I want out of here.” Guilt threatened to shove me back into submission, but I needed this. I needed to know if I could survive beyond the great white walls of protection.


    “How do you think you’ll do at a job when you can’t even share a room? It’s time for you to take the next step in the process. I know you’re…sensitive. You admitted to me from day one that you needed drugs to handle sounds, lights, touch. I’ve talked to a professional, and he offered—”


    “No. No shrinks. I’m ready. I know you want to protect me. You want to protect everyone, but I’m ready to stand on my own.”


    He lowered his head as if to find the answers on his work boots. “I tell you what. You make it a month sharing this room with her and I’ll find a job for you.” He stuck his face inches from mine.


    I chewed the inside of my cheek and curled my toes but resisted the urge to shrink away from him. He was playing dirty now. I’d be damned if I’d let him win. “Prove it.”


    “Prove what?”


    “That there’s really a job. I told you I wanted out of New York and you agreed. There’re too many bad memories for me here. I’m ready to start over.”


    He flinched but recovered quickly. His entire six-foot-four-inch frame of solid muscle froze. All his tattoos―the dragons, vipers, and scorpions―froze.


    I froze.


    All I heard in the silence of the building was my pounding heart.


    “I have a friend in Atlanta,” Ton said finally. “He’ll hire you.”


    “Call him. Call him now.” I rose onto my tiptoes and forced my gaze to meet his. The second hand on the wall clock behind me ticked twice, the longest I’d managed to hold eye contact.


    His authoritative stare ordered me into submission and my gaze dropped to his forearm. That damn clock ticked ten more times. Ton’s hand fisted, the scorpion’s tail arching to strike me. Dizziness took hold, as if its poison had already entered my system, but I stood my ground.


    “If I call the guy, will you chill? No more outbursts, no more attacks that would send you back under the bridge I pulled you from?”


    I cringed. Ton would do anything for anyone, but he’d never soften the truth. Every word hit like a punch to the gut. What gave me the right to disrespect him? Yankee was right about one thing. Ton had saved me. He’d picked me up out of the gutter, sat by my side while I detoxed, held my head when I was married to the toilet for days, clothed me, fed me, talked to me, but did that mean I had to remain a slave to the Community for the rest of my life?


    I swallowed the dryness of regrets and nodded.


    Ton slid his cell from his pocket and dialed a number before turning his back to me and holding up one finger to the girl still trembling in the doorway. It was time to stand on my own and stop mooching off Ton and the Community he’d created. This girl, and others, needed food and shelter.


    “Hey, man. It’s Ton.” He rubbed the back of his neck, as if to rub away his fears of letting me go. The large X on the back of his neck rippled.


    I nudged closer.


    “I’ve got a girl here, Scarlet. She needs a job. You think you can find something for her at your place, the Midtown Diner?”


    I held my breath, listening, hoping, willing the man on the other end of the line to say yes, but I could only make out muffles.


    “No worries about stealing. She’s more the artistic type than criminal.”


    Mumbling.


    “Yep, I’d consider it a favor.”


    More mumbling.


    “Great. I’ll drive her down when I can. I’ll see you then.” Ton lowered the phone and faced me. “You’ve got a job. Give back to the Community and help this girl detox, be her clean buddy for a month, and I’ll drive you to Atlanta myself. Show me you can handle dealing with another person before I send you out into the world on your own.”


    “Ton, I’m not ready to help anyone, especially a girl on the brink of destruction. You’re asking too much from me.”


    “You can and you will,” Ton commanded, using his addiction-police voice. “If you want me to call in favors and get you set up in the outside world, you show me you can handle life.”


    “It’s different. I’ll serve food, wipe tables, not rehab my former self.”


    Ton pushed from the desk, but instead of calling his inner warrior that made people obey, he leaned close, without touching me. “You can do this. I believe in you.”


    Believe in me? No one ever believed in me. I didn’t believe in me, but I had to try. “Fine.” To hell it was fine. One look at my doppelganger and I knew I’d never make it. I would never survive playing the sober sister role. It was asking too much. I wanted to help. To pay back the community and all they’d done for me. To help the former me. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t be the soft, sensitive, strong support person she needed.


    “Great. Find her some clean clothes and get her bathed. I’ll be back to check on you both before dinner.” Ton gently placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “You’re safe here.” Then he left. Left me to repay the debt I owed the Community, one I had hoped he’d never collect on.


    Unable to look directly at her, I kept her in my peripheral vision. “Come on. I’ll heat up the shower. The handle labels are backward.” I headed for the bathroom down the hall, but I wanted to go farther, beyond the restrictive walls of the psych ward, to a new life.


    But if I ran away, I’d be shunned by the Community. I’d be blacklisted, never allowed to come back. I’d be alone.


    Alone?


    Perfect. I’d leave tonight, a few hours after Ton called lights out.


    I eyed the girl trailing behind me. The world of pain and debilitating emotions she faced required strength and understanding, not a mess of a person who would resort to hiding in the corner with her hands over her ears.


    If only I wasn’t…me. I would help and be a functioning member of the community. Paying back the love and support they’d given me. Save the next soul that stumbled through the double doors into a white-walled welcome wagon of support.


    Ton had a new project now. Hopefully she wouldn’t be a disappointment.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    I slipped my notepad into my apron pocket and followed the sunshine-colored tile past the hostess stand of Midtown Diner. Same ritual I’d followed after the morning meeting each day for the last week. Sizzles warned of an approaching fajita platter, so I pinched my nose to guard against the overwhelming onion aroma and sidestepped. This time I avoided colliding with the solid mass of attitude who waited tables one station over.


    People rushed by, but I managed to X them out of the equation and concentrated on the Midtown Diner sign swinging to the beat of the house band. In the first hour at my new job, I discovered the rhythmic combination provided a focal point for my ears and eyes, allowing me to keep from having an epic attack. An epic attack of attitude. My ultimate defense against all that was evil in the world. I needed this job if I was truly going to be independent, so I had to play happy waitress.


    “Scarlet, move it! I didn’t hire you to stand around daydreaming all day.” The stout, balding general manager snapped his fingers two inches from my nose. “I know Ton said you were the artistic type, but I don’t have time for daydreamers.”


    The world began to whirl around me once more, bombarding me with light and sound. I knew I couldn’t stay buried in my head. I had a job to do. A job that Ton had recommended me for despite my issues.


    I shoved from the wall, plastered on a smile like I was in a tooth-whitening commercial, and greeted my next table of customers. “Good evening.”


    “It’s about time.” Without waiting for my reply, a woman launched into a tirade, the string of words pounding faster than a food chopper grinding my skull.


    I dug my half-bitten nails into my palm for distraction. Pain, self-stimulation, it didn’t matter what the social worker called it. It was my only means to control my desire to flee. “Can I take your order?” What did she know? She’d removed me from my foster home and dropped me in a juvenile facility after my psycho foster mom caught my foster dad and I partying. The social worker told me I used drugs to numb pain, and to be touched, but what my foster dad did was wrong. No charges were filed, and I paid the price. No way I could live in a center. If it wasn’t for Ton I’d be dead.


    The woman quirked her platypus lips, but they remained puckered as if she’d battled a Dyson vacuum cleaner and lost. “Hello?” A hand waved in front of my eyes, snagging my attention to discover her eyeing me with the look of a nun analyzing a prostitute. Her nose crinkled, then she returned to the menu in front of her. “I’ll have the Fiesta salad, no cilantro, no corn, no meat, and the dressing on the side.”


    My eyes rolled faster than a drunk on his fiftieth shot of tequila. Although my mind had acknowledged the no attitude memo from the owner, my body had ignored it. “So, you want lettuce with a side of dressing?”


    The Marilyn Monroe wannabe sat forward, clearly appalled, but the guy at her side tossed his dark waves back from his forehead and stretched with an ease of comfort in any setting. “Well, she has a point.”


    Marilyn smacked his arm before her hand drew circles on his overly tight T-shirt–covered chest. “Oh, honey.” Her rooster cackles echoed, bouncing off the walls, other tables, and my eardrums.


    I fought my desire to launch her out the front door to spare the patrons, myself, and the dead from her grinding-metal laugh.


    “Do you need to write this down, young lady?” Her condescending tone bulldozed my willpower to maintain my facade of normal.


    No. My brain cells haven’t been murdered by bleach, thanks. The words clawed for release, but I managed to hold them back. “And you, honey? What would you like?” Okay, maybe one snarky remark slipped.


    The man held his knuckles to his lips as if contemplating his order, but his tight cheeks indicated his restrained laughter. He was handsome. Not good-looking handsome, stop-the-sensory-swirling-world handsome. Him. Me. No noise, no lights, no smells. Too bad I couldn’t live in my crazy with him.


    The woman’s head spun food-processor quick my way. No matter how hard I tried, the unbearable sensation of her eyes penetrating my soul cowed me into bad dog position. My mother’s words from childhood whispered in my head. It takes practice to look a person in the eyes.


    The dark-haired man-filet cleared his throat. “I’ll have a cheeseburger.”


    “Want anything special?” The velvety tone of my voice matched his smile.


    “No, regular is good enough for me.”


    I tucked the pad back into my apron. “I’ll have that right out for you and Monroe wannabe.”


    Crap. The words broke through my mouth barrier.


    Ms. Monroe tapped her painted nail against the tabletop four times. “Do you know who I am?”


    No. I don’t subscribe to Snob Weekly.


    I tugged at the scratchy-collared uniform shirt they forced me to wear then scribbled on my pad. Writing instead of saying kept me from unemployment. “No, I don’t.”


    “I’m someone you don’t want to mess with, little girl. I’m Margo Elswood.” She scooted to the end of her booth and stood on her Lady Gaga shoes. “I’m going to find the manager.”


    Great. Now I’d done it. Why’d I have to be so hostile? What did the social worker call it? A coping mechanism for sensory issues? Of course, why did she have to be such a tool?


    Man-filet stopped her with a soft touch to her arm. “Don’t worry about her. Focus on me,” he said, his voice dripping with enough sex appeal to match his Vin Diesel tone.


    I made my way to the ordering kiosk where my GM stood with his micro-managerial hat firmly in place. “You need any help?”


    “No, sir.” I made quick work of entering the order to avoid further convo with him.


    “You need to use your pad so you don’t forget anything,” GM said.


    “No worries. I don’t need to write it down.”


    He crossed his arms over his chest in that I’m-the-boss stance. “I gave you this job as a favor. Don’t blow it. You’ve served nothing but attitude since you started here, and it doesn’t sit well with me. Being a waitress requires people skills, and I’m not seeing much of that from you.”


    “I thought we were talking about the computer.” I grabbed a water pitcher and returned to work, my mind abandoning the conversation to calculate tile patterns beneath my feet. With the crowd’s ear-piercing volume and mixed smells of food and perfume, I needed something to hold my concentration.


    Perhaps this waitress thing wasn’t the right job for me. Not that it mattered. I had to make it work if I was going to be able to survive on my own. Who else would hire an ex-addict high-school dropout with an attitude and no job history? I’d managed to find that abandoned warehouse space only a few blocks from here for sleeping until I could afford a place. There had been no mention of a place to stay before my middle-of-the-night escape. I had saved just enough money from my Community chores for food until my paycheck. Everything had fallen into place; I couldn’t wreck it now.


    After filling water glasses and dropping off stacks of napkins, I retrieved the problem couple’s food from the warmer window, but my feet stuck to the tacky daffodil-colored tile. I forced one foot to move, then the other.


    Slurp. Pop. Slurp. Pop.


    The vibration carried up my calf and thigh to my hips then shook each rib. How long had it been since someone cleaned the sticky floor? I longed to grab a mop and make it stop, but I continued despite the feeling of garbage disposal blades slashing at my ankles.


    With a forced smile, I lowered the plates. He returned my gesture, a gazillion-dollar smile that probably melted most women’s knees. One of my knees trembled slightly. Well, I was human, too. A whisper of a girl and clothed in Goodwill rejects, but human.


    “I told you to write it down,” Monroe sneered. “I said no meat, no corn, no cilantro, and no tomatoes.” She huffed and lifted one perfectly manicured hand toward the GM, who stood at the end of the aisle. A breeze from the propped-open front doors sent her smoldering-weed perfume my way. My gut wrenched and my gag reflex engaged.


    “Is that necessary?” Filet’s beaming smile dwarfed to a failing night-light.


    The overhead lightbulb flickered, shooting stabbing pain into my brain. My heartbeat quickened, stinging my chest.


    “Can I help you, Miss Elswood?” The GM stood at my side, his gaze dipping to her voluptuous half-exposed breasts and back to her full lips.


    At that moment, I knew she’d won. She snagged him easily in her web of beauty and societal superiority.


    “Yes, sir,” she drawled with the sensuality of a jazz singer. “This young lady refused to write down my order, and now she’s ruined it.”


    “She ordered a Fiesta salad with no cilantro, no meat, and no corn. I remember everything,” I said, my voice lowering to that of a simpering child. Dang, I hated when my body betrayed me.


    “No. I ordered a Fiesta salad with no cilantro, no meat, no corn, no tomato, and no attitude.” She ran a finger down the neckline of her dress, accentuating her cleavage for my boss. And the dumb animal took the bait, practically drooling as he stood there.


    “I don’t recall you saying no tomatoes.” Filet winked at me, his dark lashes fluttering with the promise to save me from the vengeful tramp at his side.


    Her head whipped around like she’d been possessed. “No, I’m sure you’re mistaken.”


    He closed his mouth like the good little pet he probably was. “Whatever.” With that one word, his status faded from conqueror to mosquito. Damn him. She must be a beast in bed.


    “We’ll make it right, miss. I’m so sorry for your trouble. Scarlet, take this back to the kitchen and order it correctly this time.”


    I bit my tongue and snagged her plate.


    The woman nudged her companion’s plate with one finger, as if she’d missed her cootie vaccination. “You’ll have to remake Drake’s, too, or it’ll be cold.”


    “I’m fine, really.” He opened his mouth as if offering a lifeline, but he’d already blown it.


    “I’d be happy to.” I reached across the table and retrieved his plate. I about-faced toward the kitchen and took a step. My ankle snagged on the corner of the chair, but my upper body didn’t stop. The plates slid from my arms. I squeezed my fingers to maintain my grip, but they flew into the air. My palms broke my fall and the plates crashed, one by my ear, the other on my head. Lettuce, ketchup, and embarrassment coated my face.


    I didn’t have to look to know all eyes were on me.


    Two snaps sounded from behind before GM knelt by my right ear. “Get yourself cleaned up then leave. I don’t care what I owe Ton. You’re out of here.” His hot breath burrowed into my ear.


    I shivered and shot up, only to slide in ketchup. Several slips and a knock on my head later, I stood. With chin held high, I marched to the back and out the dented metal door. There was no need to hang around. I wouldn’t be paid anyway.


    


    I slid butt-first to the damp, ash-colored alley and lowered my head to my hands. The pounding subsided, and the realization of losing my job caused the sting of tears in my eyes. I’d failed again. If only I could control my attitude and actually learn to cope with the world. There had to be a job out there where I didn’t have to deal with people. Didn’t have to listen to glasses clinking or people shouting or look at flickering lights. Tears itched at the corners of my eyes, but I refused to allow them to fall. Crying was a waste of time—a weakness. I’d learned that by my third foster home.


    I rocked and cupped my hands over my ears to protect myself from the buzzing of the streetlamp, the honking of car horns, the squealing of brakes.


    And my failure.


    After a few moments, the swirls of unease tamed to a steady current and I took a long, cleansing breath, despite the smell of garbage and sour rags rotting in the September heat.


    The door at my side flew open, sending rats, roaches, and forgotten souls scattering. “What the hell is wrong with you?” GM said. “Ton said he didn’t think you’d hack it on your own, something about being different, but that is too much.”


    When did he speak to Ton? He hadn’t mentioned I was different the day he called GM about the job.


    “Get your skinny ass out of here and don’t come back. That woman in there is the daughter of one of the wealthiest real estate tycoons in all of Atlanta. Her father could easily buy this entire block and force me out.” He paced in front of me. “Listen, here’s forty bucks.”


    Two twenty-dollar bills floated to the wet asphalt in front of me.


    Why did everyone treat me like a street whore?


    “That should get you some food and clothing at least.” He clutched the faded silver handle to the back entrance of the restaurant and wrenched it open. The high-pitched sound shot a shiver through me and I squeezed my knees to my chest.


    He hovered over me, no doubt judging me. No doubt thankful he had a way out of his promise to Ton. “You’ll probably just spend it on drugs, so I’m not paying you for the week. Besides, you broke dishes. We’ll call it even.”


    The door slammed shut.


    Alone. Again. The way I preferred life.


    I traced the red ketchup stains dotting the knees of my skinny jeans. The two twenties flittered in the breeze, so I snatched them and pressed my trembling hands to my chest. It was more than enough money to score something. In only minutes, the anxiety and pain would vanish.


    That was the mindset of an addict. Drugs cured all ailments, healed all wounds. But I’d learned what happened next. The aftermath of a good forget-all high.


    “No. That’s not my answer anymore.” I slid the bills into my front pocket, shoved from the ground, and retrieved my one-year-clean tag from my other pocket. With the tag firmly in my grip, I left the alley and turned the corner.


    Drake and Ms. Monroe stood outside the restaurant. I halted and eyed the street. There was no escape route without one of them spotting me, so I retreated into the shadows.


    “You didn’t have to cause such a scene.” He ran a hand through his thick hair in a way I’d seen men do in underwear commercials. I could only see the back of him. His strong ass accentuated by his tight jeans, his muscular back and massive shoulders called to me. I could get lost with him for a few minutes.


    If only I didn’t want to run as soon as the act was over and need drugs to get through it, maybe I would make a good prostitute. But no, all that touching was too much.


    I leaned in to hear more.


    “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were attracted to that bony brat.”


    “Margo, you’re being ridiculous.” He rested his gladiator shoulder against the brick wall, tugging his shirt tighter across his back.


    “Am I? Admit it. You thought she was attractive.” Margo swayed on her platform diva shoes.


    Me? I grabbed the gutter at the corner of the building to keep from tumbling into the street.


    Drake lifted and lowered his hands in a mini shrug. “She was pretty, sure, but I didn’t disrespect you in any way.” He sighed. “I’m tired of your insecurities.”


    “Insecurities? I am not insecure. I’m a beautiful, intelligent woman with a future. There are men lining up to date me.”


    Drake pushed back his shoulders and stiffened. “Your threats are getting old.”


    “Threats? I’m not threatening you. I’ve never held the fact that my father could shut down your little club with just a snap of my fingers over your head and leave you with nothing. Or that I’m the only thing stopping him.”


    He shook his head. “You just did.”


    So, the little tramp was holding his business over his head. A spark of interest returned. If only I could hold his hand the way normal people did, or cuddle, or spoon in the night. The only way I’d ever be able to kiss, or hug, or touch would be in a heavy fog of street-drug sedation. But I’d made a promise never to take that route again. My body could use the release of constant hormones. I traced the X on the back of my wrist, the tattoo to remind me of my promise to remain on the right path, to agree with the rules of Straight Edge.


    No drugs.


    No promiscuous sex.


    No self-destructive behavior.


    An easy task while living in the Straight Edge community, in Ton’s makeshift home for the crazies, but here I was on my own. If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up in jail, institutionalized, or dead.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Drip, drip, drip.


    Sigh.


    Drip, drip, drip.


    The water trickled over the pipe, drowning my patience. I was thankful to have any shelter, even if it was in an upstairs back room of an abandoned warehouse, but if that pipe would stop dripping I’d be happier. The forever optimistic words of Ton rattled through my brain: be thankful for all the gifts and don’t concentrate on the letdowns of life. This warehouse was definitely a blessing over a shelter full of snoring, smelly, sickly people who wanted to talk about their troubles. I’d been lucky to find my quiet home the first night I arrived in Atlanta.


    I threw the thin blanket off my body, shot up from my makeshift bed on the floor, and kicked my adversarial pipe. Then I stormed back to the other side of the abandoned warehouse storage room.


    Silence. Ah, finally.


    Thwank. Chalang, chalang. Beurp.


    Drip, drip, drip.


    I huffed. Huffed for the hours I had spent walking the pavement, looking for a job, only to find one Help Wanted sign. Huffed for the hours I laid awake listening to the dripping water. Huffed at the middle of the night temptation to score so I could sleep. Huffed at the hours I lived with my uncharged iPod—my Kevlar suit against noises. Most of all, it just felt good to huff.


    I lifted the corner of the worn newspaper and peaked out through the murky glass. Years of pollution blocked my line of sight, so I lowered it again. A twinge in my lower back stole the air from my lungs. A Chihuahua had less aches after a dogfight. Sleeping on the hard wooden floor was better than when I’d spent my nights under that bridge, but apparently living in the psych ward had made me weak. I needed to toughen up if I was going to fight for the bartender gig at that club, Bands. Ton would never approve of an addict in a club, but alcohol was never my downfall, but I’d still abstain. No need to stand on the edge of a muddy, unstable cliff in a heavy rain.


    The club was probably owned by some old fat man with a ZZ Top beard and comb-over, but it didn’t matter. I’d work for Donald Trump if it meant I could listen to music instead of snotty bitches. Hopefully the man needed reading glasses and my fake ID would pass with no issue. No one would hire a girl who wasn’t old enough to drink to serve alcohol at their club. Mental note, never buy an ID from a man named Snake on a bus from New York to Atlanta.


    I twisted. Snaps and pops cracked along my spine. Muscles relaxed, freeing me to move, so I snagged my watch and glanced at the digital face. Nine fifteen. Forty-five minutes until Bands opened. A place with music and darkness and people with attitudes.


    My utopia.


    My pulse echoed three times faster than the dripping water. I crossed the cracked cement floor to my bag, retrieved my washcloth, and held it under the frigid, dripping water. Each drop pierced my skin with an icy chill.


    I wiped the scratchy cloth over my face and arms before tugging my pants from my duffel and sliding them over my trembling legs.


    Once I snagged that job, I’d upgrade. Hopefully the club owner didn’t mind a Goodwill fashionista for a bartender. After running a comb through my long, dark waves, I shoved everything into my duffel, except my dead iPod and charger, then hid my bag behind the old water heater in the corner.


    I clutched the exposed pipe and shimmied to the bottom floor. More newspapers covered the windows on the front doors, so I peeled a corner back and peeked through the murky, taped-up glass. The world looked muted, less intense. If only reality were that euphoric.


    It was time for me to snag that job. Not one Ton had found for me. Had he chosen that job because he knew I could never handle it? He knew of my issues with noise, smells, lights, and anything else that assaulted my senses or invaded my person. Waitressing seemed like a job for a master graduate of the real world rather than a high school dropout of life, but he wouldn’t have done anything to hurt me. Would he?


    He’d sobered me with some strong will, offering me an accepting group of supporters. He’d taken care of me until I could manage on my own. I owed him my life, not my attitude.


    Shaking the dizzying thoughts from my head, I cracked the door and searched the alleyway for any homeless. I wasn’t about to give up my oasis to every vagrant within a ten-mile radius.


    With a quick exit, I slung the chain around the handle and silver hook protruding from the brick wall. I yanked the lock I’d purchased yesterday from my pants pocket and secured the door to keep out any unwanted trespassers, like myself.


    I shuffled through the alley to the corner. Skyscrapers towered overhead. Restaurants, convenience stores, and coffeehouses owned the bottom-floor real estate along the street. Loud honks, people shouting, and sirens blaring halted my steps. How did people live with all this noise pollution? Not to mention, the smells were worse than a druggy vomiting from withdrawal.


    Despite the fact no music sang through my earphones, I slid them into my ears and walked along the sidewalk through town to the skate park. It took longer than I’d expected, but the enormous warehouse-looking structure towered at the edge of the other side of the park. Bands. A strange building with an eclectic appearance. It looked like an old mill meets 1940s theater, with its large wooden water wheel out front, ticket booth, and marquee.


    A line of people snaked around the side of the stone-faced, wood-beamed building. There was no way I could wait that long. Too many people, too long a line for my kind of crazy. Someday I’d conquer that demon, but not tonight. Tonight, I needed to land that job I’d crashed enough clubs without paying to know another way existed. The band entrance.


    I snuck around back and traipsed up a steep ramp until I found the loading and unloading zone where an eighties wannabe hair band member hefted a set of drums from an SUV.


    “Come on. We’re up next. Get a move on.” A shaggy-haired boy’s voice cracked with more irritation than the cymbals clanking at the hands of his band mate.


    I raced around the dark-blue Toyota 4Runner that had seen more miles than some of the bums in New York. “Here, let me help. I’m the bartender. I’ll carry one in on my way.”


    “Thanks.” He cocked an old man caterpillar eyebrow at me. Probably the other kid’s father. “Aren’t you a little young to be bartending?”


    “No.” Shit, shit, shit. I hoped my ID would speak louder than my skinny frame.


    I snatched a guitar case and eyed the peeling paint, missing boards, and crumbling stone facade. Yep, I’d fit right in. I entered the building through the backstage entrance. Black walls, curtains, and pipes decorated the place in a dungeon motif. It swaddled me in loving arms of darkness. A small room to my left housed all the band equipment, so I dropped the case, nodded to the band members, then bolted through the backstage entrance to the bar area.


    Two bars, one on each side of the dance floor, served the swarming patrons. The one to the left was small so only the one bartender would fit, but the busier one to the right housed two registers, plenty of room, and only one bartender. The lone bartender was zooming around behind the lacquered wood structure, people shouting orders at him. A medieval wrought iron chandelier swayed with the techno beat blaring from the overhead speakers. People crowded together underneath it, some dancing, others trying to scream into one another’s ears over the music.


    This was my shot to prove my worth before sharing my job history. After a deep breath, I slid under the bar counter and greeted the first Goth-dressed, black-lipstick-wearing customer. “Whatcha want?”


    “Whiskey sour,” the patron shouted.


    I grabbed the bottle of whiskey and the sour mix, pouring with precision while scanning the bar menu pricing, then slid an orange rind on the edge of the glass. The man tossed a twenty next to the drink, so I made quick change and pocketed the tip.


    The bartender at my side banged on the other register, his full attention on abusing the device. “Damn thing!”


    “Beer!” A man with skinny shoulders pointed.


    “What’s wrong?” I asked, popping the cap off a bottle of beer and sliding it to the patron.


    His attention remained fixed on the machine in front of him. “Register won’t give change.”


    “Whatcha got?”


    He glanced my way with a welcome-to-the-island smile. He tugged the floral print shirt away from his chest and mopped his brow with a napkin.


    “I can help, or you can keep beating that machine until you’ve got nothing to work with.”


    His face angled to the side, reminding me of an old Hawaiian doll I’d once had at a foster house. “One Long Island Tea, two rum and Cokes, a beer, and a cheeseburger with fries.”


    I saw the two twenties in the customer’s hand. “Food tax seven percent?”


    “Yeah.” He swiped his brow again.”


    “$34.63. Your change is $5.37.”


    “Who are you?” the bartender asked. A red light flashed over his dark skin, illuminating his Hawaiian shirt.


    I averted my gaze to make change once more. “The new bartender.”


    “Awesome!” The overweight man, who looked like he belonged in a Polynesian luau more than a pop-punk and heavy-metal club, winked at me. He reminded me of Ton. A big brotherly type, but softer, friendlier, happier. I liked him. “You starting already? Boss said he hadn’t even interviewed anyone yet.”


    “It’s all good. I’m ready to work.”


    A dozen more patrons shouted orders across the bar. The other bartender poured and served while I made quick change. I spotted a plug behind the bar. Score! I slipped my iPod from my pocket. Liquor and grunge covered the outlet, so I snagged a rag and wiped down the plastic front and counter.


    “You shouldn’t even try that, Einstein. You’ll be lucky if you don’t electrocute yourself.” He chuckled, but his boisterous laugh didn’t compete with the band warming up onstage.


    Einstein? I longed for the music to start. I welcomed the distraction from my sticky hands. Perhaps I could buy some Wet-Naps before my next shift. “Einstein?”


    “Yeah, it fits you and your mad math.” He flipped a bottle over and poured whiskey then sprayed soda into the plastic cup.


    This felt good, right. I’d never been able to joke with someone before. There was something about him. “Okay, Hawaiian.”


    His laugh was cut off when a hand slammed onto the top of the bar.


    “I’ll be right with you.” I made quick change and handed it to Hawaiian.


    “Hey, Einstein. You sure the boss hired you?” He kept his gaze on me while handing the drink over to the customer.


    “Just give me the money and I’ll make change. Let me worry about wowing the boss. I got this.” I reached over Hawaiian and snagged a few ones from his drawer before slipping the twenty inside.


    He clicked his heels and saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”


    A hand with a fancy class ring thumped against the bar. I followed the fingers up the arm then higher before the band strummed another few off-key notes. It was his face. The one from the restaurant.


    “Oh, great. Is Boobs-On-A-Stick here to have me fired again?” I cupped my hands in front of my mini-breasts. Not the size triple F’s he obviously preferred. “Listen, keep her away. Unlike the last job, I happen to like this one.”


    “You do?” His head quirked to the side, causing a chunk of dark hair to fall over his brow. The tip rested on a sexy scar, a sexy bad-boy scar. But his eyes were soft, inviting, compassionate. Maybe he wasn’t the epic whipped-boy-toy I thought he was. He’d made an effort, and if her dad was that real estate tycoon that could buy his building and shut him down, she had him by the business-balls.


    He offered his hand. “Name’s Drake Markham.”


    I nodded but didn’t reciprocate. My reaction to touch would alert him to my uber-issues.


    “So, you work here now?” Drake asked.


    “Yes.” I spotted the band signaling the sound tech that they’d finished warming up and knew the music would end this conversation soon.


    Hawaiian tossed an empty bottle over his shoulder into the trash. “She’s awesome. Can make change in her head and shit. Einstein here has crazy math skills. Awesome when the machine don’t work.”


    “That’s high praise.” Drake pushed from the mahogany bar top, his biceps straining against his thin T-shirt.


    Spotlight was never my thing, and the way his gaze fixed on me I wanted to down a shot to dull the nerves. I traced the X on the back of my wrist, reminding me of my promise to remain straight. No drugs.


    “Let’s see what you’ve got.” His gaze penetrated me like he could see through my lies.


    “Okay. Whatcha want?” I asked.


    Drake rubbed his stubble-coated jaw, the kind that screamed strength, sensuality, and sex. “Surprise me.”


    That all too familiar Dr. Hyde part of me took hold. “Sure.” I began mixing every fruity concoction together while remembering what flavors mixed well and which tasted like shit. I dropped a few cherries and orange slices into the drink and handed it to him.


    He eyed the concoction in the clear plastic cup. “And what’s this?”


    “BBBW.”


    Resting his elbows on the bar, he tapped his class ring against the surface three times.


    I strummed my fingers against my jeans. “Stands for Big-Boobed Bitch Whipped.”


    Drake roared with laughter, cut short by the hard banging drum sounding off the start of the band’s first song. “Not whipped anymore. I’m done with Margo and any woman who only cares about money.”


    I scanned the bar for the next customer, but they’d all turned to watch the show.


    “I like you,” Drake shouted over the bass guitarist.


    I couldn’t think of a snarky comeback with the thu-thump, thu-thump pounding in my ears. A thought formed. I opened my mouth, but he slid from the stool and walked away. Not just any kind of walk—a hip-swaying, firm-ass, I-know-how-to-move-more-places-than-the-dance-floor kind of walk.


    I closed my eyes to calm my overactive hormones and shut my mouth that was still hanging open, trying to form words. After being celibate for a year and running into such eye candy, this was going to be tough. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be around much. Otherwise, my promise to my Straight Edge family would come to a quick demise. I knew where the slope of promiscuity led from experience. A quick one-night stand worked better for me than love and relationships. But I wouldn’t survive that path again. It was worse than alcohol or drugs. This time I’d be lost forever.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Cymbals crashed from the band’s last song, accentuating my pounding headache. With no beat or organization to the song, it grated on my last frayed nerves.


    Shwalack.


    Hawaiian tossed a rag at me, the damp sludge smacking into my chest. I removed it and wiped down the bar, but it left behind a sour odor. Ugh, I’d have to go to the laundromat. This definitely wasn’t going to come out with dripping pipe water that smelled of sulfur. “Hey, Hawaiian. What was the owner thinking with that last band?”


    He scanned the empty dance floor and shrugged before I spotted Drake strutting into the room.


    With a huff, I ignored him and his swaying hips. I wiped down the sticky, liquored bar. “Seriously? Is the owner trying to lose his business?”


    Drake slid onto the bar seat with a wicked grin. “Why do you say that?”


    I fixed my attention on his dark eyebrows, the safe zone, where it looked like I was making eye contact without actually having to do so. Unfortunately, the way his eyebrows danced the tango, I imagined him dipping me back with a flower between my teeth.


    Abstinence sucked.


    “It doesn’t matter.” I rubbed the rag over the bar top and crinkled my nose to stop the intrusion of stale beer and sour dishtowel. Okay, so the job wasn’t ideal, but it was better than most.


    “Tell me. I’m fascinated. I went to marketing school, so I’d love to know what you think. I mean, you’re right. The owner doesn’t seem to have a clue.” He cupped his hand to the side of his mouth as if to whisper a secret. His full lips moved to say more, and I was lost to their alluring motion. “You can tell me.”


    I shrugged and squatted to clean a few crushed plastic cups off the dingy, stained floor. When I stood, he was in my space. In front of me, towering above me, breathing my air. His aroma teased. It wasn’t some cheap cologne that usually made me gag, but a mild, calming scent, like his movements. Poetic. Non-threatening. Inviting. His closeness didn’t make me want to cower away. “I-I…”


    He cupped my elbow and pulled me closer. “Come on, out with it. What does the wise new bartender have to say?”


    I straightened, refusing to retreat from his advance. Refused to retreat from his warm, soft touch on my elbow, his warm breath on my cheek, his closeness. Maybe I was getting better? Able to handle people. Or maybe it was just him. “The first two bands could hold a tune, but the third one tanked by their second song. And the last band. The last band sucked. It’s as if last week three old geezers got together in a garage after coding at their day jobs and decided to form a band. Two practices later, they played here.”


    The front door slammed. “I’ll meet you outside in a bit,” the bouncer called to someone in the hallway on the other side of the large space.


    I lowered my voice. “Not to mention the bartender across the floor drinking more shots than he served, the ticket man abandoning his post for a booty call, and the bouncer exchanging free admittance for drugs. If you own a business, don’t you stick around to manage it?”


    His gaze traveled the length of me with that familiar, hungry, testosterone-filled expression men perfected. It only flashed. By the time his tongue finished swiping his lips he regained his controlled composure. He pushed his shoulders back but put his flirtatious dimples into play. “You don’t think too highly of the owner, do you?”


    Hawaiian tossed another bottle into the trash with a loud clank.


    I jumped then scowled. “Listen, you asked. I told you. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do.” I maneuvered around him and kicked several cups into a pile.


    “That’s right, you’re the new bartender,” Drake said more to Hawaiian than to me.


    “She’s the best we got.” Hawaiian’s words blurred by at breakneck speed with that welcome-home voice. The man made a great partner. He didn’t smell bad or make weird noises or touch me.


    Drake pivoted to face Hawaiian. “Is she now? Did you hire her? I didn’t know you had the authority?”


    Authority? As in boss?


    Oh my God! I’m such a frickin’ idiot. I paused halfway to the floor to pick up the litter. My breath squished into a tight ball and lodged in my gut.


    Drake hopped off the stool and crowded me. “Ah, Sunshine. Caught on, I see.”


    My face burned. I knew my cheeks’ color matched my name. I stood. Ignoring the zing through my body, the one that made my senses rise a thousand degrees past the temperature of my embarrassment showing on my skin. “Listen, man. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean no disrespect.”


    “None taken. I prefer honesty.” He slid his hands into his front pockets and propped his elbows on the bar behind him, crossing one leg in front of the other and resting his toe on the floor. Did he mean to pose like a demon ready to take my soul through sex appeal?


    I shook off the image and crushed the plastic cup in my palm. Sticky red juice flowed down my arm. I passed him, my eyes on my fingers, unable to concentrate on anything until I removed the gooey substance from my hands. I flipped the water faucet on. Cool water showered me with relief for a second until the coldness penetrated my skin with icy bullets.


    Hawaiian gathered the edges of the large black trash bag and yanked it from the bucket. “Listen, I know it’s none of my concern, but she’s awesome. We did twice the business as usual. Thanks to her mad calculation skills, the bad register didn’t slow us down. Not to mention her focus. I mean, she didn’t get one drink wrong.”


    Drake’s lower back still leaned against the bar top. His head lowered and I heard the squeal of his shoe against the floor. I eyed his frame, the perfect V shape from his shoulders to his thin waist. Strong arms beckoned to surround me. Not Schwarzenegger big like Ton, but powerful enough to lift me into any position. His T-shirt didn’t hide his delicious chest, either. I loved muscles. But it was more. An unspoken promise of…comfort.


    Overhead lights turned on. I blocked the blinding white with the back of my hand and eyed the sludgy mess remaining on the black floor. The stabbing knives of brightness to my brain broke through my lust.


    I inhaled a deep breath, attempting to ignore the stomach-churning fumes and focus. If I didn’t do something, I’d lose this job. “I’m a hard worker.”


    “I have no doubt. If Walter recommends you, that’s as good as it gets.”


    “Really?” My insides floated with the promise of a better life, one where I controlled my fate. Not some foster parent or Straight Edge rule. No, I’d take care of myself for once. “Wait, Walter? That’s your name?”


    Walter shrugged. “You can call me Hawaiian if you want.” He halted by Drake’s side. “Only she can call me that, though.”


    Drake held up his hands in front of him. “Hey, I wouldn’t even think it.”


    Hawaiian shuffled out the door with trash bag in hand.


    “So, I’ve got the job?” I shuffled left and right, trying not to squeal like a little girl about to get her first Barbie doll. The dream of any toys ended a decade of Christmases ago when I realized Santa didn’t visit foster kids.


    He squeezed his temples between his pointer finger and thumb. “How old are you?”


    “I’m twenty-one,” I blurted.


    He held out his palm. “Show me your ID.”


    I pulled my duct tape wallet from my back pocket and retrieved the ID.


    He scanned it for about two seconds. “Now, hand me your real one.”


    Flames licked the back of my neck. Busted. Shit. “What do you mean? That’s my ID.”


    “I’ve been a bouncer since I faked my age to work as one. Now I own a club. You don’t think I can spot a fake ID?”


    I froze. If I showed him my real ID, I’d never get the job. “What’s it matter? You have proof I’m twenty-one. Now you can have me work at your bar.”


    “You might think I don’t know how to run a business, but I do. And when I run your social and do a background check, I’ll know your real age. Save me the hassle and tell me the truth.” He handed me back the ID and put his hands on his hips in that God-like statue pose. His charm, or spell, distracted me enough to pull my real ID from my wallet.


    “As I thought, nineteen.”


    “Almost twenty,” I added.


    “It doesn’t matter. You’re not twenty-one, which means you’re not old enough to drink, which means you’re not old enough to work as my bartender. I won’t lose my business by hiring an underage girl to work behind the bar, no matter how beautiful she is. Heck, you’d probably bring half the guys in the city to this bar. I’m not stupid; I saw the men lining up to buy drinks from you. The bar just across the dance floor only had a handful of patrons, but you, you had them drooling on themselves.”


    Me? What the hell was he smoking?


    “Trust me, if there was any way I could hire you, I would.” Drake shook his head. “I’m sorry about what happened at the restaurant. Margo can be a little diva-ish at times.”


    “A little?”


    “Okay, she’s over the top.” He handed my ID back and rounded the bar. When he turned, I saw deep creases between his eyebrows. Lines of concern? No. Why would a complete stranger be concerned about me? I never was very good at reading expressions.


    “Listen.” The dip in his voice told me one thing―no job.


    The realization that I’d be back on the pavement begging and stealing food tomorrow made my mouth dry. I couldn’t let him finish that thought. “Why are you with her if she makes you miserable? I learned a long time ago, if something ain’t right, leave, or it’ll only get worse.”


    “I’m not with her anymore. We’re friends and business associates. Nothing more.”


    I forced myself to stare him straight in the eyes. A silver abyss met my gaze, one that didn’t make me feel like it would swallow me whole with vengeance for looking back at him. It was more of a pool of welcoming water I could swim in for centuries. “Does she know that?” After a second, the nervous electricity shocked my insides and I looked away. “Doesn’t matter, I’ll find something.”


    “You’ve had it rough, haven’t you?” Drake leaned into my personal space, but I didn’t feel the urge to run. Instead, my upper body tilted toward him.


    “We’ve all had it rough. I don’t need a pity party. I need a job.” I hated the way my voice sounded like a whining dog. My fingers trembled, but I wasn’t sure if it was from lack of food or how close his face ventured toward mine.


    Strong fingers wrapped around mine, and he squeezed. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”


    I dared to gaze into his silver pools again and found a depth of compassion beyond my imagination. No sign of deception. No sign of greed. No sign of selfish desires. “I’m not scared.”


    But I was. Scared of the fact that I wanted more. More touches. More contact. More love. Things that were impossible to me.


    He brushed a thumb over the back of my trembling hand. “When was the last time you had something to eat?”


    I straightened and tugged my hand free. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I can work and earn my own way.”


    He sighed. “Well, my employees receive a free meal at the end of their shift. I’m afraid it’s just French fries and hamburgers, though.”


    My stomach growled with enthusiasm, the sound echoing through the empty club.


    “Ha, time to feed that monster inside your tiny body. You ready for that burger?”


    Pride was one thing, but food was another. “I’ll take it.”


    “I’m afraid I still can’t hire you to work the bar, but you did work tonight so I’ll pay you for the hours you worked. Also, the tips are split. It’s not much, but it’ll last you a few days.”


    I scanned the room. A welcoming place where people loved music the way I did. “Well, perhaps in a year and a month, then.” My heart shredded into bloody strips of torn muscle and fluttered to my abdomen. I’d finally found a place I connected with for the first time, but now it was dead to me, just like my mother.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    The office displayed the same dungeon motif of leather and metal as the rest of the club. I could feel at home here after living on the streets for so long.


    The low lighting allowed me to open my eyes without sunglasses. Bright lights had always caused headaches. In high school, I’d worn dark glasses every day to shield against the harsh florescent lights, despite the kids calling me vamp girl. I didn’t blame them, though, not with my pale skin and dark hair. I was practically a walking poster child for bloodsucking creatures of the night. But if I were a vampire I’d be fierce, not some sparkly punk with a conscience.


    Drake handed me a red basket piled with food before disappearing out the door and leaving me alone in his office. The aroma of French fries and cheeseburgers filled the room. I slid a fry into my mouth and savored the salty goodness coating my tongue.


    Old records stacked along the wall whispered from the past of classic music and happy times. I collapsed to my knees. It had been ten years since I’d listened to a record. Mötley Crüe, Twisted Sister, and Ratt were on top. Holding Mötley Crüe to my chest, I imagined the evenings my mother and I had spent together dancing around the living room, blocking out the noises of life. She’d always known what to do to help me through my attacks.


    I shuffled through several more great eighties hair bands and chuckled. Drake didn’t seem the type. He was more heavy metal meets pop punk, with his swagger, formfitting jeans, and T-shirts. Oh, and that tattoo. What was it? I’d only caught a glimpse of a black point. I imagined it being some fierce tribal type of tattoo, one that had deep meaning. Ugh. Hopefully it wasn’t some chick-longing tattoo, especially not for that Margo girl.


    Footsteps sounded in the hall, so I abandoned my snooping and returned to my food. The moment my butt hit the firm leather chair the door creaked open.


    “I’ve got some cash for you. It’s not much, but it should get you through for a bit.” He eyed the records. Shoot, one had tumbled over.


    I stood, but stepped on the broken lace of my trashed Converse and stumbled, knocking a picture over on his desk with a loud crash. I steadied myself, but my hands still shot to shoulder level before I suppressed the desire to cup my ears against the sound and lowered them back to my sides. “Geesh, I’m sorry.” Curling my fingers underneath the smooth frame, I inspected the glass front. “It’s not broken.”


    He wrapped his arms around me and steadied me on my feet. His heat against my side. “You all right?” he asked, his breath caressing my ear.


    “Fine, just a klutz.”


    His finger tucked my purple streak behind my ear and he tipped my chin until I looked up at him. “You sure?”


    His attention on me instead of his picture surprised me. As if I meant more than his possessions. His scent, his pulse, his touch caused me to shimmy out of his hold. Before I began to believe he could be a possibility.


    In the picture, a woman with salt-and-pepper hair stood next to a younger Drake. He’d filled out over the years, but even then he was sexy. “You look happy here.”


    He propped his right butt cheek on top of the desk and rested his forearm on his thigh, his upper body leaning toward me. “What? I don’t look happy now?” His fingers wrapped around mine, sending lightning sparks up my arm. I couldn’t jerk away or he’d think I didn’t like his touch, or he’d figure out I was a freak. After the shock settled, the penetrating fear of personal contact with someone didn’t drill deep into my center. The prickly sensation that normally bored through my bones into the marrow and past every cell in my body to that inexplicable place deep inside didn’t happen.


    Instead of jumping back from him, I paused, relishing the moment of contact with another person.


    “What is it?”


    I let out a long breath, and still his touch didn’t make me want to scream in panic. With a reluctant step backward, I tugged my hand from his. “Nothing.” I wiped my sweaty palm on my skinny jeans. “Who is she?”


    “That’s my grandmother. She’s part of the reason I own this place. When my parents died, I inherited this place. She encouraged me to pursue my dreams instead of playing it safe, so on my twenty-fourth birthday, I took my fancy degree and decided to run this place.” His voice plunged into a black hole of regret, into that what if place where so many souls seemed to wander lost forever. “I had dreams of finding talent and giving them a place to entertain people with their gifts. Not too bright, huh? A year later, and this place is almost bankrupt.” He lowered the frame gingerly to the desk.


    “I’m sorry. I know what it’s like to lose your parents. Well, parent anyway.” What the hell was I doing, telling him about my life? He didn’t need a resume; he wasn’t offering me a job.


    He nudged forward until his knee touched my thigh. His finger grazed my jeans before he lifted a hand to my face. Brushing his thumb across my cheek, he whispered, “I’m sorry for your loss, too.”


    My breath pinballed, bouncing everywhere but out. I stepped back. Part of me wanted more of this, to touch and be touched without the bone-gnawing pain that usually came with it. But that would lead somewhere quick, a place I wouldn’t return from. “Yeah, well, we’ve all lost someone.”


    “You don’t like to talk about it?” he asked.


    I shrugged. “I’m not the sharing type.”


    He stood to his over six-foot height of magnificent perfection and closed the gap between us. “I’m not really the talking type, either, but sometimes when you find people that you have something in common with, it feels good to share. Like they know what you’re going through or something.”


    “You sound like a shrink,” I mumbled while redirecting my attention to the food on the side table. Dang it, my stomach was too busy doing an obnoxious line dance to pay attention, and I couldn’t imagine swallowing another greasy fry, but I needed sustenance before my skinny ass disappeared entirely.


    He set one foot on top of the scarred coffee table. “I’ve been called many things. A shrink isn’t one of them. You’re so different from the women I know. Where’d you come from?”


    I lowered the fry back to the plate. Great, I’d weirded him out already. I’d tried so hard to hide my crazy. “What do you mean? I’m not some alien or anything.”


    He waved his hands in front of him. “No, I mean, have you lived in Atlanta long? When did you lose your parents?”


    “Parent. I lost her when I was nine. The sperm donor didn’t stick around. He was the artist type and needed to be free, or something.” I rolled my eyes. “I just moved to Atlanta last week.”


    “Where from?” He sat at the chair by my side.


    “Listen, if you want to know personal shit about me, I’ll write it on an application. If you’re not offering me a job, then we’re done here.” I shoved from the chair, knocking food all over the floor. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” I fell to my knees and scooped the food back onto the plate.


    “Hey, it’s no big deal. In case you haven’t noticed, this isn’t exactly a classy joint.” He snagged my wrists and held them still. My heart did some tympanic symphony so loud I was sure he could hear it. My ears still rang from the loud music, but now the beat of my pulse joined in. His hands wrapped completely around my small wrists and before I could discern the feeling, one of his hands moved to tip my chin up. “You okay? You know I won’t hurt you, right?”


    I swallowed, one of those hard swallows you feel all the way to your toes. Despite the haze of all that was Drake, I lifted my head a little higher. “I can take care of myself. I’m not scared of anyone. I’m just a klutz.”


    “Listen, it’s late. I’ll grab a bag of food for you to take and I’ll see you home. Tomorrow afternoon, I’ll be here working on some paperwork and billing. Stop by and I’ll let you know if I can work something out for you. There might be a job. It won’t be glamorous, but it’ll pay and provide free food.”


    “I don’t need charity or an escort, but I’ll be back tomorrow for that job.” I shoved from the chair and headed for the door. He sidestepped and blocked my path with his large frame. My forehead barely reached his chest.


    His fingers found my shoulders, and my body blazed from his touch, a scorching heat that caused sweat to pool at the nape of my neck.


    “I don’t know where you’re from, but this is downtown Atlanta. It can get rough at night. A girl as beautiful as you shouldn’t be walking the streets at this hour. Let me grab my keys and I’ll take you home.”


    He released me, and I fought my shaking knees to remain upright. No way I’d be able to sit in a small box by his side for even five minutes without stomping on my promise to remain abstinent. And the job would be forever gone. Not to mention the need for a heavy high to get through the act. No, I needed to get away from him and his strange ways of making me feel all tangled up inside.


    I grabbed the cash he’d left on his desk and hotfooted it to the door. “I’m from the streets of New York. You should worry about the other guy.” I took off down the stairs, out the back door, and through the alleyway.


    “Scarlet, wait!” he called, as if ensnaring me once more in his web of charm, but the last man I’d met with a gentle touch and comforting voice had driven me to a back alley overdose.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    The night was a never-ending sea of blackness. I usually loved dark nights, but this one continued down a Twilight Zone highway and I could almost hear Alfred Hitchcock’s voice narrating in the background.


    I switched on my dying flashlight for the hundredth time to see my watch. Seven in the morning. My stomach roared with complaint, and my mouth watered at the memory of the uneaten cheeseburger. It would have been the biggest meal I’d had in days.


    I rolled onto my side and stretched the kinks from my neck. A rat, on one of the broken wooden shelves, squeaked his agreement to vacate and find food. With the pity cash Drake gave me last night, I could grab some coffee and a bagel or something even after I bought a lantern and batteries. Despite the still warm temps of early fall in Atlanta, I donned the army jacket I’d scored from a thrift store the first night here. A hood was my best friend in the world of Atlanta noise pollution. I tightened my fingers around the pipe and stepped onto one of the metal brackets that secured it to the wall. I reached the bottom floor and dismounted into the dim morning light.


    The smell of wet asphalt wasn’t the greeting I had hoped for, but I pulled the hood over my head and trudged through the puddles. Car horns blared, so I slipped my defensive earphones from my pocket. Thank God I’d charged my iPod behind the bar last night. Cranking Beethoven’s “Piano Concerto No. 1 in C Major” to the point of drowning external stimuli, I chuckled at the fitting rising intro. The spirit of the melody matched the rushing cars. Beethoven got me. He had to be a distant relative or something, not so much for his music, but his humor. The day I heard his final words, “Friends applaud, the Comedy is over,” I knew we were kindred spirits.


    I rounded the street corner and headed toward the path to Bands. A few hundred meters and two turns later a curvy purple sign with the word Coffee stood out among the brick buildings. I inhaled the welcoming aroma, an improvement over the damp, musty air in my temporary home. Not that I was complaining. Of course, the warehouse didn’t have a shower, but I’d been able to sneak in a few times to the YMCA up the block. Unfortunately, I’d made the mistake of entering during the soccer-mom-only hour. I learned my lesson when one threatened me with a long pointed nail and a curling iron. After that, I timed my visits during Zumba class, saving myself from women showing off their new boobs, listening to them complain about their husbands, and passing out Prozac. They called themselves SAHM. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I guessed Stoned Angry Homicidal Moms.


    With a sidestep through the crowd, I tugged the long cuffs of my hoodie sleeves over my hands and wrenched the door open. With money in my pocket, I could splurge. A latte would certainly brighten the rainy, dismal day.


    Hawaiian stood in the corner, waving. His plump arm wiggled as if speaking to me. “Hey, Einstein.”


    I did the head bob in acknowledgement then snatched the wad of cash from my pocket. “Latte, please.”


    The girl behind the counter scribbled something on the cup. “Name?”


    A smile crept up the corners of my lips. “Einstein.”


    She scribbled on the back of the cup, the gauges in her ears sparkling under the light with the movement of her smile. “Sure. Coming right up.”


    A vine tattoo wrapped around her wrist like a boa constrictor. Its tongue ended with an X. I’d always thought the X tattoo was more a Ton initiation than a real Straight Edge thing. This part of town welcomed me with a mischievous wink of social acceptance. Perhaps she’d hook me up with some other Straight Edge people…or not. It would be nice to fit in, know people, but then again, no need to complicate my life. Yet, Ton’s nagging persisted, even at this distance. I needed to call him, if only to tell him I survived the hundred-plus-hour bus ride from New York. Okay, maybe it wasn’t that long, but the little old lady next to me who smelled of Bengay and stuffy perfume had trapped me in an infinite loop of torture.


    I scooted around the corner and dared a glance at Hawaiian again. He squeezed into a booth with some other people, all different types, but too many for my comfort level. One with green hair and black-rimmed glasses, another wearing a short white dress with mesh hose, and a guy in a suit.


    “Hey, come join us.” His smile shot as if from some invisible adorable gun and pierced my body, tugging me toward his table.


    “It’s good to see you.” I dug my nails into the cuffs of my sleeves. Please don’t shake my hand.


    Too late. Green-haired girl with glasses abandoned her coffee cake, wiped her hands on the front of her skinny green-and-black pants, and offered her hand. I managed to keep my sleeve mostly over my palm, but her skin still touched mine with a crumbly, leftover-coffee-cake texture.


    With a steadying breath, I reciprocated the next two societal expectations of hand shaking. Keeping my eyes moving to avoid being caught in a painful vice of awkwardness, I noticed a black tattoo of some sort of symbol extending from under Suit Guy’s jacket sleeve. “Like your ink.” There. That made up for no eye contact, right?


    He rotated his arm as if to discover the markings for the first time. “A youthful indiscretion. I hope to have a tattoo artist alter it somehow. I doubt my congregation will follow me if they see the image of a demonic creature on my arm.”


    Hawaiian smacked the man’s shoulder so hard he nudged the table, sloshing beverages about. Ugh, mint tea, black coffee, and some caramel concoction blended into bad horror movie blood, and the odor merged into a perfect chaos of competing smells. “I see you found our coffee oasis. Best coffee in twenty blocks.”


    “Einstein,” the barista called.


    Thank you, God. I shuffled backward. “It was nice to meet you all.”


    “Ha, my name for you stuck.” Hawaiian clapped his hands together once. “I’ll see you at Bands tonight, right? Drake said you’d be working something out with him today.”


    I snatched my coffee from the counter. With hands wrapped around the cup, I lifted it to my nose as a shield. The rich aroma provided an escape from the wayward odors of the other patrons. “Yep, I’m going to head there in a bit. I need to make a call first, though. Is there a payphone around?”


    “You don’t have a cell?” Hawaiian rounded the table and joined me at the counter. “Here, use mine.”


    I held up one hand while keeping the coffee close to my nose with the other. “I don’t want to bother you.”


    “No bother.”


    I took the phone and forced my gaze to his. “Thanks.” I was rewarded with a huge smile that could con a nun into a night of passion.


    Hawaiian took a step back and crossed his arms over a lime green floral print shirt. “Drake’s right.”


    I looked down my front, trying to see what he was looking at. “About what?”


    “You do have the most beautiful eye color. What is that? Purple?”


    Heat flooded my neck, cheeks, and ears. “No, it’s just abnormal. One of my foster sisters said I looked like a mutt from the pound. It’s probably just reflecting the purple highlights I have in my hair.”


    “Mutt? She must have liked you. Mutts are the best. They’re loving, friendly, and don’t bite. They’re always loyal, smarter than any purebred, and a man’s best friend.”


    An espresso machine revved for a few seconds then quieted.


    “I never thought of it that way.” Toeing the floor, I managed to keep from looking at the mirror on the sidewall to analyze my eye color. Not that I ever liked looking in a mirror. Sure, I had pale skin, but it was soft and looked more appropriate for a lady from the 1800s than a pasty sick person. My eyes were a little different, true, and my hair was full and soft. But mirrors still made me uncomfortable, like I was being judged.


    I dialed Ton’s number while searching for a private corner away from noise.


    It rang several times until voicemail picked up. “This is Ton. I’m out right now, searching for a young woman that ducked out on me in the middle of the night. If this is her, please tell me you’re alive so I can find and strangle you. If you are not said girl, leave a message at the tone, and I’ll think about returning your call.”


    It beeped and I stood silent for a moment, glad he didn’t answer, but unsure of what to say. “Hey, it’s the girl who ran out on you in the middle of the night. I’m fine. If you promise not to strangle me, I’ll try to call you again. For now, I’m good, and I’m managing on my own.” I stood there for a second, thinking of a thousand things I should say, but none formed on my lips. “I’m sorry, Ton. I needed to do this on my own, not with you holding my hand the entire time. Bye.” I hit end and let out the deep boulder of heavy air lodged in my lungs.


    “Problem?” Hawaiian appeared at my side. “I’m a big guy. I can handle whoever is on the other end of that call. Don’t you worry.”


    His offer touched me in some strange brother-sisterly way. Of course, Ton was a beast. But what Hawaiian had in girth, Ton had in muscle. “Everything’s fine. Thanks for the phone loan. Now I can go beg your boss for a job.”


    “Cut him some slack. Drake’s a good guy, just got some issues he’s trying to work through.”


    “What kind of issues? Being tragically handsome?” I held up a hand. “Never mind. That’s none of my business.”


    The front door of the coffee shop opened and some guys in those weird-looking biker shorts, wearing bicycle helmets, raced to the front register. The hint of sweat and cologne infiltrated the espresso bean aroma.


    “Maybe not, but if you take that job don’t be so hard on him. Although, you can give him grief once in a while. I liked that drink you made him.” He hip-bumped me, sending my small frame stumbling into the counter. The jolt bounced through my joints, but it was so quick there was no sensory overload to put me in the fetal position on the sticky floors.


    “Well, I guess we all have our issues to deal with. I just think if he spent less time with that Barbie doll and more time on his business, things might be going a little better.”


    “Ah, you met Margo.”


    “Yep, I’ve had the pleasure.” One of the helmet-wearing men nudged into my side and I jumped. Hawaiian eyed me suspiciously but didn’t say anything.


    “I don’t know the whole deal with her, but she’s been trying to get her claws in Drake for a long time. I don’t want to butt in nobody’s business, but Drake’s always agitated and bossy when she comes ’round. It’s not my place to say nothin’, though.”


    “Yeah, well, I’m not saying nothing, either. I’ll do my job and stay out of it. I guess I should get going.”


    “’Kay. Nice seeing you. Go convince Boss to hire you. I know you can, Einstein. You’re unique and something special.” Hawaiian yanked me into a big hug and a full-on panic attack threatened. The last time a man grabbed me like that I stabbed a three-inch blade into his side.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Bands’s parking lot appeared more desolate than the opening day of a foreign film, except for a lone muscle car in the corner. It screamed sexy, with its dark paint and strong lines. Of course, not only did my inner slut love deliciously bad guys, but it also loved muscle-car men.


    I was doomed.


    With one hand on the door handle and one foot pointed toward retreat, I thought about how far I’d come since leaving New York and the safety of the community. I could do this. I needed to learn to control my actions if I was ever going to have a real life. One like my mother would have wanted for me. Not strung out on drugs living under a bridge, or sponging off a man.


    I swung the door open and immediately stumbled, blocking the abrasive light from my eyes. The club’s overhead florescent, mind-numbing lights were piercing my pupils to the point of threatening a grand mal seizure inside my head. The dark, overcast skies outside drew me back to the doorway, but instead my hand felt along the bumpy wall until I found a switch.


    Click.


    Darkness.


    Sigh.


    After a moment of rubbing my temples and blinking through the blue dots in my vision, I shuffled down the main hall. Dark red smudges of paint along the black walls guided me to the top of the stairs.


    Paper shuffling sounded from the open office, so I took a steadying breath and marched to the doorway.


    “Damn it!” Drake yelled.


    I stood at the office threshold, watching Drake clutch his hair, tugging it from his scalp before he dropped his forehead to the desk. Papers littered the surface and tumbled onto the floor. I bent down and lifted a spreadsheet from the worn area rug covering the painted floor. Columns of numbers made me slip into a giddy haze. My brain computed the lines of numbers and recategorized some of the columns. Two small errors leaped from the sheet at me.


    I stood and placed the paper on his desk. “Can I help you?”


    Drake’s head shot up, his eyes wide. It was the first time I’d seen his perfect composure altered to something real. “I…I didn’t hear you come in. I guess I was too busy with payroll and bills. Oh, is that coffee?”


    “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t know you drank it or I would’ve brought you one.”


    Drake cocked his head to the side. His lips did some sort of movie star smirk, but I didn’t dare look at his eyes.


    He stretched, his T-shirt rising enough to show his happy trail. Wow. His abs were sculpted-marble perfect. The things I’d like to… Ugh. I averted my gaze back to the papers. Numbers, yes, numbers I could control and organize. They made sense and they comforted my mind. Three deep breaths later, only the dull hum remained between my legs.


    “I can help if you want,” I said.


    Drake leaned forward on his elbows. “I wouldn’t torture you like that.”


    “You mean, you don’t think I can help.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Dang my temper. It always twisted me up and fired ferocious hostility. “Never mind. What about the job? I ran into Hawaiian…I mean Walter, at the coffee shop. He thinks I’m great with numbers.”


    Drake straightened the picture of his grandmother and him. “It won’t be much. I’m afraid money is tight right now. Although, after our conversation I did a count of people in the club as best I could, then compared to ticket sales. You were right. The bouncer was skimming. I can’t believe I didn’t catch that. Maybe Walter’s right; my mind’s not in the game.”


    My back straightened a little and I lifted my chin, but still I kept my eyes on the pages of numbers on his desk.


    “Since Walter said you were great with numbers, how about we give it a trial at the ticket window?”


    My hands shook. No way I’d manage a job outside with no music, talking to people. I searched the numbers in front of me for answers. I gestured to my skinny frame. “I wouldn’t be much help in stopping people from sliding in through the door. Also, your bouncer is inside while the money taken is outside. It’s too easy to be robbed. I’d suggest you move ticket sales to the door. It’ll allow for more money running to the safe during the night and cut the risk of people sliding by without paying the cover charge.”


    Drake tapped his class ring against the desk. “Is that how you got into the club last night?”


    “No. You might want to post a bouncer at the loading dock, too.” I held my breath for a second.


    He laughed, that intoxicating, deep laugh, and I chuckled. My shoulders relaxed and I let go of my sleeves. For once, my nails didn’t dig into my hands.


    “Be back here at five. We all eat dinner and then finish set-up and open the doors by seven.”


    I took a sip of my heavenly coffee before I responded. “You sure you don’t want my help with that?”


    He shook his head, a hint of agitation in the rhythm of his breathing.


    “Never mind. I know, fancy degree and all. Sorry.” I about-faced to the door.


    “Hold up. There is something I wanted to ask you.” He crossed the room, stealing my personal space again. His gaze dropped on me with an intense burrowing into my soul. A hand to my elbow again. Man, the guy was touchy. Worse, I liked it. The pressure of his hand, mixed with his not-so-rough skin, poured into a shot glass of non-threatening and blended into a sensory cocktail worked for me. “Why’d that band clear the house like that? I always put the least popular band last because of how late it is when they go on, but you seemed to think it was more than that.”


    “Honestly?”


    Drake nodded, hovering so close his lips were getting into the danger zone. My mind couldn’t possibly focus with that kind of distraction. “Don’t hold back. I promise not to fire you.”


    I knew I couldn’t talk with him touching me, so I shrugged free and went to his desk. He waved me to have a seat. “The last band’s songs were disorganized. There was no way to connect to the music. People want originality, but they also want a memorable beat, something they can dance to. They want to discover new groups before the mass population. Saying the last band is on late is a cop out. Your customers are the stay-up-all-night-and-eat-breakfast-at-the-Waffle-House-before-heading-home type. They want to hang out until midmorning, raving about the music they heard.”


    Drake sat near me, not saying a word. Was I too honest?


    “Remember, you promised not to fire me.”


    He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands in his lap. “Where do you find these bands?”


    “You advertise for up-and-coming bands, make it a competition to play at this venue. Don’t go asking bands to play. You have to make it an honor, but right now your reputation isn’t going to do that. You need to host a Battle of the Bands with a prize.”


    He sighed. “There’s no money for a prize.”


    I leaned forward, drawing circles around the lid of my coffee cup, not sure if I should just shut my mouth. “Come on, you went to marketing school. You can come up with a plan that doesn’t involve money. Talk to a local producer. Get him into the club the night of the Battle of the Bands. That alone will bring people in, but hold auditions so only good bands make the cut.”


    “That’s an amazing idea. I do have a few connections in the industry. I can also advertise in the paper. I have a guy who can cut me a deal. No, wait, the newspaper is archaic. Websites, online media.”


    “Now I’m starting to see what that fancy degree was all about.” I dared to glance at his eyes. His gaze swooped over the desk but didn’t stop on the spreadsheets.


    He scribbled some notes on a scrap sheet of paper. Call producers, make flyers, set event date. He rubbed his chin then wrote more.


    “I think you got this.” I pressed my palm on his desk and stood, but he placed his hand over mine. His touch pushed my pleasure button, a reaction normal people experienced. I settled into the feeling, the rough texture of his skin, the weight, the tiny hairs dancing, but then his fingers squeezed mine. My legs, arms, neck, toes stiffened. A shot of adrenaline triggered my flight response. I shuffled between feet, hoping for an escape.


    “I know marketing for large product firms. Worked a big corporate job straight out of college, but this place is a different breed of business. It’s entertainment. It takes an ear for talent. How will I know which bands to pick?”


    His fingers loosened their grip and the tension in my thighs ebbed. For half a second, I liked his touch. Something inside me clicked into place and I longed to have him stay still and allow me to enjoy that sensation, one I hadn’t felt in years.


    “Trust your gut, I guess.” I wanted to close my eyes and savor the feeling of his hand. Savor the moment for a second longer. To tiptoe into deeper waters. To see if shockwaves would pound me into the depths of sensory disaster. To see if it wouldn’t.


    “I think I found another job for you. I mean, we’ll do it together. You’re more aware of what people want with the music, and I’ll handle the business side of contacting the producer and creating advertising. Will you help me? I’ll pay you, of course.” He gripped the spreadsheets in front of him. “For the first time since I took this club over, I’m excited to make something happen with this place. Tell me you’ll do this.”


    Help him? Someone needed me, instead of the other way around? He was admitting I had a purpose. I wanted to cry, or sing, or dance around his office. My throat tickled with a thousand words that wanted to escape, but instead I shrugged. “Sure. I’ll help.”


    “Great. You go home and get some rest. We’ll talk more tonight after I get through this mess and figure out how to keep this place open long enough to turn it around.” Drake cupped my hand in both of his and his thumb brushed across my fingers.


    Oh God, I thought I’d jump on the desk and offer myself to him right then, what with the tingles radiating up my arm, down my spine, and straight to my happy place.


    “Thank you. Walter was right. There is something unique about you. I hope you stick around long enough to see this through.” He sat back, taking his magical hands with him.


    Part of me wanted to tell him to touch me again. My eyes shot to the numbers and I calculated several pages. I did a box step around the chair, trying to get control of this strange, new feeling. “Check line thirteen on that page.” I pointed to the document in front of him. “And line twenty-four on that one.”


    He lifted the page, scanned the scribbled notes, and did some computer calculations. “Oh. How did you…?”


    I waved and retreated out the door. Two more minutes and I would have jumped him, and then where would I be? No, I wasn’t going back to my old ways. I needed to call Ton, but he’d only judge and tell me how much I needed to return to the Straight Edge community and him. This time, I’d keep my distance. I wouldn’t lose my home and nearly my life because of some older guy promising me things and never delivering.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    After a soothing nap to one of Giacomo Facco’s concertos, I switched the iPod to my eighties dance mix playlist to head out to Bands. I locked up my hideout and hopped from the curb into sloshing puddles and up on the other side with a bounce. I’d regret the dampness of my Converse in a few hours, but for now, I’d keep my mind on one thing. My new job.


    I hiked up the street, the music drowning any wayward traffic noise and allowing my attention to wander. Memories of twirling around my mother’s bedroom while we sang and drowned out the world with her music had given me life beyond the torture. Looking back, I couldn’t comprehend how she knew what I needed. A mother, alone, with a baby who screamed every time she touched it. How did she make it through that?


    Tonight wasn’t the night to live in the past. I hoped there was a future here for me, a future holding happiness and independence. I should’ve thought about working in a music venue a long time ago. Of course, Ton would never approve because of the saturation of sex and drugs in one small space. But the music would be my shield against temptation. As long as I could focus on work and music, I could avoid the drug call. I had to.


    I found the skate park and spotted Bands on the other side. Ton’s voice screamed in my head that I was regressing back to being a dysfunctional little masochist. I shook it away. This felt right, for me.


    Two skater guys jumped the rail and halted in front of me. I scooted around a bush and hurtled over a grate, but they only shot past me and waited at the end of the sidewalk.


    Their lips moved, and I knew they were speaking, so I finally removed my earphones.


    “Ya, she’s beautiful. Got a body.” A guy with long stringy hair in a knitted cap groped the air.


    I backtracked, wanting to avoid any trouble. I wouldn’t lose this job because of these guys.


    “Hey, look at that. She won’t even talk to us. She thinks she’s too good.”


    Me, too good? Ha. Still, not even in my worst strung-out moment would I lower myself to those two.


    The skateboard wheels rumbled behind me, drawing closer. I quickened my pace, but the thumping over the cracks in the sidewalk echoed near me. I eyed the club and the path to get there. Calculations spun through my head until the answer registered in my brain. With no way to outrun skateboards on asphalt, I spotted a roundabout through grass to the main road.


    I halted, letting them pass. Mocking words flew to my lips, but I bit my mouth closed. This wasn’t the time. Attitude would only agitate them further. Once they rolled far enough ahead, I jumped a chain-link rope, hopped two bushes then a boulder, and ran. Pumping my arms, I made it halfway across the field before either even realized they hadn’t blocked my only route. I could envision them still scratching their heads.


    “Hey, are we here to skate or not? Let her go.” A third, welcoming voice sounded from the park. Perhaps not all skaters were assholes. Actually, most of them were cool. It was just that a lone girl walking through the park at night welcomed attention. Mental note, find another route to work.


    Finally, I rounded the building and walked up the street, trying to catch my breath before I entered the rear entrance. A piano sang with a beautiful, sweeping rhythm from behind the right side of the stage. The melody and clarity reminded me of a classical piece, yet with a modern twist. It smoothly transitioned into an increased cadence that stole my breath. Love, loss, and grief. Grief of the most intimate kind sounded in each note. I knew that kind of loss.


    As if the music carried to the main entrance, hooked a rib, and tugged me toward the stage, my feet glided across the dance floor to the stairs. Before I made it to the top step, the rhythm altered into a disorganized, unemotional pounding of keys.


    I covered my ears to shield myself from the sound and dropped to my knees. Klank, granck, klank, dum, thrump, dum, klank.


    Sharp notes drilled through the space between my fingers and shredded my inner ear.


    Boom. Boom. Boom. Bang!


    Finally, it stopped.


    I rocked up and down to soothe the anxiety that crawled through my body as if a thousand spider eggs had hatched, the baby limbs skittering to my brain stem and down my spine.


    I hated that feeling.


    Drake rounded to the front of the stage. He did that thing with his hand tugging his hair from his scalp then stopped center stage.


    “Scarlet? What’s wrong?” He knelt at my side. His hands cupped my cheeks. “Are you hurt?” He scanned every inch of me.


    It was him. He played that beautiful, haunting music that pierced my heart, and then drove me mad. “You? That was you?”


    His warm fingers on my chin tilted my head up to face him. “You heard that?”


    I nodded, still straining to calm the anxiety in my soul. What could I tell him? I’m allergic to bad music, but I loved the first part? That I’m a wacko and he should run from me now before I ruined his life, like I did my foster dad’s?


    “We can talk about my awful music after you tell me what’s wrong. Did something happen? Are you ill?” His thumb made a delicious brush across my skin, and my eyes closed. For a second, I leaned into it, wanting more.


    The side door to Bands slammed, startling us both. “Wait here. I want to know what’s going on. I’ll be right back.”


    His hand abandoned my face, leaving it cold and with a kind of emptiness. Loneliness? I didn’t get lonely. I was a loner. I didn’t need anyone. Heck, I didn’t like anyone.


    “What is this nonsense I hear about you having a Battle of the Bands? I thought we agreed it was time to let this place go?” The screechy blonde’s voice from the diner carried from the front entryway. I forced my ears to remain open despite her voice’s constant drilling into my skull.


    “I know what I said, but hold your father off on the loan a little longer. I’ve run the numbers and there’s a shot to save this place,” Drake said, desperation bleeding into his voice.


    Was that why Barbie was around? Her daddy owned the place. Based on what the diner GM had said, I’d figured Barbie’s daddy would buy the land and put him out of business. I didn’t know he had invested in it. Great, there went my job. When she found out I worked here, she’d shut the place down before he could fire me.


    Heels clicked in the doorway, so I slithered back into the shadows behind some speakers.


    “You’ve given it your best. I have a job lined up for you already. It’s time you let go of your family and actually used the degree they paid for.”


    “Way to support me,” Drake said, his voice deepening to a bass drum tone.


    “Support you? Am I not the one who had my father lend you the money to save this place?” Her voice hitched an octave higher. I gripped the banister at my side; my nails chipped black paint from the wood.


    “Sometimes I wonder why you did that. You’ve wanted me to fail since the day I took this place on.”


    “No, I knew you’d fail. You’re not your brother. You don’t possess his musical talent. Heck, you never even wanted this place, you did it out of guilt. It’s time for you to let go of this strange, unspoken promise you made. Your brother isn’t here anymore. You need to move on. I thought when you realized…”


    “Realized what?” Drake sounded hoarse with emotion. “You thought it would fail from the time I began this. That’s why you asked your father for the loan.” The sound of heavy steps echoed in the room. “News flash, I already tried that. I went to that Ivy League school for my parents, and I took that high-paying job right out of college with your father for you. Now they’re dead and you no longer have a say. In case you forgot, we aren’t dating anymore. We agreed to be friends.” His shoes tapped toward the front door.


    Heeled shoes clicked after him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’ve known you for so long, invested so much time in you. It’s just that you told me some day we’d be together again. If I waited—”


    “That was before I truly knew you.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.


    “It means it’s time for you to leave. I’ll have your father’s payment by the end of the month. If I don’t, it won’t matter.”


    “We’ll talk about this later,” she snapped. “You always have your little moods. Don’t worry about Daddy. I’ll get you an extension.” Then her tone turned sweet. “I’ll pick you up after the club closes and we can figure it out together. As you said, I’m still your friend.” The front door squealed, echoing through the hall. Did she really change her tune that quick, or was she avoiding the truth?


    “Hey, Margo,” Drake called after her.


    I gritted my teeth, willing him to let her go from his life, for good.


    “I won’t be able to hang out with you tonight as friends, or any other misguided way you’re thinking. I’ve got work to do.” Drake cleared his throat. “I’ll be busy all month. Actually, all my life.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    I fist-bumped the speaker at Society Bitch’s exit. Drake stomped up the stairs. “Oh, I forgot you were here.”


    “Gee, thanks.” I planted my hands on my hips. “Girl trouble?”


    Drake rubbed the back of his neck again, but only shook his head and passed. “Let’s go upstairs. I want to show you the press releases I wrote before I send them out. We also need to set a date for the event.”


    I trotted after him. “Why do you put up with her?”


    “None of your business.” Drake grabbed the railing and marched up the stairs. At the top, he halted. “It’s complicated.” He rubbed his forehead as if ridding it of a Margo Migraine. “What was up with you earlier? You never told me.”


    What did I say? I couldn’t sound like a freak, not now. “Um, nothing. Just some punk skaters bothered me, but I handled it. No biggie.”


    He dropped his hands to his sides and tilted his head. “Didn’t look like it was no big deal. I’ll give you a ride home tonight. You shouldn’t be walking alone through town at that hour.”


    “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”


    He entered his office and collapsed into his leather chair. “Can’t help it.” Papers stacked in three piles covered his desk. One stack of bookkeeping, the next press releases, and the final pile was flyers. He handed me a press release from the top of the stack. “He’s dead. Same car crash as my parents.” His voice cracked.


    I thought the right thing to do was to reach out and take his hand, but I couldn’t push through my thirty-foot-tall, ten-foot-wide touch protector. “I’m sorry.”


    “As I said, we’ve both lost people. Maybe we can work together and prove something to some people. What do you say? You in on this crazy plan?”


    “Crazy? I came up with it.”


    Drake leaned back and bridged his fingers in front of him. “I like that.”


    I glanced around. “What?”


    “When you smile and don’t look so serious. You’ve looked like you were standing on the edge of a cliff since the first moment I met you. Right now, you look like you’re searching into the vast darkness for something shiny.”


    I sighed. “You sound like my mother.”


    “I do? She must have been a wise woman.”


    I laughed. Laughed like a normal person, not one who was constantly on high alert with a hollow heart. “Yep, she used to tell me to search beyond the darkness to an edge. An edge where light, hope, and happiness live—the silver edge.”


    Drake leaned forward. “I think I would’ve liked your mother.”


    His words penetrated the well-built wall of sarcasm I’d perfected and left me with nothing to say. I lifted the page closer to my face as if I needed readers. “Looks good.”


    Drake opened his desk drawer. “Great. Then let’s look at dates. I need to make a balloon payment at the end of November. What if we do it the weekend prior to that?”


    “That’d work. Perhaps a harvest festival theme. We could decorate the place with pumpkins, scarecrows, cobwebs, add to the dungeon-esque atmosphere. It’ll work. Just one question.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Why the hell did you name the club Bands?”


    He let out a hissing breath as if I’d pricked a hole in his skin. “I didn’t. Margo did. It was part of the contract when I took the loan from her father to save it a few months back. It’s kind of cheesy, huh?”


    “Like processed spread.” I nodded. “Can we rename it?”


    He shook his head. “I wouldn’t dare, not until I can make the loan payment. Even then, I’ll have to wait until I can come up with the money to repay the loan in full. I don’t think she’d allow it otherwise. I feel like she’s got me by the balls. I guess you had my drink right last night.”


    “Hey, Boss. Time for grub.” Hawaiian’s voice echoed up from below.


    My stomach lion-roared.


    “Come on. Let’s feed that monster in your belly. Walter brought Chinese takeout tonight. This time, don’t throw it on the floor, okay?”


    “I didn’t throw it. I’m a klutz.”


    His hand slid to the small of my back. Wisps of energy fluttered up my spine. I straightened and tried not to pull away, but that was a vulnerable spot. The only spot more vulnerable was the back of my neck. I shivered just thinking about it. No one ever touched me there, not even my mother.


    “By the way, you were right.”


    I looked up at him, realizing after a moment that I’d made eye contact without even fidgeting. “About what?”


    “The numbers. They were off. How’d you do that so quick?” He lifted a hand to direct me to go first down the stairs. I wasn’t used to such gentlemanly actions. I thought they were a myth.


    “Don’t know. I was born with crazy math skills. I can pretty much compute anything in my head. I’m like a walking calculator.”


    “I guess Walter’s nickname for you is appropriate, then.”


    “Ah, you’ve witnessed her ninja math skills.” Hawaiian stood at the foot of the stairs. He held out a white Styrofoam box to me. I took it with trepidation and walked across the sticky floor to the torn vinyl stool and placed the box on the mahogany bar. Carefully, I slid the lip open so it didn’t make that noise, the one that always made me cringe. Drake watched my every move then copied me. Hawaiian lifted his with a loud squeal.


    Two breaths later, I settled into focusing on the aroma of fried rice and chicken. “This looks so good. Where’s the fork?”


    Hawaiian pointed at the narrow white package that fluttered under the vent blowing down. “No, darling. You use chopsticks for Chinese.”


    “Why? I’m not from China.” I stared with disbelief as Drake peeled back the white paper, snapped the sticks apart, and handed them to me.


    “Just hold them like this.” Drake maneuvered some fried rice from his container to his mouth. Amazingly, every grain found its way onto his tongue.


    I gripped the chopsticks, but they just slipped past each other instead of pinching the mouthful of food between them.


    “No, like this.”


    He took my hand in his. A rush of energy blasted through me. My brain shut down, only focusing on his stimuli. Finally, with his help, I managed to get a few grains of rice onto the sticks and shoved it in.


    “Great. At this rate, I might get a few bites down by the time we open.”


    Drake pulled plastic forks from the brown bag on the stool beside him. “I guess you’ll have to take Chopstick 101 another time.”


    I huffed and grabbed the fork. “How long were you gonna let him torture me?”


    Drake held up both hands. “It was his idea.”


    I scowled at my Polynesian pal at my side. “I thought we were tight.”


    “I only tease the ones I love.” He winked. Not a flirtatious wink, more like a little-sister wink.


    “You don’t want to kick the hornet’s nest, you know.” I waved the chopsticks at him.


    “Should I be scared?”


    I ripped open the plastic wrapper on the fork and pierced a piece of chicken. “I don’t know. How fast can you count when that register fails on you again?”


    Hawaiian lowered his container to the counter and groaned. “I take it back. I take it back.”


    I shoveled fried brown rice—minus the bits of egg—and snap peas into my mouth as if I hadn’t eaten in months instead of days.


    “What’s wrong with the baby corns?” Hawaiian asked.


    “I don’t know. It’s just wrong. Corn on the cob should be big. Not that I’d eat that, either. It’s yellow.”


    “Yellow? You don’t eat yellow foods?” Drake asked, holding a bite of beef to his lips with his chopsticks.


    “No, I mean… Whatever.” My belly had obviously shrunk since I was already full after only eating half the container.


    Bam. Bam. Bam.


    Drake trotted to the back door. “First band’s here for load-in.”


    Screech.


    I closed my container and dashed to the hallway. My nerves wouldn’t handle the band warm-ups.


    Drake followed me out to the front and handed me a money bag. “Here. Tim should be here tonight to man the front door, so you shouldn’t have any trouble. I’ll introduce you to him and other staff as they arrive. Door opens in an hour for the first show, but it won’t get crazy until around ten. By midnight, we’ll close the ticket booth. You can hang and listen to the bands until the show ends at about one a.m. Then cleanup and inventory and we’re out by two a.m.”


    “Got it, Boss.” I saluted.


    “Don’t call me that.” Drake tossed the bag at me.


    “Why not? Hawaiian does.”


    Drake shoved his hands in his pocket. “Yeah, well, I don’t stand a chance in a fight with him. You, I can turn over my knee and spank.”


    “I think that’s sexual harassment, Boss.”


    Drake sauntered to the doorway. “Guess I should fire you now, huh?”


    “I think you should get to work.” I shoved him toward the stage.


    It wasn’t long until people started trickling in to hear the first band. From my vantage point at the indoor ticket booth, I could catch a glimpse every so often of the lead singer jumping around the stage. The more the girls screeched their delight, the more he jumped, kicked, and straddled the microphone stand. They weren’t bad.


    Drake maneuvered through the mass of churning bodies in the mosh pit to the front doors with a goofy grin on his face. It was still sexy-as-hell, but adorable at the same time. “Not bad?” he asked.


    “Not bad.”


    He eyed the chain of people lined up beyond the end of the building. “The register broke again. I’ll man the door, so you can go help Walter. He’s freaking out. There’s a stool at the end of the bar. Don’t go into the bar area, and whatever you do, don’t touch an ounce of alcohol.”


    “Yes, sir.” I saluted.


    He rolled his eyes and perched one butt cheek up on the stool at the entrance like he had the night before in his office.


    The song ended and patrons skittered to the bar as if a floodlight were illuminating cockroaches, ones that had sniffed too much exterminator spray.


    I found the stool and started taking orders, exchanging money and shouting out drinks to Hawaiian. Sweat poured down his forehead. He obviously wasn’t having a good night.


    After about twenty minutes, we found our rhythm and he high-fived me over the bar. The next band stepped up to the microphone and music pumped through me from the speaker a few feet away. From my location, I couldn’t tell if they were Battle of the Bands material or more appropriate for Battle of the Dumpster. Finally, the song ended, but my head continued to pound.


    For weeks, we followed the same routine. Dinner together, club opening, Hawaiian and I working together. Every night Drake stood closer to me, talked to me, leaned into me, touched me. He’d order me to stay so that he could walk me home at the end of each shift, but I’d always sneak out before he knew I was leaving. Twice I spotted Hawaiian following me home; it’s hard for a man like him to be inconspicuous with his loud shirt and large frame. On the seventh night, I thought Drake was going to throw me over his shoulder like some caveman and carry me home. The man was obsessed with me being alone on the streets at night. On the sixteenth night, he managed to follow me to the street of the warehouse before I managed to lose him. Tonight, I knew I had to be extra strategic if I was going to make it out of the club and to my home without an escort.


    I sat at my normal seat on the outside of the bar and planned my escape while making change.


    “I’ll take a tall drink of you.”


    That voice. It echoed through my memory and before I even looked up and confirmed my fear, I knew it was him. The skater from a few weeks ago.


    My skin crawled, making the attitude that slipped from my lips all the more potent. “You’re wearing a non-alcohol wristband, so you can have cherry Kool-Aid and run home to Mommy.” I waved him away and looked to the next person, but his friend slid around me and gripped my hips, keeping me from escaping.


    My back cat-arched. My skin, my hair, and my attitude, everything electrified. His touch halted the air from entering my lungs, halted the thoughts in my head, halted my ability to speak.


    His blotchy red face lowered to my line of vision. “We didn’t get to finish our conversation. So, you think you’re better than us?”


    The words slashed through the constrictor around my throat. “I don’t think I’m better than anyone, but I know your friend better get his hands off me.”


    “And if he doesn’t?”


    “My friend back there is gonna take you both down.” I tilted my head at Hawaiian behind the bar.


    The skater placed a hand with scabbed over knuckles on each of my thighs. “What’s that fat bastard going to do?” His fingers slid over my jeans. My insides twisted like a half-pike gone wrong.


    Falcon talons locked on to my hips and squeezed. Tremors made my legs and arms shake. I was sandwiched between them. Knit Cap hovered in front, while his sidekick continued to dig his nails into my skin, nails that I wanted to peel from their beds.


    I resisted the urge to tell him exactly that, opting for reason instead. “Listen, you’re wasted. I can smell tequila and punk ass on your breath. Do us both a favor and walk away before this gets messy.”


    His hands moved from my thighs to my shoulders and I feared I’d scream at the invasion. His touch felt like a volcano, erupting my blood until it poured out into my system. My body shook faster than a headbanger on speed.


    “Aw, I think she wants me. I’ll wait for you outside after your shift and show you what you’ve been missing.” He slid his hand to the back of my neck and tried to tug me closer.


    I rocked away. “No. No. No.”


    His touch invaded me. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. The entire venue spun. I balled up my fist and slammed it into his face then grabbed the hand that still held my neck and twisted it backward until he sat on his knees on the ground.


    “Stop. Let me go!” Knit Cap screamed.


    His friend’s hands connected with my chest and launched me back. I stumbled but recovered and thrust my foot into his groin. He cupped himself then fell to the floor, moaning.


    I extinguished the immediate threat, but my synapses continued to fire in rapid succession. My hands found Knit Cap’s throat. I fought the scream rising from a dark place inside me, one where I’d hidden all my secrets. Secrets that threatened to land me in a psych ward for the rest of my life. My body shook to the point my movements blended. Thump after thump drowned out all other noise around me.


    Drake’s face appeared in front of mine. His lips moved, but I heard nothing. With a strong grip, he pried my hand from my victim’s throat and I stumbled away.


    The vibration in my ears tempered and I realized I didn’t hear any music.


    Drake lifted the one skater by his shirt off the floor. Hawaiian lifted the other guy. “Let me. It’s my job to take out the trash.”


    I wrung my hands, trying to still the shaking. Spinning in all directions, I saw face after face staring back at me. The band remained onstage, holding their instruments, glaring down at me as if I were the devil rising up from the shadows. Then I spotted Drake. His eyes narrowed, brows knit together. I’d seen that look countless times before. Always right before someone called me Scary Scarlet or tossed me from a foster home. I skittered backward, knocking into people.


    Eyes, hundreds of them, bored into me with vicious power, searching, accusing. I twisted and turned, shoving through the crowd. I willed the terror from my body. A wave of electricity still spiked from my big toenail to the top of my head with each step. Fire erupted on my skin and my lungs squished the air into tight pockets that I thought would rupture inside me.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The darkness of the warehouse storage room provided some shelter from the world, but not enough. I curled into myself and swayed from side to side. Not again. Not again. Not again.


    I hummed a song, a song from my childhood, one my mother used to sing. After several minutes, I was able to sing a single line. “Girls just want to have fun.”


    The bolts of nervous energy subsided to slivers, and air gushed into my lungs. Each breath provided a little more comfort until I managed to rest my forehead on my knees. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, and I blinked them into submission.


    I need you, Ton. If only I had a phone. He was the only one besides my mother who could calm me after an attack. Of course, if I called he would be at my side in a matter of hours. He was a saint.


    The longer I sat alone rocking, the more I was glad I didn’t have a cell phone. Ton was a crutch, a great person who needed to move on, who needed to stop taking care of me. Calling him would ruin everything I had accomplished so far. My freakish behavior had no doubt just cost me the first job I was ever excited about, not to mention the benefit of eye candy on a daily basis.


    If I was honest with myself, Drake was more than just sex on a stick. There was a softness to him. Not a wimpy kind of softness. A man with compassion kind of softness. I couldn’t identify what it was, but all I knew is he could touch me without sending me into a sensory coma.


    After an hour of contemplating my options, I relaxed against my pillow of T-shirts and my hoodie. The darkness surrounded me in a comforting cocoon, allowing me to hide and mend. I would never return to Bands, but perhaps I would find something else. I couldn’t give up. There had to be something.


    “Mother, I’ll make you proud,” I whispered into the darkness, imagining her sitting by my bed singing to me.


    Bang. Shuffle.


    “Scarlet?” Drake called from below.


    He found me? How?


    I silently returned to my wall, pulling my knees into my chest and holding my breath.


    “Scarlet, if you’re here, please answer me. I’ve been looking for you for hours. I shared the address you wrote on your application with Walter, but neither of us could figure out where it was. Then he said he saw you around this block. A bouncer working at that new club across the street said a girl in a hoodie ran in here.” Another bang sounded then footsteps on the cement floor below.


    Damn, I’d been too upset to pay attention when I ran home. Great, now I’d probably lose this place to every homeless person in twelve blocks.


    Light shone through the hole where my climbing pipe snaked through. It grew smaller and brighter until I knew he stood at the bottom.


    “Are you up there?” A hint of disbelief sounded in his voice.


    I scooted toward the corner where the shadows remained the darkest, but my shoe squealed against the cement floor. I held my breath.


    “I hope that’s you up there. I’m deathly afraid of rodents. You must be something special to get me to climb a pipe in a creepy warehouse at o’ dark thirty.”


    Banging rippled up the pipe and echoed through my small second-floor room.


    The hair on the back of my neck stood up with anticipation. What would I say? How would I explain what happened? How would I explain why I was here? It was easier not to see him than to face that look of horror and disappointment again. A few tears slid down my cheeks and I swiped them away with the long sleeve of my worn gray T-shirt.


    A clanking sounded. “Damn.” He sighed. “Well, I was due for a cell phone upgrade anyway.” His hand reached through the hole in the floor and I wanted to scream for him to leave. Perhaps he wouldn’t see me and he’d give up and go away.


    He reached the second floor and stepped from the pipe before shuffling around. “That flashlight app would come in handy right now.” The aroma of his cologne wafted ahead of him, and my eyes could make out the strong outline of his body. “I know you’re in the corner. I can hear you breathing.” He shuffled toward me until he stood inches away, then lowered to his knees. “Scarlet, talk to me. Why’d you run off like that?”


    I bit my bottom lip, thankful he couldn’t see the fresh tears forming in my eyes. What the hell was I crying for? I had a job for a few weeks. So what if Hawaiian was pretty cool? What did it matter? I’d just have to find another job.


    “I’m not leaving until you talk to me. I hope it’s before I scream like a little girl when something scurries across this room.”


    He didn’t hunt me down just to give up. I knew that the moment he started climbing the pipe. But why would he go so far for someone like me?


    “Saved you the trouble of firing me,” I muttered. “So you can leave now.”


    “Fire you? Why would I fire you?” Drake’s voice rose above his normal baritone.


    “I hurt one of your customers and made a scene.”


    “They weren’t customers. They were creeps. They’ve been trying to play at Bands for months now, but I’ve rejected their proposal every time.” He shifted, as did his voice. “They probably attacked you because they discovered you worked at Bands. When you mentioned the incident with the skaters a while back, I should’ve realized who they were. I’m so sorry you had to go through that. I’m sorry they touched you like that, and I’m sorry I failed you. I should’ve handled it before you got hurt.” He scooted closer. “Are you…hurt?” He lowered his hand and sighed. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but why are you here?”


    “I live here.” I reached down and turned on the lantern.


    He blinked, looking around my home with wide eyes. “You live…here?”


    “Yes. It’s better than staying at a shelter. I like it.”


    He looked back at me, but I turned my face away before I could see his expression, the disgust and pity. “I think Walter’s right.”


    Not the response I’d expected. I looked at him, confused. “About what?”


    “You are an amazing woman, staying in this place all by yourself. But why didn’t you tell me you were homeless?”


    “I’m not homeless. This is my home. It’s perfect.”


    His mouth fell open in an un-Drake-like way. He quirked an eyebrow. “You must have the strength of a Sumo wrestler, even though you’re the size of a fairy. You never complain, you’re a genius with numbers, full of amazing ideas, and Lord knows what else. Oh, and you eat real food, not that rabbit crap most girls eat.”


    Heat flushed my entire body. I had to look like a troll doll, with red skin and my wild purple hair. “You’re just trying to make me feel better about embarrassing myself in front of the entire club.”


    “Embarrass? Did you not hear the clapping?”


    “Clapping?” I dared to meet his gaze.


    “You didn’t, did you?”


    I shook my head. The only thing I remembered were the dozens of people gawking at the pathetic girl making a scene.


    “I guess you must’ve been a bit out of it. After you got done kicking both their asses, the entire club gave you a standing ovation.”


    What? “Really?”


    He scooted closer, so close I could feel his breath on my face. “You need to come back to the club with me. You can’t stay here.”


    “You’re my boss at work, not at home.”


    He retracted, scrubbed his jaw, and glanced around the room. “It’s not about being your boss. I’m also your friend, someone who doesn’t want to see you get hurt in a place like this.”


    “I’ve lived in worse.”


    A grumble sounded from somewhere in his throat, but he stopped it before it turned into a full growl. “I know you can handle yourself, but you don’t need to stay here. You can stay at the club until we can find something for you.”


    “We? I take care of myself. I always have, and I always will.” I’d learned a long time ago not to rely on others. The second you did, they’d leave.


    His expression morphed from furrowed-brow Neanderthal to blank-affect politician. “We need you at the club. How will I ever pull off the Battle of the Bands without you? Not to mention Walter threatened to kick my ass if I didn’t bring you back. And you know, I’m almost as scared of him as I am rodents.”


    I chuckled aloud. I couldn’t remember the last time someone made me laugh. Ton was always so serious, spouting his montage of no drugs, no lying, no promiscuity. He taught us how to keep ourselves in check. My finger brushed the X on the back of my wrist. The world of Straight Edge would be safe for me, a place where I knew the rules and how to follow them.


    But I didn’t want safe.


    “That’s a sound I could get used to. It’s been a while since I’ve laughed with anyone.”


    I dared to look at him, his eyes, his stubbled jawline…his lips. My gaze held there for a moment. My mind hurtled over my fears and landed on a thought. A thought of his kiss.


    “I know I’m risking a major sexual harassment suit here, but there’s something I’ve been wanting to do for weeks.” He eliminated the last of the space between us. The heat of him, or my excitement, or the joy or fear, warmed my chest and flushed my face. His lips pressed to mine—firm, quick, electric.


    Then it was no more. No more pressure on my lips, no more arousing aroma, no more touch, yet my heart continued to thunder inside my chest faster than a snare drum in a pop-punk show.


    I couldn’t remember ever feeling like that, not from a kiss. Heck, I didn’t like kissing. Just the idea of exchanging slobber was gross, but…that wasn’t. Far from being grossed out, I craved more.


    After hesitating, I mimicked his movement by leaning forward and pressing my lips to his. For a moment, I lingered, enjoying the soft pressure. Then my lips did something unthinkable. They parted, and my tongue slid across the seam of his mouth.


    Horrified, I retreated to my space, my mind racing with this newfound touch. My fingers absently brushed my mouth.


    “So, does that mean you won’t be pressing charges for sexual harassment in the work place?”


    I laughed. The weight of nine years in the social services system felt lighter, the tension in my shoulders easing. Somehow, he made me feel airy, as if I could fly away on a cool breeze.


    “I’m glad you’re here.”


    He glanced around the small room then back at me. “Come back to the club with me. You don’t belong here anymore.”


    “No. I can manage.”


    He sighed. “Oh, I have no doubt, but it’s not about that. The thought of anything happening to you here…” His voice cracked. “I know we haven’t known each other long, but I don’t want to lose someone else.”


    The quiver in his voice clawed at my resolve. He understood loss, the way I did.


    “You need to—”


    “I need to be alone.”


    He leaned away from me, his posture rigid. I’d offended him, but I couldn’t go back with him, not right now. As Ton would put it, I needed a sensory break. Music, sleep, no people. “I know you’re used to getting what you want, and I know you don’t understand, but I need to be here alone tonight.” I bowed my head, knowing how messed up that sounded.


    He pressed his lips together as if to stop his next words, then he pushed from the ground and nodded. “I can’t force you, but I urge you to think about it.” He made his way to the pipe with a slight side step at a noise along the wall. In a matter of seconds, he climbed down, and I could hear him scoop up his phone and slam the door closed behind him.


    I crumbled into a ball, blocking the world from my craziness. Images of my mother holding me, telling me to take a chance on life again filled my dreams. Sometime in the morning, I woke from the most delicious dream. Drake held me in his arms and I felt cocooned in warmth and pleasure, my body satisfied and relaxed.


    With raging hormones and no cold shower, I decided to head to Bands early and hopefully find a way to break in so I could shower off instead of going to the YMCA. My palms slid against the metal pipe until I reached the bottom floor. The sound echoed and drove a spike into my ear, but I shook it off and turned to find Drake in the far corner of the warehouse propped against a wall, asleep.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    I crouched by his side to watch him sleep. He looked peaceful lying against his jacket propped on the wall. He’d spent the entire night here? Why?


    His slack jaw told me it was safe to move closer, so I lowered to my hip, my legs only an inch from his strong thighs. The world outside had begun to awaken, with its honking horns and shouts, but inside it remained private, safe. Safer than I’d felt in a lifetime, with no eyes staring at me, no words to confuse me, no threat of being touched.


    I inched closer. So close, I saw the stubble on his cheeks. I watched him for a moment, looking for any signs of waking. The only indication he even lived was the soft sound of air releasing through his parted lips. Not knowing what possessed me, I lifted my fingers to his chin. Could I touch such rough, sharp hair? What would it feel like against my fingertips?


    My pulse did a pounding cadence, but I leaned closer. After a deep breath, I brushed my nails against his growing beard. It tickled slightly, but didn’t hurt. Folding my fingers, I ran my knuckles along his jawline. His mouth closed and I waited for him to stir, but he didn’t.


    This felt good, right, but I didn’t know why. I continued my exploration up the other side to his ear. His breathing changed to a shallow exhale. His bottom lip opened a little farther, as if he needed more oxygen, then returned to its original position. The rose-colored flesh of his lips called to me with the promise of the euphoria I’d experienced last night when I’d kissed him. I longed to feel the pressure of his mouth to mine again. Was it a fluke last time? Would I run screaming from the building with the first hint of contact?


    If I wanted to know for sure, now was my opportunity. Even if he was awake, something told me he understood and wouldn’t touch me. I needed this, needed to know if I had a chance to tear free of my life swaddled in fear and rejection.


    I hovered near his lips. My heart sped and I halted. Two breaths filled my lungs while I waited for my body to calm. The flutter inside my heart continued, but it encouraged instead of warned against my advance.


    I brushed my lips to his. A pleasurable hum radiated down my neck, back, arms, and legs. But no gut-twisting pain sent me retreating from him. My mouth relaxed and we melded together like the melody and base line of a song. Such a simple act, kissing, but the myriad of emotions surging through me were complicated, fresh, new. I savored the moment, allowing myself to feel. Feel a connection for the first time in my life.


    I leaned back and saw his hooded eyes, but he didn’t move, didn’t speak. I knew he wanted more, the way his face relaxed and his eyes smoldered. I looked into his eyes and breathed, then pressed my lips to his once more. This time I nipped around the edges, tasting him, breathing him. Enjoying him.


    No hands moved to touch me. He was like a sleeping prince waiting to come to life from my kisses. And I obliged.


    I raked my tongue along the crease until he parted slightly and I dipped inside with slow, deliberate movements. His chest rose and fell with an exaggerated breath, but he remained still. Every man I had ever been with would have ripped my clothes from my body at this point. Drake was something different. He possessed a control I wish I had, but even now, my body started to heat in warning.


    Parting his lips farther, he brushed his tongue against mine, sending a delicious warmth through my scalp and down my spine. With rhythmic accuracy, he found a pattern that made sense to my brain, yet swirled my head. Tender, loving, yet suggestive strokes brought me closer, but I remained a few inches from his body.


    My nerves sang a new tune with a brilliant melody, a calm violin concerto that would soothe any savage beast. His tongue was magical, enticing me, drawing me to want more, but he softened the kiss, his tongue delicately dancing along my lower lip like a firefly until he leaned back.


    “Wow,” he breathed.


    I smiled and sat back on my heels, lowering my head. “Yeah, wow.” My hands hadn’t even trembled, and my body was warm. I’d controlled the inner slut that always ruled and enjoyed a real kiss for the first time in my life. It was magical and I wanted more.


    In one fluid motion, I tugged him to his knees and scooted forward until our legs were touching. One of his hands clutched my elbow and he guided me closer. Our bodies flush against each other, I felt his growing need pressing into my stomach, and I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anyone.


    My breasts ached for his touch. I pressed myself against him harder and clutched his hips. He moaned, and I thought I’d lose my mind with need. His tongue continued its exploration while one hand moved up my side. When his thumb brushed my breast, I thought I’d come undone. I clutched his belt and unbuckled it as he tugged the hem of my shirt up.


    His hand found its way to cup my breast and I groaned, feeling wetness pool between my legs. I lunged forward, longing to find relief, and he wrapped his arms around me, guiding me to the ground to lay on top of him.


    I separated my legs, trying to push myself against his thigh to find some relief from the pulsing in my groin. It only became more maddening. I was reaching for his pants when his hand cupped the back of my neck.


    Warning shots fired all over my body. I gasped and shoved from him, shaking with the rush of hormones and the desire to scream at the volts of electricity shooting through me. My neck. Why my neck? I shivered and scooted away, pulling my shirt down and crossing my arms over my chest to hide my erect nipples.


    He sat there, leaning back on one elbow, with a massive bulge in his pants, breathing heavily. “Scarlet? What’s wrong? What did I do? If I did something wrong, I didn’t mean to. You just feel so good.” Scooting onto his knees once more, he ran his hand through his hair, lines formed between his brows.


    I kept trembling, fighting the inner war of sensory overload that I could never seem to win. Tears flooded my vision, which pissed me off more.


    Drake scooted closer. “I didn’t mean to pressure you. I don’t know what came over me. And then you responded and I—”


    “It’s my fault. Don’t worry about it. You should go.” This wasn’t going to work. I needed to not do this again. I started rocking, and the tears started flowing.


    “Please, Scarlet. Talk to me. What’s going on? My brother was brilliant but had issues. I think you might be a little like him. I mean, nothing like him, but brilliant minds tend to have unique needs. Tell me what you need, Scarlet.”


    “I need you to leave.” I traced the X over and over again.


    “What is that?”


    I clasped my hands together to stop tracing the promise I had made to myself. The one I nearly broke when the first hot guy walked by. I couldn’t do this. I needed to learn how to control myself.


    “Scarlet?”


    I cringed and shrank back.


    “Touch. That’s what happened earlier tonight with those guys. I saw him touch you, then an instant later you had them both on the floor crying. Just now, I wrapped my arms around you and pressed your body too hard or something.”


    I only shook my head and turned away, my knees up to my chest once more. “Just go.”


    “No, you promised to return to Bands, and we have a job to do.”


    The million bee stings on my skin faded to annoying mosquito bite itches. “Bands is closed today. It’s Sunday.”


    He bit his bottom lip and eyed the floor. “Well, you’re not staying here.”


    “You can’t force me to leave.”


    He chuckled. “Okay, then how about this, you made a promise to save my club. I can’t do it without you. Will you help me?”


    I dared a glance, and I knew he cared less about the job and more about my crazy at the moment, but I needed the job. I wanted the job. Fighting my urge to retreat into my upstairs haven and never return, to curl up and cry myself to sleep, I forced myself to focus on business instead. The itching faded into a slight tickle until it disappeared for the moment. “You mean you want me to help pick the groups to compete?”


    “Yeah, I do.” He shifted back on his heels then stood up.


    “I-I’m sorry about last night.”


    “Don’t.” Drake held one finger in front of my lips but didn’t touch me. “Let’s go. I have something I need to do today and you need to go with me if we’re going to have time to get ready for the Battle of the Bands.”


    “Okay.”


    He stood with a few pops and crackles in his joints and offered me his hand. I took it and he lifted me from the ground. “Would you be okay if I held your hand?” he asked, smiling.


    I nodded, but the apprehension that I’d have to focus on that more than anything else worried me.


    Drake squeezed my hand slightly. “If you need your hand back, just let me know. I won’t be upset. I promise. Just tell me what you need. Deal?”


    This guy must be a figment of my imagination, some dream I’d concocted while high. I looked around and thought I’d fallen into the same old world of self-medication, but with one more squeeze, I knew it was real.


    We headed out of the building and I secured the chain around the door. “Can I ask for one favor?”


    “Sure. Anything.”


    “Can I use that shower of yours? I’ve been sneaking into the YMCA since arriving in Atlanta. I wouldn’t mind a longer, hot shower.”


    “I think I could oblige.” His eyebrows rose high on his head and he smiled crookedly, but he averted his gaze and then led me down the road.


    We meandered down Peachtree Street and the fresh aroma of coffee drew me to my one addiction I still allowed. “Do you mind?” I pointed to the coffeehouse.


    He tugged me through the door into a make-everything-better aroma of coffee. “What would you like?”


    “Latté, please.” I pulled money from my pocket, but he held up one hand and stepped up to the cashier.


    “I don’t need you to take care of me.”


    He smiled that melting smile of his that made my legs quiver. “I’m not taking care of you. It’s kind of a date. We’ll call it a practice date if you go with me today. Guys pay on a date.”


    My hands started to tremble. A date? I’d never been on a real date before. Was this really a date? Is this what people did on dates?


    “Don’t worry. Just be yourself.” Drake handed the cashier a credit card before I could even process what he was doing. I noticed it was the barista from before, the one with the snake tattoo with a tongue ending in an X. I nodded and she nodded back.


    “How long have you been living there?” Drake asked and we scooted around the counter from the ordering line to the pick-up side.


    “Since I arrived. It’s quiet. Trust me, it’s a good place.”


    He took a long breath and shook his head, the dark waves of his hair falling over his face then back to reveal his perfect, dark eyelashes. “You surprise me. Not many women can do that.”


    “Scarlet, up. Drake.” The barista set two paper coffee cups on the counter, capping them with plastic lids with a nod. Drake looked between us but released my hand, retrieved his coffee, and slid it into a cardboard sleeve.


    Usually by that point, I welcomed any physical contact to end, but my hand was cold, almost like it was lost from its home. I shook my head and placed my own cup into a cardboard sleeve, all the time imagining his fingers laced through mine once more. A moment later, my wish was fulfilled when he snagged my fingers and we exited to the downtown Atlanta noise pollution.


    Drake sipped his coffee and we walked along the main road to the skate park then turned toward Bands. “You walk this every night?”


    “Yeah, it’s not that far.”


    Drake quirked his head to the side. “I know, and I’m not your big brother, but you shouldn’t walk out here alone at night.”


    “You’re right. You’re not my big brother. I don’t want another one of those.” I rolled my eyes at the memory of Ton getting arrested for beating up a guy who had me pinned against the wall in the subway.


    “You have an older brother?” He lifted my hand to guide me over a skate ramp as if I were a princess on the way to a ball. Geesh, this would take some getting used to.


    “No, not really. My friend, Ton, back in New York City. He was like a big brother to me. He’s the one who set up the Community, where I lived before I came to Atlanta.”


    “What kind of community?”


    “It’s a place for people who have trouble staying clean, or who struggle with life in general. Ton started it with help from the Straight Edge community, and he works with a certain sect of the Straight Edge community in New York to keep things going.”


    “Do you keep in touch with him?”


    I shrugged. “No. I tried to call him once after I got here but it went to voicemail.”


    We walked in silence for a moment until we reached the front door to Bands. “Why don’t you borrow the phone inside? I’d lend you my cell, but it met its demise last night. I’ll go straighten up my bathroom a little before you come up.” He chuckled. “Not that I don’t think you could handle it.” He unlocked the door and we entered the dark dungeon-esque entryway.


    “You’d be surprised. Dark spaces don’t scare me, but you know your fear of rats? Well, mine is of sticky surfaces.” I winked.


    He pointed to a phone at the bar. “Come up when you finish your call.”


    I wiped the phone receiver down with my shirt and dialed Ton, half expecting it to go to voicemail again, but after two rings it clicked. “Hello?” His deep voice sounded perplexed.


    “Ton? It’s Scarlet.”


    “I’ve been worried about you. Why’d you take off like that?”


    “I told you I wanted to do this on my own,” I argued.


    A pause, then he said, “How are you doing with your sobriety and maintaining the lifestyle you’ve chosen?”


    “I haven’t gotten high,” I said with a little hint of pride.


    “And?” Ton waited.


    “And what?”


    “Come on, Scarlet. Don’t play games with me.”


    “I haven’t fucked a guy in a back alley after knowing him for five seconds if that’s what you’re asking, okay?”


    “I see Atlanta hasn’t changed your foul mouth and attitude.” He chuckled.


    I smiled, imagining his sweet laugh despite his massive frame and scary Rock look. “I got a job.”


    “I know, and then you got fired,” he retorted.


    I gritted my teeth, deciding to call him out. What could he do all those miles away? “I found my own job and I love it.”


    “Listen, Scarlet, I don’t want you to end up in trouble, or lost again. My ex-friend wouldn’t tell me where you went after you left the diner.”


    “I know you want what’s best for me, and that you like to be in control, but I needed to do this on my own. You should support me. That’s what big brothers do. They lift their little sisters up, support them. At least that’s what some wise person told me once when I tried to go back to my foster father.”


    Ton growled on the other end. “Yes, well, if you had gone back, I would’ve dragged you home by your long purple hair and locked you in a closet after beating that prick senseless. Child-molesting bastard. He should be shot.”


    “Don’t hold back. You’ve called him worse than a child-molesting bastard before. You must be going soft on me.” I laughed, but he didn’t join me. “Listen, I borrowed a phone to call you. I’ll try to get one of my own soon.”


    He cleared his throat. “Whose phone are you using? What’s Bands?”


    For a moment, I considered telling him about Drake and my job but decided it was best not to, since he’d only jump to conclusions. “I borrowed it from my boss, so I should get off now. I’ll call you soon, okay?”


    “If you don’t, I’ll call this number. If you don’t answer, I’ll find you and drag you back to New York. You got that?”


    “Yes, sir,” I mocked before I hung up, shutting down the rest of his reprimand.


    Following the back stairwell up to his office, I found Drake waiting at the top of the stairs with a strange look on his face. His eyes were downcast and his lips pressed together.


    “What’s wrong?” I shuffled to the last step then leaned back against the wall opposite him.


    Drake scrubbed his face and took a long breath. “I came down to see if Walter had gotten everything cleaned up when I overheard part of your conversation. Scarlet, I know it’s none of my business, but can I ask you something?”


    “I guess…” Warning bells sounded in my head that I should avoid what was coming, but I didn’t know how to stop it.


    He inhaled once more and dropped his hands to his side. “Did your foster father abuse you?” His hand gripped his jeans as if he was trying not to punch something. I’d seen the way his shoulders would slump, yet his arms would tense as if wanting to hit something. Ton had looked that way when he found out about my foster father, too, but this was worse. I saw the sorrow in his eyes. The look of disgust.


    I knew someday I’d have to tell him the truth. Better now before things became too complicated. Once he knew, he’d no doubt send me away and never want to look at me again.


    I toed the step, as if thinking I’d find courage in the scuffmarks on the black-painted wood. “It’s not what you think.”


    “You can tell me the truth. I can handle it.” He nudged forward, sending me back against the handrail. With one more step he blocked the stairs and my exit path.


    I looked over the balcony at the stage below and considered whether I’d break my ankle if I jumped to get away. “You say that now, but you’re imagining some sweet and innocent little girl that was abused, who should be cuddled and reassured that there’s nothing wrong with her. News flash. It didn’t go down that way. I’m not sweet, and I’m certainly not innocent.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Drake’s finger grazed my upper arm, startling me. I wasn’t able to process physical contact while confessing about a past I would rather stay hidden.


    He held his hands in front of him, palms facing me. “I won’t crowd you. I just want to assure you, there’s nothing you can tell me that will send me running.”


    I whipped my head from side to side, strands of hair lashing my cheeks. “No, you’ll throw me out. I know you will.”


    “You don’t believe that. And if you do, then you don’t give me enough credit.” Drake rolled his bottom lip between his teeth. The room remained silent for several loud heartbeats before he released the last bit of flesh from its prison. “Come on.” He tilted his head toward the hall. “If it’s that serious, then let’s sit down. I’ll even consider sharing something about myself that would make you want to run screaming from the room.”


    I angled my feet toward the stairs, but my curiosity won out. With a hesitant step, I followed a few feet behind him. While he took a seat at his desk, I remained in the doorway. How could the perfect Drake Markham have anything to confess near the level of my epic slutdom?


    “I promise I won’t send you away. Look.” He sat on his hands. Even with that goofy smile and weird ape-like posture, he still appeared confident and gorgeous.


    With a deep breath, I inched over to the chair by his side. While my body managed to remain in the seat, my gaze lunged to his hands.


    “I’ll keep them there, okay? I won’t touch you unless you want me to.”


    I didn’t need to look to see him wink. His dark lashes always lowered when his words did a jig.


    “Fine. You want the truth?” I lifted my chin and pushed my shoulders so far back the blades nearly touched. “I fucked my foster father because I wanted to, not because he forced me.” I waited a long moment then dared to lower my chin enough to see something besides the ceiling tiles.


    Drake sat stone straight. “You’re still trying to shock me. It won’t work. Continue.”


    I didn’t stop to think; I flooded the room with my confession before I lost my nerve. “My foster mother caught us one day and tossed me out onto the streets. That’s when I ended up under a bridge, strung out on Oxy. I guess I got what I deserved.”


    Drake remained perfectly still, like a work of art from Michelangelo. “How old were you?” he said, with a low, deliberate voice.


    “When I left? Seventeen.”


    “How old were you when you were first with him?”


    “Fifteen. Why?” I quirked my head at him, daring to search his face for some sign of a reaction, but his mouth, lips, eyes, cheeks remained ice-sculpture frozen.


    “When you were fifteen, did you have trouble with people touching you? Not in a sexual way, but just a handshake or a slap on the shoulder?”


    I couldn’t help but laugh. At least, I think that was the noise that swooshed from my lips. It sounded more like a zebra in labor. “Are you kidding? I ended up suspended from school more times than I can remember for fighting. Every time someone even bumped into me, I’d lose it. I’m a delinquent, according to my principal, teachers, and foster mother, but she was a bitch.”


    “So, you voluntarily had intercourse with your foster father even though you didn’t like people touching you?”


    Still, not one line creased his face. My nerves began to rapid-fire slugs into my internal organs. “Yes, but he helped me with that. You see, that’s how it all started. He gave me some pot to make me chill one time, and we figured out it helped. It sort of numbed my senses. A few months later, he brought some more home and while we got high he touched me everywhere. Next thing I knew, we had sex, and I didn’t want to peel my skin off halfway through. It was quick, so it worked for me.”


    Drake’s jaw twitched, the first indication of life beyond the marble facade.


    “Go ahead and hate me. I don’t blame you. After a while, the pot didn’t work, so he brought home pills, then coke, then whatever he could get his hands on. Heck, I can’t even remember all the drugs we tried. One night, we were both so strung out we never heard my foster mother come home. She went nuts. I don’t remember much, but the next morning I woke up facedown by a sewer with a gash in my shoulder and slashes across my back. I was in a lot of pain, so I went to a friend’s house and got wacked out of my mind. The rest of that year was more of the same. As long as I had drugs I could deal.”


    Drake’s knuckle popped and I saw his fingers clutching his legs in a vice grip. “You don’t see anything wrong with a grown man having sex with a minor? A girl he was supposed to be protecting?”


    I shrugged, the only thing I could manage with my insides twisting, turning, twirling with unease. Drug-hazed images of half-naked bodies, beatings, and blood combusted in my brain. At that moment, I’d do anything to make them fade back into the compartment where they’d been stored since I got sober. “So, you said you had your own dark past to share? Your turn. Spill it.”


    Drake’s hands slid from his legs and he balled one into a fist in front of him and clasped it with the other hand. Each knuckle popped then he did the same to the other hand.


    We sat in silence once more.


    One.


    Two.


    Ten beats sounded in my ears.


    He cast his gaze in my direction and his lips pressed tight before he let out a loud, long breath through his nose and unfurled his fingers. “A few years ago, I was a real dick. You may have made mistakes in your life, but you didn’t know any better. I did. In college, I felt like I was something special and bagged a different girl every night, broke hearts without a thought. I was scum, but I didn’t care. I went to an Ivy League school, graduated, and secured an insanely high-paying job thanks to my dad’s connections in the industry. I bought expensive cars, dated celebrities, socialites, and anyone else that would help me climb the corporate ladder. Trust me when I say I had no morals at all.”


    He sighed and leaned back, stretching his strong legs out in front of him. His hands clamped behind his head and his gaze traveled along the tile ceiling as if searching for the spot I’d analyzed a few minutes before. “On opening night of this club I was supposed to be here. You see, this wasn’t my club, it was my brother’s, and I was supposed to be here to support him. He’d finally gotten his dream, and instead, I went to a bar, got drunk, and took a girl home. I can’t even tell you her name. The fact that I had a girlfriend didn’t make a difference to me at all. The next morning, I got the call that my entire family was killed in a car wreck by a drunk driver leaving the club.”


    I reached out but stopped myself. I wasn’t sure how to console someone. I’d never wanted to console someone before. My arm did this awkward dance in the air before I did one of those I’m-gonna-put-my-arm-around-you movie theater moves then quickly returned my hands to my lap. “That wasn’t your fault, though.”


    “No, but it could’ve been. I was driving drunk that night and hit a tree. I left the scene to go sober up. When I got the call, all I could think of was that I was the one who killed my family. After I spoke to the police, I knew it wasn’t my car, but that didn’t matter. The next week, I quit my job and came here. I’ve been working on this place, trying to make my brother’s dream a reality, but I lack his vision, his talent.”


    A twinkle of hope entered my heart. He’d never want to touch me again, but he might still need me to help him. This wasn’t about me, though. “Is this what you want? Do you really want Bands to work, or are you doing it out of guilt? That’s what Barbie accused you of that day, right?”


    “Yeah, Margo has tried to convince me this was the wrong choice since I made it. I don’t know if it’s guilt, but for the first time in over a year I’m excited about the club. The way you look at this place is the way my brother once did. Seeing you smile or tap your foot to the music does something to me. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s good.”


    I picked at a chipped fingernail and thought about the possibilities. “If you want Bands to work, I want to help. But if you don’t want me around, I understand.”


    Drake leaned forward slowly until he knelt in front of me. He lifted his hands to my knee level, but didn’t touch me. “May I?”


    I nodded and braced myself for his touch. This time, his hands cupped my fingers with the perfect amount of pressure, and I relaxed. Nothing too soft, and not irritating like a bug crawling up my arm, or hard like a car rolling over my foot.


    “You see yourself in this dark way, but you haven’t had it easy. Despite everything you’ve been through, you left a city where you had a person who offered you protection to make it on your own. With no money, no phone, living in an abandoned warehouse, you’ve made it. I’m in awe of you. You’re like no other woman I’ve ever known.”


    I smiled. “It sounds like you’ve known many.”


    His soft laugh filled the room. “Yes, but none like you.” He ran his thumb over my skin and I gasped, but it felt amazing. “Can I ask you something?”


    My stupid shoulders rose and fell once more.


    “You said you…fucked your foster father. Have you ever been intimate with anyone? I mean, loved someone instead of just having sex with them?”


    I thought about it. “Sex is usually something I do to feel a release of sorts. It’s always been quick. I can’t stand much more than that.” A shiver hopped from rib to rib along my spine until it reached the back of my neck at the thought of prolonged exposure to sticky skin and bad breath.


    “I haven’t, either. Despite all the women I’ve been with, I’ve never made love to any of them. I mean, they left as satisfied as I did, but I never emotionally connected with any of them.”


    I thought for a moment and decided to reciprocate the movement of his thumb, brushing it over his knuckles. He sighed and closed his eyes.


    “I won’t ask you to tell me anymore about your past right now, but if and when you’re ready, I’ll listen to anything you want to share. Know this, though, Scarlet.”


    “What?” I continued to brush my thumb over his skin, feeling each little bump and groove, but it didn’t send horrific chills deep inside my bones.


    “You’re something special.” Drake looked at the clock then back at me. “Listen, I need to get going, so go shower and I’ll be back in a few. We can talk more on the way.”


    “Where are we going?” I asked, still trying to catch up with our conversation and where he was going with all this.


    “To visit my grandmother. I go every Sunday since my parents passed. It’s up in the Georgia Mountains and I don’t want to miss seeing her, so go get ready. We’ll work in the car on the way.”


    “I don’t have any clothes except what I’m wearing,” I protested. “Besides, isn’t it a little early to introduce me to your relatives? I’ve never been introduced to family before. I mean, she’s gonna take one look at me and wonder why her Ivy League grandson is with some streetwalker. Don’t get me wrong. I’m fine with who I am now. I don’t want to change for anyone, but she’s never going to understand a girl with purple hair and tattoos.”


    “Have I lied to you yet?”


    A lava-like burn seared my stomach at the thought of meeting family. I’d lost mine so long ago, I could barely remember what it felt like. Having to remember manners, make eye contact, shaking hands, avoiding curse words, and just generally acting like a human being. Too much. It was way too much. But still, I shook my head.


    “Then get in that shower. It’s time to go meet Nana.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    I stepped from the cracked tile shower and wrapped a towel around my body. The fresh scent reminded me of my mother’s sheets. I hadn’t smelled that crisp outdoor aroma since childhood. It was funny how a certain smell or sound could draw me back in time to over a decade ago.


    I leaned against the sink and wrapped my arms around myself. “Mom, I’m sorry I didn’t make you proud, but I’m going to now.”


    My skinny jeans, long-sleeve T-shirt, and underclothes lay on the linoleum floor. The thought of putting them back on my clean skin made me cringe. Holding the towel tight, I opened the bathroom door and leaned out. “Drake? You there?”


    No answer.


    Avoiding my T-shirt, bra, and undies, I slid on my jeans, figuring going commando was best at this point. Perhaps he had a T-shirt I could borrow. Leaving the warm, steamy bathroom behind, I trotted down the hall to his office, but there was no sign of him or any clothes. Then I recalled the boxes of band merchandise downstairs. I could buy one of the T-shirts.


    After a quick glance over the balcony, I tightened the towel around my breasts and headed for the stairs. At the bottom, I spotted the baby grand piano tucked into the wing off stage. The music Drake played the other day whirled through my brain and I longed to finish the song, a calling to complete something left unfinished. I had to fix the off beats and mismatched rhythms.


    I shuffled in my bare feet to the piano bench, sat down, and secured my towel so it wouldn’t fall. Arching my fingers, I brushed my hand against the smooth, ivory keys. It had been years since I played, not since three foster homes ago. I never had a lesson and still couldn’t read sheet music, but I could feel it as if the music in my brain had overflowed and spilled down into my fingers.


    My fingers settled on the piano keys, my hands arched, and my brain shifted to the slow, sensual sound of Drake’s song.


    My eyelids closed, sealing the surrounding room from my consciousness. That inexplicable yearning inside me conjoined with the melody. I surrendered to the sensual soiree, the higher notes promenading with the grace of a champion ballroom dancer. My shoulders rose and fell with the tete-a-tete.


    I played as if the piano breathed for me, thought for me, lived for me. Note after note, I felt love, loss, longing. Tears trickled over my cheeks and into my mouth. I tasted the sadness of Drake’s song, the same sadness I had lived.


    I slid my hands to the bass keys and pounded the approach of danger. Deep, hollow, broken. I found where Drake had faltered in the song. My breath was shallow, but I played on. The melody crescendoed to a battle cadence.


    Da-drum. Da-drum. Da-drum.


    Faster, faster, faster.


    The song peaked, a high, mountainous peak. Energy faded, and the beats trailed into a sweeping calm. My fingers fell from the keys. I slumped, exhausted.


    The floor creaked and I jolted. Drake dropped his bag, a flash of intense emotion. I flinched, waiting for the anger I knew was coming to rule his fists.


    “Don’t. I wouldn’t hurt you.” He sat next to me on the bench, side by side, shoulder to shoulder, his back to the keys. “I’d never hurt you,” he said, his voice trembling more than my hands.


    “I…I didn’t mean to—”


    “Beautiful.”


    I turned slightly and his gaze dropped to my exposed neck.


    “The song.” His voice cracked like the lead singer of a punk band after a long set. His gaze settled back on my face. “It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”


    I shook my head. “Don’t understand. You looked mad. I thought I’d done something…”


    He rested his forehead to mine. My pulse sped. What did I do? What did he want from me?


    He only breathed. Once, twice, three times. Then he touched me, his hand a whisper across my collarbone. “You finished it. My brother’s song.”


    I shifted, but he put a hand over mine. “Don’t. Don’t run.” He cupped my face and he raked his fingers through my wet hair, pulling it away from my shoulders. “You’re special. The most special…” When his lips traced the line his hand had trailed, I knew I wanted more. Something real.


    I untucked my towel and let it fall to my waist. Exposed, open to his touch. No drugs, no running, no wall-banging.


    Him.


    Me.


    Intimate.


    Intimate beyond my experience. I wanted to know what it would be like to feel Drake’s hands on my breasts. I wanted to know if I could tolerate his touch the way I wanted to.


    I wanted to know.


    I wanted to know.


    I wanted to know.


    He paused and lifted his face to meet my eyes. Unable to form words, I nodded. His chest rose and fell with an exaggerated breath while his hand slid down between my breasts. I remained rigid but didn’t slap his hand away. His mouth dipped to my neck, and my head tilted back as heat radiated to my chest.


    My breath quickened. The smell of fresh laundry, Drake’s light rain-scented shampoo, and the rhythmic breathing from both of us relaxed my shoulders, and I wanted him to touch me.


    His kisses continued along my jaw until he nibbled my ear. I tensed again as he neared the back of my neck. With a slow retreat, his tongue did delicious things under my chin and down my front. One of his hands drifted to my spine and he guided me into a back bend. My body didn’t protest at all. Instead, my chest craved his touch.


    His other hand moved to the border of my breast and one word slipped from my lips. “Drake.”


    Breath after breath, I thought I’d go mad as his hand inched toward the center of my breast, my nipple peaking in anticipation. My insides trembled with need, and when his thumb finally slid across my nipple I whimpered, actually mewled at the sensation. How could this be happening? It wasn’t possible. Soft lips danced across where his thumb just explored, and I arched into his mouth.


    Swipes of his warm, wet tongue drove me mad, sending my body into a state of inebriation, a woozy blur of bliss. My mind and body registered nothing in the world except his lips. My senses were on overload and I could only focus on his euphoric exploration of my body.


    He broke away. The loss of his touch startled me back to reality. Pleasure no longer ruled my senses, and I heard the heat cut on overhead. The piano keys clanked as I lifted my elbow from where it had braced me.


    His arms wrapped around me and he pressed me against his chest. Nuzzling his nose into my neck, I felt his eyelashes flutter against my skin. “See? You can be touched.”


    I took a stuttered breath and leaned back to face him. His lips curled into a smile, and I wanted to taste him again, to lose myself from this world, and only feel him. But when I brushed my lips to his, he kissed me softly then turned his head and whispered, “I can’t. I’m way too turned on right now. I think it’s my turn for a shower. A cold one.”


    “It’s okay.” I slid my hand up his thigh, but he captured it before it could go too far.


    “No, I want to make love to you in a way we’ll both remember and enjoy. We both need time. For once, I want to really know a girl before I take her to bed, and something tells me you’re worth the wait.”


    For a moment, I was taken aback. “You’re saying no?” No guy had ever turned down sex. “Was it not—”


    “It was everything. That’s why I want time with you. Something tells me if I push things now, I could lose you forever, and I’m not willing to take that risk.” He kissed my fingers one at a time. “Do you know, I’ve never told a girl I loved her?”


    Cool air brushed across my skin, reminding me I was naked from the waist up. I quickly retrieved my towel, but he didn’t release my other hand. Instead, he kissed below my neck and, slipping his hand from mine, gently wrapped the towel around me, tucking it between my breasts.


    “I want to know what love is, Scarlet. I’ve blocked out every emotion since my family died, and in that music everything flooded to the surface. For the first time, I didn’t feel dead inside. You need slow nurturing for a change, and I need a chance to let my heart heal and open to the possibility.”


    I swallowed the lump forming at the back of my throat. “Possibility for what?”


    “Love.”


    Emotion stirred inside me, but was it love, fear, loneliness? “How do you know what love feels like? I was told by a clinician once that I would never be capable of that emotion.”


    He shook his head. “I bet you were also told you could never enjoy physical intimacy without being high.” He tipped my chin up so I had to look into his eyes. “And I think we both just proved that’s wrong.”


    I smiled, a real smile. One of dreams and the promise of something that could be. For once in my life, I felt…hopeful.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    I reached for the door handle of Drake’s car, but he snagged it first. “Practice date, remember? I open doors for you and pay for lunch. That’s what guys do on a date.”


    The odor of car fumes choked my reply, or maybe it was the word date. Either way, I sat in the passenger seat without a word. To my relief, the interior didn’t possess that new-car smell or was doused in some obnoxious deodorizer. Instead, I smelled only the rain-fresh scent of shampoo and the earthy aroma that was all Drake.


    He hopped into his side and closed the door. Turning the key, his car roared to life. My body enjoyed the vibration of a muscle-car engine; the rumbling sensation soothed the jitter from my joints and insides.


    “Nice.”


    “It’s the only thing I haven’t hocked or sold to keep Bands afloat.” He pulled out of the parking space and bounced us over a few speed mountains, heading toward the busy streets of downtown Atlanta.


    “Hope you can turn things around, if that’s what you want.” I didn’t know what to say. The word date kept echoing in my head, making it hard to think of anything else.


    After one quick stop at a store to replace Drake’s cell, he maneuvered onto the highway and we were headed to the mountains. “I know this Battle of the Bands will work. It has to.”


    “Why do you think the club has struggled so much? I mean, fancy degree and all.”


    “Because I didn’t want it bad enough. I half-assed the job, because I never saw the vision of the place.”


    The buildings flew by in a blur of tall gray. I gripped my knees and enjoyed the way the vibrations traveled up my legs, into my hands, all the way to my shoulders. “Then why didn’t you sell it and go back to your job?”


    Once we were on the highway, he lowered his hand to the gearshift and I started to resent the quieter hum of the engine. The silence had created the first awkward moment between us.


    He sucked in a long breath and I noticed a twitch at the corner of his mouth. “At first, I think I was punishing myself. I hated the world for taking my brother away, and despised myself even more for my sins. We’d been close once, I’d taken care of him most of his life. When kids teased him, I’d handle it. When he couldn’t deal with a situation, I dealt with it. When he couldn’t get a job, I found him one. Then one day he didn’t need me anymore and everything changed. He found himself; his talent erupted into a world of opportunities. He not only signed a major record deal, he opened the club.”


    Stalling for an excruciating second, he clicked his blinker on and changed lanes. I opened my mouth, thinking he was waiting for me to speak, but I had no words. What was I supposed to do, say?


    Drake gripped the steering wheel tight, his gaze transfixed in a hard stare ahead. “I didn’t relate to him anymore, and I pursued my own desires in life. I think I was a little jealous of how happy music made him. I’d never found that kind of happiness, except the temporary satisfaction of purchasing a luxury item. Money and women were my life. He had love and purpose.”


    I’d never thought of happiness, only survival. How did I relate to a man with money and education and family? He should be with a socialite, actress, model, not a street reject.


    “Scarlet?” he asked after a moment, his voice sounding shaky and unsure.


    “Yes?”


    “Can I hold your hand?”


    Relief flooded me. “Sure.”


    I turned my hand over, palm up, and he captured my fingers with his. It wasn’t the zap of want that electrified my system, or the breath that stuck in my lungs, but the lack of need to jump from the moving vehicle that surprised me.


    He changed lanes to the HOV and hit the gas. “Can I ask you something else?”


    “I guess.”


    He paused as if to contemplate something; his upper body tensed. “The song. How did you know it?” He sat stone still, except for his foot sliding between the brake and gas pedal.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


    His fingers squeezed my hand and a sense of calm coated my fear. Was this what people referred to as comfort?


    “It’s okay. I just wanted to know. Did I leave the sheet music out or something?”


    I shook my head and kept my eyes on the bright red car zooming past us. “No. It wouldn’t change anything if you did. I can’t read music.”


    Drake’s head snapped to the side. I could see his wide eyes in my peripheral vision, before he looked straight again. “Then how?”


    “I, uh, hear music and it stays in my head.” I picked at a nonexistent piece of lint on my skinny jeans.


    “I see, but how did you finish it? I’ve been trying to finish it for over a year and you did it in one day. One hour.”


    “I didn’t finish it…exactly.” I squirmed in my seat, but his hand squeezed, reassuring me I was safe. “You see, your brother finished it.”


    Drake’s mouth fell open, but he recovered quickly. “How? He’s gone.”


    The strain in his voice caused a strange heaviness in my chest. “All the threads were already in the music—the patterns, the melody, the build-up. I just followed the natural pace and flow until it came to fruition.”


    “You can do that?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


    The heat in the car cut on, blasting warm air at my face. I shifted the vent so it pointed away. “That’s the best way I can describe it. I just play what I hear and project from the organization. I’m no musician. I guess you could say I’m more of a mathematician of music.”


    “Oh, no. You’re definitely a musician.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t be a musician. I can’t read music. I tried once, but my brain won’t comprehend and remember the way it looks on paper. I also can’t create my own songs.”


    “Scarlet?”


    “Yes?”


    “You have no idea how special you are, do you?”


    Heat flooded my cheeks. He glanced over at me with a reassuring grin. I tried to think of what to say to that, but there were no words. “No one’s called me special since my mother died.”


    “Get used to hearing it, because you are. I can’t believe you waltzed into my life like this. I wasn’t looking for anyone. Heck, I didn’t want to feel anything for anyone, but you’re so different…unique, and I can’t wait to know you better. Can I ask you something else?”


    This was beginning to feel like a game of twenty questions, but I shrugged. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to think about being special anymore. It was a foreign concept.


    “Before I ask, I want you to know that I just want to talk to you, find out everything about you, but I don’t want to scare you away.”


    I chuckled. “I can’t exactly run away, can I? You’ve got me in a speeding vehicle with the doors locked.”


    He laughed, the deep kind that filled the car, and I felt his fingers squeeze my hand again. “I never want to make you feel uncomfortable. If we’re going to try to help each other, then we’ll have to be honest and open. I have a feeling you’re not used to communicating with people. Have you ever been in a relationship where you talked about how you felt or what made you happy or uncomfortable?”


    I shrugged and realized I hadn’t, not since my mom died. “I guess not. I usually tolerate things until I can’t take it anymore and leave.”


    He shook his head, causing some of his thick brown hair to fall over his cheekbones, accentuating his strong, clean-shaven jawline. “That’s what I don’t want. We need to be in this together. Make a promise that we’ll give it our all.” He flicked on the blinker and changed lanes again. “In the last year, if I felt anything I shut it out. I couldn’t allow myself to get close to anyone. I promise I won’t do that with you if you promise not to shut me out. Deal?”


    I thought for a moment, digging deep. Was I capable of opening up to someone? I’d known Ton a heck of a lot longer, yet I’d never really opened up to him. “What if I can’t feel emotions? I’ve never connected with anyone before. Not in that way.”


    “Then it’ll be a new adventure. Besides, I’m a big boy. If you don’t feel the same way, then you can tell me.”


    I toyed with the hem of the black T-shirt he’d given me to wear. “I felt something this morning. When I saw you lying by the door downstairs. A kind of twinge in my chest, sort of a heavy yet sweet rumbling inside.” I rolled my eyes. “This sounds stupid.”


    “No.” Drake squeezed my hand and this time kept his fingers tight for several moments. “It sounds perfect.”


    I squeezed back, and I was rewarded with one of his ear-to-ear, teeth-baring smiles. The instant flicker I felt deep inside in response told me I’d done something right. A hint of pride filled me. Maybe I could learn how to be with someone, learn what made them happy. Maybe someday I’d feel like I was part of a real couple. I wanted to try to have what my mother only spoke of before she died.


    “I want to try.” My voice sounded small even to me.


    “Then we will.” He merged several lanes to the right. “So, I have a few CDs we should listen to on the way. Also, we need to strategize a date and time for the Battle of the Bands event. I’ve already had an agreement from two record companies. One’s a pop-punk label and the other death metal. I think that’ll draw in various bands, considering they both have serious ties in the industry. I’d like to host the event in less than six weeks.”


    “That’s when the balloon payment is due, right?”Drake released my hand and gripped the steering wheel as he merged onto another interstate, heading west. “Yeah, that’s when my loan extension ends, and I’m afraid without something big, even selling this car won’t save Bands.”


    “Then we’ll have the event the last Saturday prior to the six-week deadline.”


    He popped the first CD into the player and I watched the buildings shrink from office buildings to homes until the terrain changed to trees and hills. By the second CD, Drake verged off the main street onto a winding two-lane road.


    He put in the third CD, and I was disappointed yet again. “I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “These bands are stale and won’t draw a crowd. Where did you get these?”


    “They’re ones the record producers sent. All of them almost signed, but didn’t quite make the cut.”


    “That’s the problem. They didn’t make the cut for a reason.”


    He turned down a long road. The crunching sound of gravel under the tires irritated me enough that my jaw popped from the pressure of my teeth clamping together.


    “Where do we get bands then? Ones that will ignite enough interest that I can make some money and save Bands?”


    “I don’t know, but you don’t do it like this.”


    A moment after the words left my lips, he pulled into a parking place and shoved the gear into park, resting his head against his hands on the top of the steering wheel.


    A deep hollowness gripped my gut. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to do this.”


    He lifted his head and quirked one eyebrow. “Do what?”


    “This conversation thing. I always say the wrong thing. I don’t understand social cues and what people need. I’m dead inside.” I grabbed the door handle to escape, but his hand grabbed my waistband, keeping me in place.


    “Practice date, remember? I get the door for you.”


    Sighing, I leaned back in my seat.


    “You’re doing fine. I’m just frustrated. Not at you. At failing my brother, at being such a dick for so long, and for not knowing how to fix things.” He took a long breath and exhaled. “Remember, you have to keep me in check. I’m learning, too, but there are no grades here. No report cards or GPA.”


    “That’s good. I flunked out of high school, and you’re Ivy League.” I shook my head and glanced out the window at several one-story buildings edged by single rows of the same kind of bush. “What am I doing here, Drake? Your grandmother is going to die instantly when she sees my purple hair and hears my ignorance.”


    “You’re here as my colleague, helping me with the club. Besides, you’re wicked smart. You don’t need a diploma to prove that. Relax.”


    Relax? “She’s going to assume there is something between us, and I’m all wrong for you. You should be with…with—”


    “Margo? No thanks. I’ve been with that kind of woman, and they always leave me feeling empty. Now, stop trying to sabotage this.”


    “I’m not—”


    “Aren’t you?”


    “I don’t belong here.” I squeaked like a field mouse.


    Drake pinched my side.


    “Ow! What’s that for?”


    “Trying to keep you focused. If I can’t do it with words I’m going to start pinching.”


    “You’d pinch a girl with sensory problems? That’s not being gentlemanly.”


    “Nope, and I don’t care. Now, are you going to meet my grandmother, or am I going to pinch you again?”


    I held up my hands in surrender. “Fine. Geesh.”


    He jumped out of the car and raced to open my door as if I’d escape if he wasn’t fast enough. Before I had a chance to stand up on my own, he took my hand and lifted me, pulling me into him. After a second, he wrapped his arms around me. “I wanted to do this the entire drive up here. You ready for another kiss?”


    I didn’t answer. Instead, my mouth closed over his, and he squished me between him and the car. The scent of fall leaves, the sound of them crunching beneath tires in the parking lot, everything disappeared, replaced by the pressure of his body against mine, pinning me to the car. He was so close, our hearts competed for rhythm until it sounded like one long beat in my head.


    He broke the kiss and panted. After a moment, he rolled off me to lean against the car and scrubbed his face.


    I spotted an elderly man on a scooter, watching us from the front porch of the main building, not to mention a woman fanning herself from one of the home-like structures a little way from the parking lot. “Um, should we be going before one of them calls the police on us?”


    “Ah, not yet.”


    “Why?” I turned to face him.


    He paced with his hands on his hips around the back of the car. “Because you’re so damn hot you get me excited just from kissing you. I can’t go in there in this condition.” He glanced at his groin.


    “If you did, I won’t be such a shock, then.”


    Drake swiveled to face me. “Ah, you do have a sense of humor.”


    Was I joking? I walked over to him and pinched his side.


    Drake jumped from me. “Hey, what was that for?”


    “Did it help? If not, I can do it again until you can behave.” I reached for him again.


    “Ah, funny girl. Okay, let’s go.” He snagged my outstretched hand and led me to the front walk. Before we even reached the main entrance, I felt dozens of eyes on me.


    When we got to the top step of the porch, my feet stopped moving. Everything inside me said to run. This was so outside my comfort zone. I preferred dark corners and secret rooms, not overly bright lights and conversation. Drake looked back at me with a smile, yet confusion still held me captive. One foot wanted to run all the way back to Atlanta, while the other wanted to keep that smile on his face. A speeding semi overloaded with sensory and fear jackknifed, threatening to send me into an armadillo ball in the corner.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Drake leaned against the wall of the building. “I won’t push you. If you don’t want to do this, you can wait in the lobby and I’ll drive you back to Atlanta after I visit my grandmother.”


    I studied the double doors of the assisted-living facility as if it contained the answer I sought, but I found nothing. Part of me wanted to make Drake happy, to please him, but the majority of me just wanted to run from all of this, screaming.


    “It’s your choice, but I know you’ll love her,” he whispered, his words caressing my mind with its magical soft dance that seduced me into compliance.


    “That’s not what I’m afraid of.”


    He gently touched my back and all my focus drove to his hand. The birds stopped singing overhead; the man glaring at me through the window to our side disappeared.


    “I can’t with you touching me. If I’m going to meet her and not curse, or do something stupid, you can’t touch me.”


    “Deal.”


    “It’s not that I don’t like it—”


    He lifted one finger to my lips but didn’t make contact. “No explanation needed. I’m not breakable. Remember, honesty is all I ask.”


    I nodded and took in a long, cleansing breath then stood tall and entered through the door Drake opened for me.


    Stand up straight. Look everyone in the eye. Don’t curse. Shake hands if offered.


    I repeated the social rules over and over in my head, concentrating on what I should do and blocking out the irritating florescent light that flickered over the reception desk. The brightness was more like an inanimate object piercing my skull.


    Stand up straight. Look everyone in the eye. Don’t curse. Shake hands if offered. I repeated the social rules again and closed my eyes.


    “Hi, Drake. It’s good to see you. Your grandmother is waiting in the dining room for you.”


    “Thanks, Sam.”


    I opened my eyes to find Drake signaling me to follow him. Shuffling down the hallway, I tried to ignore the sour milk smell coming from one room and the human waste smell from another. Old people and I didn’t mix. Swallowing down the rising panic, I moved closer to Drake and took a whiff of his shampoo an earthy scent.


    He cocked an eyebrow at me.


    “I’ll explain later, but you better get used to weird if you’re going to hang out with me.”


    We rounded a corner and I spotted a group of women giggling at a table, playing cards in hand.


    “Linda Samson, you cheat!” A frail hand smacked her hand of cards on to the tabletop with more gusto than I thought possible.


    “I don’t know why you’re upset, Martha darling. You know she’s a card shark and she’s gonna beat us all. It’s the same every time.”


    “Not all the time. Winter of 2008, I beat her fair and square.”


    The woman with her back to me shook her head and I realized she was probably the one named Linda. “Fair and square? Ha, only if you count slipping an ace into your Depends fair.”


    “Nana, are you not playing nice with others again?” Drake leaned down and kissed an orange-haired lady.


    I remained in the doorway, already being bombarded with five different overwhelming floral perfumes and a gallon of Aquanet hairspray.


    “Drake!” She grabbed her cane and lifted from the chair, revealing black leather pants over a leopard-print body suit.


    I blinked, trying to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.


    “Hi, Drake.” A woman with bright silver hair waved her cards at her face. The two other women giggled like little girls.


    “Down, ladies. He’s my grandson. Hands off.” She slid her arm around his back. “Let’s get you out of here. There’s nothing worse than horny old bats desperate for a good—”


    “Behave,” Drake scolded. His eyes shot to me as if he was concerned she’d offend me. No one had ever been concerned about offending me. It was always the opposite.


    Linda smiled, her peach-tinted lips spreading wide. “Who’ve we got here?”


    I stepped forward and offered my hand. “Hi, I’m Scarlet. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    “Well, ain’t she formal?”


    Drake’s brow crinkled and he chuckled. “Not often.”


    I shot him a sideways glance but recovered quickly.


    Drake held out a hand. “Let’s go to your apartment so we can spend some time away from staring eyes, if you don’t mind.”


    Linda waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t mind them. They can’t catch you.”


    “Don’t be so sure. I just had my scooter tweaked,” the silver-haired lady screeched.


    Linda placed her hand in the crook of Drake’s arm, and he escorted her out the back door, down a winding path, to another building. For a woman with a cane, she moved quickly. I trailed several steps behind them.


    Squirrels skittered across the path, and birds chirped up in the trees, hidden by some golden-red leaves still clinging to the branches. Drake and Linda whispered to each other along the way, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. He glanced back every so often with a smile on his face and a nod.


    We reached her apartment and he opened the door into a comfortable living area. “Have a seat, darlin’.”


    I followed the direction of her hand to a loveseat next to a recliner that Drake assisted her into. I lowered to the edge of the seat, my hands on my knees. It was the way ladies were supposed to sit, right?


    Purging all other scents and the knocking of something in the ventilation system, I concentrated on remaining upright and attentive. My eyes still wanted to drop to the floor, but when she spoke, I forced them to her face.


    “So, tell me why your hair’s purple.”


    “Nana,” Drake scolded.


    I shrugged, my eyes lowering to the floor without my consent.


    “Well, I wanted to say I like it, but my grandson here is awful defensive today,” she huffed in his direction. “I wore my hair like that back in the 80s.”


    I smiled and glanced back up at her. “Really?”


    Drake chuckled and sat on the loveseat to my left. Part of me wanted to take his hand, but I didn’t want to lose myself in his touch. “Yeah, she was the coolest Nana in town.”


    Linda brushed a nonexistent stray hair from her forehead. Not one hair could possibly move out of place even if it wanted to, but I didn’t say anything. It didn’t seem right. “I think it looks much better on you, though. Are your eyes usually that violet looking, or is it from the hair color?”


    “My eyes are different. My mother said my father had the same kind of eyes, but I think the hair accentuates them.”


    “I see. Where do your mother and father live?” she asked.


    “My father left when I was two.” I shrugged again, but this time I managed to keep my eyes at least to her peach lips before recovering. “My mother died when I was nine.”


    “I’m so sorry, hon. How did she die?”


    I took a long breath, my mind slipping into the past. “Heart attack. She had some sort of birth defect they didn’t know about.”


    “Oh my, and you were nine? I hope you didn’t witness her passing.”


    “Not really. I woke up and found her.”


    Drake gasped. “You were in the house alone and found her in her room?”


    “Sort of. I was in bed with her. My mother had been working with me on what she called cuddle therapy.”


    Linda gripped her cane and leaned forward. “What’s cuddle therapy?”


    Damn, I’d said too much. I swallowed, my eyes scanning for the escape route in the room then darting back to Drake.


    “She has some challenges with physical touch,” Drake offered.


    I wanted to mouth thank you, but I was too busy trying to regain control as my mind centered on that thumping noise in the vent overhead.


    “I see. Did they find your father? I hope you had other family to live with and that they were able to raise you.”


    “No, they never found my father. I did have family, but they never showed up to get me, so I was raised in foster care.”


    Drake reached for my hand, but then returned his to his knee. Silence filled the room.


    “It’s no big deal. I managed.” I scanned the room for something else to talk about. “I like this place.” Lame. Dang it, this was even harder than I’d thought.


    “So, how long you two been shagging?” Linda asked.


    Drake scooted forward in his seat and narrowed his gaze. “Nana, you promised to behave. And we are not shagging, as you so eloquently put it.”


    “Well, why not? It’s obvious you want to.” She smiled. “Oh, stop acting so innocent. We both know your past,” she said to Drake before redirecting her gaze at me. “Now, tell me a little more about this touching thing.”


    Drake stood and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “Scarlet, would you do me a favor? Would you go back to the dining hall and get a coffee for me, and one for you if you’d like? Nana, do you want one?”


    She shook her head. “Not unless it has bourbon in it.”


    Drake handed me some bills and I’d never been so happy to have an excuse to leave, to take a moment to regroup and prepare for her questions. I took the money, and before I knew what I was doing, I kissed his cheek. It wasn’t something I planned, or decided to do, but I wanted to thank him. When I sat back, feeling my eyes grow wide, he smiled, then leaned down and kissed my cheek.


    “Thanks.”


    “Oh, you two are definitely going to shag,” Linda mumbled under her breath. Her hands shot up in surrender. “Hey, us old people have to live vicariously through the young.”


    I scooted out the door, hastily making my retreat.


    “Leave the door open, but close the screen, would ya, darling? That way all the old bats know my handsome grandson is here and they can be jealous.”


    I did as she said then hurried to the path that led back to the dining hall. Walking back through the colorful fall leaves, I took my time to clear my head. To my relief, there were only a few people still there, and none seemed to pay any attention to me. There was a kitchen toward the back and I found a service counter with a lady behind it. “Is this where I get coffee?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” She poured two cups then directed me to the table with the sugar and cream. I’d seen Drake add one sugar and a dash of cream to his coffee, so I fixed it the way I thought he liked it then headed back to Linda’s apartment.


    Rounding the corner, I heard them speaking. Not wanting to interrupt, I sat on a bench outside and sipped my coffee for a moment.


    “She’s so different from anyone I’ve ever known,” Drake was saying. “Well, except for Devon.”


    “Devon?”


    Drake’s voice deepened. “Yes, she’s so talented and great with numbers, but has issues with certain senses. Like Devon did.”


    “That’s why you brought her to meet me. Because you want me to help you understand her better,” Linda said.


    Drake sighed. “Yes, but I also wanted you to meet her.”


    “I see. Are you with her to make up for not being there for your brother?” Linda asked.


    “No. I mean, she’s intriguing. Special.”


    I knew I shouldn’t listen in, but I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to know, to confirm that Drake’s words to me were how he really felt, not pity for the poor girl I feared he saw me as.


    “If you haven’t shagged her, then she must be special.”


    “Why are you so obsessed with sex all the time?” Drake chuckled.


    “Because I don’t get any. Anyway, I like her. Thank the Lord, you finally found a girl worth meeting. I mean, she’s got character and originality, not some cookie-cutter socialite like you usually go for.”


    “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel,” Drake said drily.


    Linda coughed a few times then cleared her throat. “So, tell me about this touching issue.”


    Drake didn’t speak for a moment. “I don’t know how much she’d feel comfortable with me sharing. I won’t betray her trust. But I will say, she’s been through hell. Most girls wouldn’t survive. Heck, some men I know wouldn’t, either. She not only made it out of the insanity of her youth, she’s optimistic of the future. On top of that, she’s a math genius, musically gifted, independent, and pure at heart.”


    “You’ve changed.”


    I heard heavy steps and I pressed back against the bench, hoping he couldn’t see me through the window.


    “In what way?”


    “You’re not such a superficial ass. It’s not all about you.”


    I heard nothing for a moment, then Drake said, “Maybe she does bring out a softer side of me, I don’t know. But maybe it’s because there’s no head games with her. She’s just who she is, and I can be me.”


    Linda chuckled. “Oh, you got it bad. I think this is the first time you’ve ever opened your heart to someone.”


    Breath caught in my lungs, but not the usual way where it felt like it was holding me hostage. More like screaming at me that I needed to listen carefully to what he said in response.


    “I think you’re jumping ahead. We just met a few weeks ago. I mean, I definitely feel something.”


    “Drake, darlin’, it can take one look to know when you’ve found a good match. You’re just male and it takes your brain longer to process. Give it time. You’re young, but don’t let this one go.”


    Two ladies walked up. “Hello. Are you the young lady I heard was visiting Linda?”


    Busted. I knew Drake and his grandmother heard them. I quickly stood, the plastic cups shaking in my hands. I didn’t want to leave that moment. I wanted to think about what they had said. No one had taken the time to get to know me since my mother. Collecting myself as quickly as I could manage I smiled at the ladies. “Yes, I was just walking back with some coffee.”


    “Looked more like eavesdropping to me,” the silver-haired lady said as loud as she could.


    Heat radiated over my skin. What was it with the women in this place? Without another word, I walked up to the door. “Hey, can you open the screen, my hands are full.”


    Drake shot up and crossed the room. “Get lost out there?” He winked.


    I sipped my coffee and sat quietly as Linda and Drake caught up on his business and how things had been going lately. There were stories shared about his childhood and I felt like I got to know his brother and parents a little. The sad draw of his mouth each time they were mentioned did something inside me. A twinge of something not good, but I’d never felt it before.


    Drake set his empty coffee cup on the small wooden table. “Do you remember when you caught Devon with Mom’s Victoria’s Secret catalog in the garage?”


    Linda roared with laughter. “Yes, I thought the kid was gonna wet himself.”


    Drake rubbed his forehead. “I was hiding behind Dad’s workbench when you came in. I was the one who handed him the magazine and then hid. He sat there, looking like taxidermy mounted on a wall. I still don’t know why he took the fall for me.”


    “Because he was your little brother and he adored you,” Linda said softly. “What are you thinking about over there, Scarlet?”


    Linda’s words drew me from my self-reflecting haze. “I was just thinking about family.”


    Linda leaned forward on her cane. Her perfectly manicured nails dangled over the handle. “Do you know where your family is, hon?”


    I traced the rim of the lid on my coffee cup. “Don’t know. I mean, when my mother died the social workers called some distant relatives. They were supposed to collect me from some courthouse, but they didn’t show. The social workers tried to call again but could never reach them.”


    “You were just left?”


    I nodded.


    “Where did they take you?”


    “An orphanage for the first few nights, but with the noises and such I ended up running away. I slept better on the streets.”


    “You were only nine? How long did you live on the streets?”


    “A few days, then to foster care for two years until I ran away again. Made it about eight months that time. I would have managed to stay out of the system, too, but I passed out from pneumonia and they placed me in a foster home outside the city.”


    Drake looked at his grandmother then back at me. “How long did you live there?”


    “Too long.” I chuckled. “The police didn’t show up for about a year. At that point I was transferred to another orphanage for a while.”


    This time Linda asked the question. “Why did the police show up?”


    My hands trembled and I set my cup on the table. “They said it was because the foster parents weren’t allowed to beat us, or burn us with cigarettes, or lock us in closets.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The return trip down the winding road through the mountains was quiet. It was as if we both had a lot to think about. Something told me his grandmother had that effect on people.


    Unable to bear it any longer, I finally broke the silence. “I liked your grandmother. She doesn’t hold any punches and says what’s on her mind.”


    Drake merged onto the highway. “She liked you, too. Actually, I think you even helped us get a little closer.”


    “Me? How did I do that?”


    “She’s always thought of me as a rich asshole who doesn’t care about anyone but myself. My brother was the one she admired. Not that she didn’t love us both, but they connected in a different way, both being creative types. Grandmother was on the stage for years. She was a talented singer and dancer. My father was the man of the house and I was more like him. I think he took on the role of protector and provider because my grandmother was a free spirit, but she loved him. After my parents and brother died, I started visiting her. I’d been so busy with my job, I’d never made it up here before that.”


    I watched his smooth movements as he switched lanes and adjusted his broad shoulders in the seat, but I didn’t speak.


    “In the last year, I started visiting more often. Now I go up every Sunday for a couple of hours. She likes it. The manager of the facility says she starts getting ready for my visits the minute she wakes up Sunday morning. In the beginning, I went because I felt like it was the right thing to do. Now I look forward to seeing her.” He glanced over at me with a strange twinkle in his eye. “I’m glad I met you now and not a year ago. You would’ve hated me. Heck, I hated myself.”


    “When you had everything? Nice clothes, a roof over your head? You were succeeding.” I couldn’t comprehend not being happy when you didn’t have to scrap for food or hide from authorities.


    He drove in silence for a minute before answering. “I can see why you’d think that, but sometimes having money doesn’t make you happy. I was empty inside. Although, I’m not sure I knew it at the time. I’ve been sitting on the fence, waffling between making this place work and returning to my old life. I didn’t want to fail my brother, but now I don’t want to fail myself, either.” He sighed. “I’m not sure I’m making any sense.”


    I thought about all I’d done wrong in my life and what I could change and learn from. “I’m not good at sharing, but I’ve done things, too.” I took a long breath and watched the buildings come into view ahead.


    “You can trust me. I won’t judge. I have no room for judging. I’ve cost people their jobs so I could rise to the top.”


    I slid my hand from his, knowing I couldn’t speak of things while touching him. I didn’t know why. I just couldn’t. He didn’t stop me, or give me a strange look. Instead, he placed his hand back on the steering wheel and his other on the turn signal as if nothing happened. “Remember I told you about the foster parents I lived with?”


    Drake gripped the wheel tight. “Yes.”


    “I did things there. There were so many of us and so little food. At the time, I told myself I did what had to be done, but because of me a boy almost died.” Memories of Scott, a boy living at the same foster home, pleading and bleeding because of me, strangled my insides. “I stole food from the kitchen then blamed a boy. As reward for telling, they strapped him to the barn door and everyone watched while I beat him. He cried and begged for me to tell the truth, but I didn’t listen.”


    Drake pulled off the interstate into a gas station. Was he going to tell me to get out of his car? That he never wanted to see me again?


    He turned into a parking space and shoved the gearshift into park. Leaning over the steering wheel, he closed his eyes. I held my breath. It was better this all ended now. This was just a dream that would never happen. People like me didn’t end up with guys like him.


    He let go of the wheel and turned to me. I shrunk back against the door. His face softened. “You were a little girl then. You’re not responsible for what those monsters made you do. I’m not sure I could control myself if I ever found those people. I hope they’re locked away in jail.”


    I swallowed the large rock in my throat and focused on chipping my nail polish. “You don’t hate me?”


    “Scarlet, I could never hate you.” He lowered his hand to his side. “Can I touch your arm?”


    I nodded, but my body tensed until his fingers grazed my wrist then moved to my shoulder. He squeezed, and I thought he’d kiss me, I hoped he’d kiss me, but instead he sat back and held my fingers in his hand. He sat silent for a moment and I wanted to know what he was thinking. But I didn’t know what to do. How was I supposed to understand his thoughts without just outright asking him? I scanned my memory for any social cues I’d picked up on but couldn’t find anything.


    “Drake?” I whispered.


    He shook his head as if to clear it. “Yes?”


    “This might be one of those moments I don’t understand. Am I supposed to do something?”


    One eyebrow rose. “Do you want to do something?”


    “Yes,” I mumbled under my breath.


    “What?”


    I swallowed and watched his thumb move back and forth over my hand. “I-I don’t know if it’s what I should do, or if it’s the right time. I’m not good at knowing those kind of things.” He sat in silence, so I continued. “I want to kiss you.” His shoulders relaxed and I realized I’d kept him in suspense with my words. “Sorry, I just thought I was supposed to do something else, but I didn’t know what.”


    Drake tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. I knew he was careful not to touch my neck. “Kiss me anytime you want. There’s never a wrong time.”


    A flutter in my belly tickled me, but I ignored it and cupped his face. His hint of stubble felt rough under my fingers, but I liked it. I nibbled at his lower lip, like he’d done to mine the other day. He tasted like the coffee we’d had at his grandmother’s, one of my favorite flavors.


    A vibration in my belly surged outward and covered my spine, ribs, and shoulders. When our kiss deepened, the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. My breath caught, and I had to break the kiss to fill my lungs, but I didn’t want to give up my exploration. I’d never taken time to learn how to kiss, or taste, or smell someone. And this was Drake, eye candy of epic proportions that any girl with eyeballs would fall for. Yet he sat here in the car, allowing me the time to see him in another way.


    I lingered at his collar, enjoying a hint of earthy scent on his shirt. I paused, circling my nose around a button before I pressed my lips to his neck. His head tilted back as I rounded to his ear. Moving my hands through his soft hair, I nibbled on his earlobe and his hands clutched my arms tight. It startled me and I jerked away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to stop.”


    Drake gasped. “I got a little too excited. I’m trying to control myself, but you make it tough.” He lowered his head to my shoulder and I ran my nails up and down the back of his neck, wishing I could handle the same touch done to me. “I’ve never been so excited by a kiss. You’ve got me all turned around.”


    “I’ll stop.” I turned in my seat to face forward and dropped my hands to my side.


    “No, don’t ever stop. I just need to learn to control myself. I don’t want to take things too far, too fast. This is new to me. I’m used to having sex five minutes after I meet a girl that I’m interested in, but that’s not what I want with you. I want more.”


    This time it was my turn to quirk an eyebrow at him. “I don’t understand. You don’t want to have sex with me?”


    “Oh, I want to have sex with you.” He blew air out through his lips and gripped the steering wheel again. “It’s taking everything I have not to take you right here and now without a care of who could see us.”


    I tried to follow his words, but it didn’t make sense. “You want to have sex with me a lot, but you won’t?”


    “Right.”


    “I thought women were supposed to be the complicated ones.” I sighed.


    Drake put the car in gear. “Let’s get back to the club. It’s getting late. I’ll try to explain myself better along the way.” He maneuvered the car back up the interstate. “You mentioned something today and I want to know if you’re willing to try it with me.”


    “Sexual?” I asked.


    Drake laughed. “Intimate, yes. Sexual, no. You know how you mentioned your mother did something called cuddle therapy?”


    “Yes,” I answered, ignoring the nervous twitch in my leg.


    “How did she do that?”


    I clutched my knee to try to still the uncontrollable shaking in my leg. “She just held me all night. Why?”


    Drake took a long breath, his chest rising and falling. “I have a theory, so I want to try something.”


    “Like a hypothesis?” I finally stretched my leg out to make it stop bouncing.


    “Yes, like a hypothesis. You’re so tense when I first touch you, and I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I know you’ve had sex for what you consider to be some sort of chemical release, and that you’ve never been with a guy that’s taken his time for you to get familiar with his touch. To get used to holding you before he moved to other areas of your body, right?”


    I shrugged, pulling my hoodie sleeves over my hands. “No, like I told you before, the only sex I’ve had, when I wasn’t high, was quick and over.”


    His face tightened, in that stressed way again. What was I saying that was making him upset? “Is that wrong?”


    He lowered his hand to the center console, palm up and I thought for a second then took it.


    “See? You can respond.” Drake changed lanes then glanced at me before he continued. “I want you to know what it’s like to be with someone who takes your needs into consideration. I’ve never been a selfish lover, but more for the sake of saving face when girls gossip. I cared more about wanting to maintain my reputation. I know it’s sad. Don’t ever repeat that. I’ll deny it even if you do.”


    I loosened the seat belt and angled my body so I could watch him drive instead of the bright lights and sounds outside that were distracting me. This conversation seemed too important not to focus. “Why would I tell someone?”


    “You wouldn’t, would you?” Drake took my hand and pressed a kiss to it. “Is that okay? Are you comfortable with me kissing your hand?”


    My concentration wavered to the brush of sensation he’d left behind. “As long as you don’t want my full attention on the conversation, I don’t mind. I like it.”


    “Okay, good to know. I want to propose something, but if it’ll make you uncomfortable, or if you’re not ready, I totally understand.”


    “What’s that?” I asked.


    “Spend the night with me tonight.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Drake took the exit ramp off the interstate and stopped at the light. “Okay, you’ve been silent for almost an hour after I had to practically beg for a reply. If this isn’t all right with you, it’s okay. I’ll just grab my sleeping bag and park it on your floor again.”


    The question had hung on my tongue the entire time, but something held me back. “You know I can take care of myself. You don’t have to spend the night with me, or sleep on my floor. I’ve been able to handle things on my own for a long time.”


    “Scarlet, I’m not asking you to give up your independence, but have you ever thought that I might want to take care of you? Not control you in any way, not that I could if I tried, but just be there for you. You staying alone in a dark warehouse in a bad section of town isn’t something I can sleep at night knowing. I care about you. When you care about someone, you want to make sure the other person is taken care of. You want them to be happy.”


    The light changed and the car rolled forward then took a sharp left to cross over the interstate.


    “I don’t know how to handle someone caring about me,” I muttered. “I’m scared I’ll screw it up. That I won’t give you what you need because I don’t know what that is. Or what if I freak out and punch your lights out because you touched me wrong?”


    He maneuvered the car over the broken curb and parked near the rear entrance to Bands. “Didn’t you just meet my grandmother even though you didn’t want to?”


    He was right. I didn’t want to face meeting his grandmother, but I did. “I’m glad I met her. She’s amazing.”


    “Yes, but you didn’t know that at the time. You did it, I hope, because you care enough about me to do something I wanted.”


    I shrugged. “I guess. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”


    Drake turned off the engine and sat there for a moment. “Tonight, I want to do something to make you happy. I want to hold you all night.”


    My hands trembled and my heart sped up. “All night? I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I thought…”


    He quirked his head to the side then sighed. “That I wanted to have sex? No. Well, yes, but not tonight. Did you not listen to anything I told you?”


    “Yes, but I don’t know what you’re saying half the time. I’m trying, but it’s not something I know or intrinsically feel.” Zaps of anxiety surfaced and I shoved the car door open, needing to get out and walk, or run, or something.


    Drake appeared at the back of the car, his hands raised. “Please, don’t run away. I won’t pressure you. Calm down, and we can talk.”


    “All this talking is uncomfortable. I don’t know how to tell you how I feel, or understand what you need. You deserve someone who isn’t a freak or so fucked up in the head.”


    “Scarlet, then you do care about me.” Drake ducked so I’d have to look at him. His gaze dragged my head up as if he tied us together with some invisible string. “If you didn’t care, it wouldn’t bother you so much. Listen, if you want to go back to your warehouse, I’ll take you. But please, don’t run away from me.” His voice cracked and something inside told me there was more behind his words, but I didn’t want to ask.


    “I can’t promise that I’ll even be able to lie next to you. It’s been a decade since anyone has slept with me. And I’ve never spent the night with a guy before.”


    “You can sleep on my bed and I’ll sleep on the couch. We’ll start there. After that, maybe we can slide the couch closer to the bed. And someday, maybe we can share the bed.”


    “In the meantime, are you willing to have sex with a girl who can’t stand to be held afterward? A girl who wants it over with quick?” I fought to catch my breath, but everything inside me warned me to run. That all of this was too much. It would never work out.


    “No. I’m not.”


    For a moment, I didn’t want to believe what I heard. I wanted to run, but hearing his rejection pierced my heart and pinned me in place. “Well, there’s nothing more to say, then. Good night.”


    Drake blocked my path. “I’m not willing to have a quickie with you, but I’m willing to take a lot of cold showers waiting for you to be able to be with me the way we both want. I can see it in your eyes, Scarlet. You want to make love to me, not just have sex. I know you do. If you won’t admit it to me, admit it to yourself.”


    I took two long breaths and waited for the pounding in my ears to subside before I spoke. “Okay.”


    “Okay?” Drake shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned back on his ankles. “Okay, you’ll try?”


    I nodded. “I’ll try, but don’t hate me if I can’t do it.”


    “I told you already that I could never hate you.” He tilted my chin up with his finger and kissed my forehead. “But I know you can do it. Even now, your shoulders aren’t up to your ears when I touch you like that first time. And it’s only been a day or two. Imagine in a week, or a month.”


    “You’d wait that long?” I held my breath.


    “I’d wait years.” He offered me his hand and I took it.


    We entered the club and Drake ordered a pizza while I went to the piano, knowing the music and the feel of the smooth, cool keys would soothe me. I didn’t have an idea what I would play, I never did, but somehow the music just oozed from my pores.


    I heard him stirring upstairs in a room over the stage by his office. I assumed he had some fancy apartment on Peachtree Street overlooking the city, but it seemed more like we were sleeping at the club. Was that out of consideration for me? I didn’t know. All I longed for at the moment was to release some of that built-up pressure in my body. It was either run or purge with music.


    I sat on the piano bench and closed my eyes. The keys joined my fingers as if they were an extension of my body, and I tentatively played a few notes in the higher range before my mood took over and a tale of fear started to ring through the building. It took me on a journey through a horrific past, with deep tones and slow-moving notes, until the piece changed, picking up into a fleeing tempo. The keys turned light as if the feet of this imaginary character never touched the ground until they fell into despair, loss, and hopelessness, then slowed to a stop. My fingers paused before they continued one note at a time, as if a new morning came and a flower opened to the sun. The beat took on a rhythmical, happy pace, full of hope and cheer. Yet, in the background, there was still one dark note, beating over and over until it all faded away.


    My breath came in great heaves as tears streamed down my face. I never knew why, but music released the caged monster from within, the angry beast that wanted to fight, do drugs, or admit defeat.


    “Scarlet?” Drake’s voice called from behind.


    I sniffled and wiped my nose with my sleeve before rising slowly and finding him standing behind me with glistening eyes.


    “I’ve never heard anything like it. Is there anything about you that isn’t exciting and beautiful?” He shuffled closer. “You might not be able to tell me how you feel, but I can hear your heart through your music.”


    I took a stuttered breath. My legs were wobbly underneath me. The anxiety of the day had fled, and I stumbled forward into his arms. He caught me, held me to his chest, and I hugged him back.


    “Isn’t this a sight?” Her voice shattered the moment.


    I shot from Drake’s arms. Margo’s voice tasered my flesh. The sound flipped my switch from tantalized to terrorized.


    Drake swung around. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”


    A key on an Audi key chain dangled from her petite, rose-colored fingernail.


    I heard a growl come from Drake. He looked me up and down then sauntered toward me with sexuality oozing from every part of his body. “Scarlet, can you go to my office and wait for me, please?” He swallowed and his eyebrows rose on his face. “Please, don’t leave.”


    I looked at the tall model-esque woman with the power to have me fired once, and decided I wouldn’t let her take anything else from me.


    “Stay,” Drake said again.


    I nodded then sauntered past him with more courage than I felt. “I’ll be upstairs when you’re ready for bed.”


    Blondie’s mouth fell open. “Ah, taken on a homeless charity case for the night?”


    “Margo,” Drake said in a guttural tone.


    I didn’t reply, as I’d already made my point and anything further only gave her more power. The last thing my head wanted was to listen to that high-pitched screeching any longer. Although, once I reached the top of the stairs I stopped just beyond their view and listened. From the distance, I could manage to handle her voice.


    “I know I hurt you, but it’s time to get over it. What are you doing with your life, Drake?”


    “I don’t need to get over anything. I’m moving on.”


    “With that reject?” she huffed.


    I heard footsteps cross the stage. “Watch yourself.”


    “Watch myself? You should be down on your knees, begging for me to take you back after sleeping with that skank.”


    “Not that it’s any of your business, but I haven’t slept with her.”


    “Ah, maybe there’s hope for you yet.”


    “I respect Scarlet. I know that’s a foreign concept for a girl who slept with my business partner five minutes after leaving my office.” His voice sounded strained.


    I rubbed my forehead and tried to keep up with their conversation, but something warned me I shouldn’t be listening in.


    “Stop acting all high and mighty. You slept with your secretary, two girls in accounting, and God knows how many others.”


    “Not after I agreed to be together with you. Not after you stood by my side at my family’s funeral and told me you were there for me.” His voice cracked.


    “I tried, but you were so damn depressed I needed something to get me through it, too. It was just a one-nighter, a way to be happy for five minutes. But now I’m here and I’m ready to commit. All you have to do is give up this place and go back to your real job. Then everything will return to normal, and we can move on with our lives. It’s time to settle down and be grown-ups.” She spoke softer, with a sweeter tone. Her heels clicked twice against the concrete floor.


    “Don’t touch me,” Drake snapped.


    She sighed. “It’s time to let them go and stop punishing yourself.”


    “I’m not punishing myself…anymore. I’m finally letting myself live and enjoy life. You need to let go and move on,” Drake said.


    “No, you’ve lost it. You’re slumming here with white trash instead of where you belong, with me. It’s like you lost yourself and you don’t feel worthy anymore.”


    That low growl from Drake echoed again, then stomps sounded across the stage, down the steps. “You’ll never insult my club, friends, or the people I care about again. Get out.” The front door squealed open. “And I’ll take my key back.”


    Her heels clicked with aggressive speed. “No, you won’t. I’ll own this place when you can’t pay up at the end of this month.”


    “Don’t you mean Daddy will? And I have six weeks,” Drake retorted.


    “No, actually I mean me. You didn’t think my father really loaned you that money. I took it out of my trust fund. This is commercial real estate, I only need to give you thirty days. I’ve already filed to foreclose due to payment delinquency. There won’t be an extension this time. I’ll foreclose and sell this place to my father at a profit. So if I were you, I’d go get whatever that is out of your system and come crawling back. Otherwise, you’ll lose everything, including me.”


    “You’re not getting it. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that I don’t want you. I’ll never want you again. I’ll save this place one way or another and repay the loan in full.”


    “Fine, if that’s how you want it, I’ll see you at the end of the month with a bulldozer and an eviction notice.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    I hurried back to the office and sat in the ripped vinyl chair near his desk with my arms crossed over my chest. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that woman was possessed by the Goddess of Bitchdom.


    Drake entered with that crooked, uneasy smile on his face.


    “Can she really shut this place down?”


    Drake gave a long, heavy sigh. “You heard that?”


    I nodded but averted my gaze to the long white thread pulled from the tear in the black vinyl.


    “She can and she will.” He sat by my side and held his head in his hands, elbows resting on his knees. “I don’t see a way out of this.”


    “There has to be something we can do. What about the Battle of the Bands?”


    Drake dropped his hands and lifted his head. “There’s no way I can get it together in time. One of the producers is out of the country until two days before I’d planned the event and the other is in the studio out in L.A. and can’t get away.”


    “Where’s the loan contract? What’s the payment schedule?”


    He pointed to his desk. “Over there. Stack at the end of the desk.”


    I retrieved the file and sat at his oversize desk chair that threatened to swallow me into the leather. Thumbing through the documents, I found the loan amount and payment schedule. I scanned the number items and the total. It didn’t add up.


    “The loan is for sixty thousand with a five-year term at four-point-nine percent interest. You’ve paid two thousand a month during the first six months.”


    “Yes, I was doing well in the beginning.”


    “You overpaid. You’re only delinquent $425 on top of this month’s payment of $1,129.53. The due notice states you owe $6,777.18 by close of business on the thirtieth, but you only owe $1,554.53 to be up to date on the loan. We can make that by the end of the week.”


    “Even if you’re right—”


    I dropped the folder on the desk. “Really? Do you want a calculator?”


    His slumped shoulders rose a half inch. “No, I trust you, but it’s not just that one bill. Thirty days after that, I’ll owe a large balloon payment, plus electricity, water, trash, not to mention the booze and insurance. There are so many other things it takes to run this place as well. I can’t have you, Walter, and the other employees work for free.”


    “I’ve had worse jobs. Come on. Trust me. We can do this. You’ve got a good band booked this Friday night, right? I’ll help plaster posters around town and get some people in here. Don’t give up on me now. We haven’t even started yet. You said you’ve half-assed it this long. It’s time for you to use your fancy degree and market the hell out of Friday night and then the Battle of the Bands.”


    He stood and picked up the picture of his grandmother and him. “She wouldn’t give up. She once saved a theater from being torn down.” After gently placing the picture frame back on the desk, he offered me a hand. “We can do this.”


    “Good, I didn’t want to have to get Hawaiian in here to kick your ass.”


    “I don’t want that.” Drake sat on the corner of the desk and toyed with my fingers. “Have you ever thought of performing? You’d pack the house.”


    My spine went ridged, as if metal rods were shoved from my neck to my tailbone.


    “What is it?” Drake asked.


    “That’s not an option.” I stumbled back and returned to the vinyl chair. It was as if the air inside me froze and wouldn’t thaw.


    “Calm down. It’s okay. I just thought I’d ask.”


    “Can’t. People would…look at me,” I heaved between frosty breaths.


    “Okay, not an option. Got it. Now, breathe. Listen, no matter what happens you’re going to be okay. No more panic attacks or running away. You’re safe with me and that’s not going to change. I just think your music is wonderful and I wanted to share it with everyone.” He brushed the hair back from my eyes and placed my palm to his chest. “Concentrate on my breathing, my heartbeat.”


    After a few beats, I began to relax and join the pacing of his inhale and exhale. His heart beat slightly slower, but I was close.


    “Wow. How’d you know to do that?” I asked, not wanting to move from his perfect, soothing rhythm.


    He caressed my upper arm and I stood in front of him. “Don’t know. It just seems like you relate to certain sounds and avoid others. I hoped my heart would be one of the ones you connected with. Also, I did a little research.”


    “Research about what?” I asked.


    “I wanted to know why you didn’t like to be touched. At first, I thought you were abused, but then with what happened in the club, your mad mathematical skills, and you saying certain sounds bothered you, I discovered something called Asperger’s. Has anyone ever mentioned that to you before?”


    “I’ve been teased that I’m a retard, or autistic. The boys at the center called me Autistic Girl sometimes. The only official diagnosis was from a doctor at juvenile hall who said I had a behavioral disorder with violent tendencies and reported that I should be institutionalized.” I moved closer into Drake’s side and lifted my head to his shoulder. He tucked me into the crook of his arm and kissed my head. That delicious tingling ran down my neck through my spine, all the way to my toes. “What’s Asperger’s?”


    “It’s a term used to describe people with exceptionalities. They might be able to do math in their head, compose music on a whim, and perform other genius actions, but they have trouble with eye contact, social skills, and communication. In many cases, they don’t like to be touched.”


    I shot back two steps, my pulse thundering with hope. After all these years, could I be normal? Was there really other people out there like me? “Is there a cure? Can I take a pill or something?”


    Drake took my face in his hands. “Why would you ever want to change who you are? You’re perfect. I’m just sorry you were around people who didn’t see it. Why do you think Margo is so jealous of you?”


    “Jealous of me?”


    He kissed my cheek. “Because you’re beautiful.” His lips moved to my chin. “Smart.” Then to my lips. “And exceptional. Everything she’s not.”


    “But what if you can never sleep with me? What if every time you touch me I flinch? It’ll get to you after a while. I know it will. Even now, while my insides are all gushy, my arms and legs are stiff.”


    “I can’t know what will happen between us, but I can tell you that I’ll never disrespect you or cause you harm. We’ll take it one day at a time and both do our best.” He looked directly into my eyes and I fought the urge to look away. “I will make one promise to you, though. While we’re figuring this out, I won’t be with anyone else, and I’ll do what I can to make you happy.”


    That longing twist in my stomach returned. “I think I want to kiss you again. Is now okay?”


    “Now is perfect.”


    I captured his lips and lost myself in the swirling of his tongue, the gentle sweeps of his lips. Passionate hunger emerged from us both, and we deepened our kiss. My body warmed and curved so I could press into him. There was something new, not just the deep heat between my legs screaming for release, but a longing to be…touched?


    I took his hand and rested his palm on my breast. He held it there for a moment. The mind-numbing wait caused me to move closer until he lowered onto the oversize chair. I straddled him, my knees resting to either side of his thighs. I moved slow, but deliberate. My hands gripped his neck and I kissed him with more passion than I’d ever felt in my life.


    His hand massaged and kneaded my breast, sending want through my body. I moved closer to him. Breaking the kiss, I leaned back and toyed with the seam of his T-shirt, then let my hand drift underneath and found hard muscle and warm skin. I didn’t flinch when my palm found his sweat. Instead, I followed the small trail of hair up to his belly button.


    He inhaled a sharp breath and captured my wrists. “I think we better stop there for now. I’m willing to wait, but I’m not a saint.” With one hand on my ass and the other around my waist, he stood. Kissing me once more, he turned and lowered me back to the vinyl chair.


    Releasing me, he turned to the doorway and adjusted himself. “Okay, time for that cold shower.”


    Banging sounded from below. I shrunk back, waiting for another battle of the blonde. Drake clicked on the TV in the corner. The screen twirled until it settled, revealing a delivery guy holding our pizza.


    “Do you mind?” Drake pulled some cash from his wallet and handed it to me. “I think I’ll take that cold shower first.”


    I trotted down the stairs, whistling some tune that popped into my head. After I paid the pizza guy and made sure the place was locked up, I grabbed some paper plates and a couple of sodas from behind the bar and went to the bedroom.


    Drake joined me on the bed, wearing a T-shirt and gym shorts. “Smells great. I’m starved.”


    I opened the box and the aroma of cheese and baked bread made my stomach growl.


    Drake nudged my shoulder with his. “Sounds like you are, too.”


    I bit into the cheesy goodness then took a sip from my drink. My knee touched his, and after a few minutes, I managed to settle with both the smells and taste of the pizza, the touch of his knee, and the sound of something clanking in the vent.


    I devoured two pieces before I realized that we’d probably go to bed once we were done eating. It was what he wanted. I could give that to him…maybe. With small nibbles, I stalled, trying to think of how to prepare myself for his arms around me, how to relax enough to sleep like that.


    “Stop thinking so much. Your entire body is getting tense.” He downed his remaining drink, then set the can on the nightstand. “Let’s just crawl under the covers and cuddle for a bit sitting up. No pressure. If you’re not comfortable, I’ll sleep on the couch over there.”


    I cleared the pizza box and paper plates from the bed and Drake rolled the covers down. I steadied myself, trying to keep the roiling motion in my gut under control. Drake fluffed the pillows up and leaned back, but he didn’t look at me. Instead, he fidgeted with his cell phone.


    Once I calmed my apocalyptic pulse to a dull storm, I pulled my jeans off and placed one knee on the bed, then the other. Still, Drake kept his attention on his phone. He flipped through different screens but didn’t appear to be engaged in anything important.


    A knot took hold in my low back and I realized how tense I was. Taking a breath, I leaned back and rubbed the tightness away. I inched a little closer to the middle of the bed and crawled under the covers. The sheets smelled fresh, not what I expected from a self-proclaimed stud. The fabric slid across my legs like satin, with none of those icky pulls or knots in them that scratched at my skin.


    He placed the phone down on the nightstand. “You okay so far?”


    The stitching in the top of the sheet drew my attention and I ran my finger along the bumps, managing to find the word as if it were hidden somewhere in the thread. “Yes.”


    “You sure? Right now, you look like you’re going to take my sheets apart one stitch at a time.”


    I pressed my lips together and released the cover to below my waist. “I’m okay.”


    He didn’t close the space between us. Instead, he remained still. “How did your mother cuddle with you?”


    “At first, I’d roll into a ball, and she’d wrap her arms around me, careful not to touch my sensitive points. I’ve managed to work through some of those. The back of my neck is the worst still, sometimes my wrist, especially my left one.” I traced the X on my right wrist. “Maybe the tattoo experience deadened the nerves on this one.”


    “I noticed the girl at the coffee shop had a similar tattoo. Why exactly do you mark yourselves with an X?” Drake asked.


    I flashed back to the day I received mine. Ton had taken me to a local place. His words sounded again in my head and I recited them for Drake. “To symbolize our choice. Being Straight Edge isn’t a decision to be taken lightly. It’s serious. No one should choose this life if they don’t know they can handle it.”


    Drake scooted a smidgen toward me and the bed dipped, causing me to lean into him. Our shoulders rested against each other. “You mean the commitment to be straight. No drugs, alcohol, and promiscuous sex.”


    “Yes. It’s somehow deeper than that for most of us, though. We all have our reasons for making this choice. For me, I was clean when my friend, Ton, took me for my ink. I’d found a community that accepted me, even if they didn’t understand me. It was the first place I’d ever belonged. I thought for months about the decision before I told Ton that I wanted to commit. Something inside me knew just saying I’d stop self-medicating wasn’t going to be enough. All the sounds, smells, and other stuff in the world is sometimes torture. It’s so easy to smoke or pop a pill to numb myself, but it never got me anywhere. And as far as sex goes, well, I think it kind of had the same effect on me. When I get really stressed out, it all builds up inside and I need to let it out. Sex does that for me.”


    “I can understand that. This Ton, is he a good guy?” Drake lifted his arm and rested it atop the pillow behind my head. His movement distracted me, but after a second, I remembered he’d asked me about Ton.


    “Yes, a really good guy. Overprotective, judgmental, and cross, but a good guy.”


    “Did you two ever…?” Drake fidgeted with the sheet this time.


    “What?”


    “Have sex?”


    I laughed. “Oh, no. Not that I didn’t try once or twice. But his commitment to Straight Edge is epic. He wasn’t about to have sex with me. I think he cares about me. For a while, I thought maybe he wanted more from me, but now I know he cares for me like a baby sister.”


    Drake rubbed my fingers between his as if studying every line. “If he was so great, and the Community accepted you, why’d you come to Atlanta?”


    I took a long moment to think about it. “I’m not positive. I’ve been asking myself that for a while, but I think it’s because I wanted to prove to myself I could make it on my own. Anytime I even thought about slipping, Ton was by my side. Actually, Ton was always by my side. I’d reached as far as I could with his constant watchful big-brother routine. I knew that I’d stay straight with him by my side, but I wasn’t sure I’d remain straight outside the Community and away from Ton.” I shrugged. “It sounds crazy.”


    Drake traced the X with his thumb. “No, it doesn’t. It makes total sense. I promise I won’t smother you, but I will confess I’m relieved you’re here with me instead of back at that warehouse alone.”


    “Me, too. This bed’s much more comfortable.”


    Drake squeezed my fingers then released them. “Okay, your shoulder is no longer as high as your ear. I think it’s time for us to try this. Turn over. Roll into a ball, or however you feel most comfortable, and I’ll hold you. I won’t move, or touch you other than holding you, okay?”


    I didn’t move. “What if—”


    “Don’t think, just do it. If it doesn’t work, we’ll try something else.” Drake removed his arm from behind me and I tugged the pillow down under my head. With my knees pulled into my chest and my arms crossed in front of me, I took three long breaths. My shoulders slowly lowered, but my toes remained curled tight, as did my fingers.


    “Okay, I’m ready.”


    The vent clanked overhead again, indicating the heat turned on. Although, at this moment I wished we were lying outside in the cold since I was starting to glisten with sweat.


    Drake maneuvered down into the bed behind me, not once touching me. “I’m going to get closer now.” His front pressed to my back and one arm went over me, his hands cupping my clenched fists. The familiar rain-scented shampoo mixed with the fresh sheets, and I inhaled it like a sensory shield, concentrating on that instead of his touch. After a few minutes, my mind drifted back to his arm on top of me. It felt nice, comforting. My fists released and his fingers entwined with mine.


    “You all right?” he whispered, his warm breath caressing my cheek.


    “Yes.” I concentrated on uncurling my toes, but they were more reluctant. Eventually, after he remained perfectly still, my feet relaxed and the warmth of his body made my eyes heavy. It had been so long since I’d been warm at night. Combine that with the exhaustion from beating the crazies inside my head and body away and I quickly drifted into another world. I only heard the sound of his breath and the clanking of the vent. He mumbled something about feeling perfect or a perfect body. I wasn’t sure, but I agreed.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    I woke to a rocking motion. With a big yawn and stretch, I turned over to see Drake standing by the bed. “Where you going?” I shot straight up. “Did I punch or kick you?”


    “Relax. Not at all.” He hovered over the bed, his strong arms on either side of me, bracing himself an inch from my body. “That twitching butt of yours, not to mention the small moaning from those perfect lips, have been driving me crazy. I’m going to hit the shower, and then we’ve got work to do.” He kissed me, and I didn’t even tense. Progress, for sure.


    “You did it. All night you slept in my arms and you didn’t hurt me. Now you know you can.”


    “We did it.” I smiled up at him.


    When he turned and smiled back at me, I saw why he had to make a quick exit. Damn, he was…impressive. The sight of the bulge in his gym shorts sent heat radiating straight to my core. It was a shame to waste such an impressive hard-on, but I knew it was what we needed to do for now. He closed the bathroom door and I heard the shower turn on, but when the furnace shot warmth rattling through the vent the door popped open.


    I couldn’t help but peek through the opening, so I wiggled down to the end of the bed and knelt forward on my knees. Grabbing the bedpost, I leaned a little farther and it cracked. I let go and fell to the floor outside the bathroom door. The shower curtain blocked most of my view, and I only caught a glimpse of his back and broad shoulders. The rest of him remained a mystery.


    “You come any closer and you’ll be in this shower with me, cold water or not. I still won’t be responsible. Now behave, and get out of here.”


    Heat radiated from my chest, up my neck and over my cheeks. Busted. I retreated to his large four-poster, dark-wood bed, tugging the covers up to my chin.


    A few moments later, he opened the door and stepped out in nothing but a towel. His hair was disheveled and wet; streams of water cascaded down his bare chest, disappearing at the towel line. My imagination continued beneath the towel, but I knew I wanted to see the real thing.


    He sauntered over, crossed his arms over his chest and tsked.


    I couldn’t help but stare at his stomach. I’d never seen a man with so many ripples and planes. He couldn’t be human. God had to have dropped him on Earth to make women go mad with lust.


    He opened the top drawer and pulled out a pair of boxer briefs. With one hand, he untwisted his towel and it fell to the floor, revealing the two strong mounds of perfect muscle that made up his ass. His legs were like a marble statue that I could gaze at for hours.


    He bent over and I swear I caught a glimpse of his man parts before he slid his boxers on. If he continued the show, I’d faint from too much sexual energy trapped inside my body.


    He snatched my T-shirt and jeans off the couch and tossed them at me. Leaning against the bed rail, he drew his lips up into a wicked smile. “My turn.”


    I swallowed louder than I’d intended. “For what?”


    “I get to see you change. It’s only fair after you just gawked at me. I mean, I feel so used.” His eyebrows rose and he put a hand to his chest. “Go ahead. I promised not to touch you, but I never said I didn’t want to see you.”


    I stood with my head held high. Usually, anyone looking at me made me cringe, but he was daring me, and I couldn’t back down. If he wanted a private show. I’d give him one.


    Crossing my arms, I clutched the bottom of the T-shirt I’d worn to bed and pulled it over my head then tossed it to the couch. I stood, naked. I knew my breasts weren’t as big as Barbie’s, but they were firm and a definite handful.


    I watched his gaze travel over my skin, as if his hand touched my body, and without a shred of my obnoxious discomfort distracting me, I reveled in the attention. My nipples hardened as I saw his mouth hang ajar. His chest rose and fell with labored breaths. When his eyes reached my thin lace panties, I noticed his erection returning.


    The vent squealed as if to let me know I was standing there naked in front of this man I’d only met a few weeks ago, but I didn’t care. I liked watching his eyes on my body. It made me feel special and appreciated, instead of used. After a few moments, I picked up my bra and slid my arms through, hooking it in front to accentuate my cleavage.


    A small lump in his throat moved up then down and his mouth closed. He turned on his heel without a word and walked around the bed.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Back to my cold shower.”


    What were we doing to ourselves? I’d never wanted to jump someone so bad in my life. I considered marching into the shower and throwing him against the wall. The way he lifted me off the chair the night before, I knew he could hold me up while he took me right then and there.


    I glanced at the X on my arm and willed it away, but it remained a constant reminder of the promise I’d made to myself. Knowing if I remained in his bedroom even another second I wouldn’t be able to control myself, I slipped my jeans, T-shirt, and socks on before heading downstairs. I needed release. Somehow, some way, my body craved a break from all these hormones and carnal lust. Eyeing the guitar set up on stage, I decided to try strumming it a little and singing, taking my own version of a cold shower.


    After a few cords, I found the beat and began to hum. My voice took on a tone somewhere between Marilyn Monroe and Alanis Morissette.


    What’s this inside me. It’s new and warm.


    Your touch provokes this feeling and I want to know more.


    Please don’t stop trying, even when I shove you away.


    For my body’s on fire and I need you to stoke the flame.


    My fingers strummed the strings, finding the cords as if on their own, and my heart pumped in bursts of energy. I lost myself in the feeling and rhythm, holding the notes out until I had to gasp for more breath.


    This yearning inside screams for you to return.


    I want to feel you beside me, holding me all night.


    In the early hours, I know it’ll be all right.


    I see you in my dreams hovering above.


    The promise that you’ll have me and make me feel I’m yours.


    If only I could function like a normal girl,


    We could be great in the real world.


    To have me, hold me, and love me once more.


    My thumb caught the last string and the stress fled my body in a wondrous exodus, until I stood and found Drake standing behind me.


    I lowered the guitar to the stand. The fresh scent of soap and his shampoo drew me closer. He opened his arms and I fell into them. Warmth wrapped around my body. The sounds of cars honking outside and the creaking of the old building faded until the only thing that mattered in this world was Drake.


    I pressed my lips to his chest and my fingers fluttered along his belt to the front of his pants.


    He grasped my wrists. “No. Don’t,” he panted, heaving for a moment. “I’ve never been so fucking turned on in my entire life. You touch me in a way I’ve never known, but I refuse to ruin this.”


    I rested my head against his chest. It wasn’t promiscuous if I wanted to be with him and only him, was it? “We spent the night together, and I didn’t kill you in my sleep. That has to mean something. Maybe we can do this.”


    “Trust me, someday I want to take you and not stop until we’re both spent. I don’t care if it’s here or in the middle of the damn park, but not our first time. I won’t be one of those guys that you fuck then run away from. I don’t want that. I want more.”


    The heat covering my body turned to a shiver. “So, you’re saying no?”


    He sighed. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. I want to be inside you so bad right now I think I’m going to die if I don’t have you.” He pulled me tight against him and I could tell from his need for yet another cold shower that he spoke the truth. “You’re the only thing I can think about since that first moment I met you in the restaurant. And that music. Your music. It gets to me. It’s like your voice is calling my body to you. You touch something inside me that I can’t explain. I feel alive for the first time in over a year, and it’s amazing. That’s why I won’t take you like this. I won’t be just another guy to you. I want to be the guy. The one that treats you the right way.”


    I pulled from his embrace, a sense of shame filling me as if I’d just woken from a bender in a rundown building. Spinning to leave, I caught my foot on the guitar stand. I tripped, but he caught me. The sound echoed, startling me, and I shoved from his arms. “It’s fine. No big deal.”


    “Scarlet, please don’t be mad. I just need to know we have more between us than physical attraction before we sleep together.”


    I froze, a realization coming over me. “So, it’s not just about you taking it slow for me? You need more between us?”


    He sighed again. “I’m not explaining myself well. This is my fault. I came on to you, so there’s nothing for you to be embarrassed about.”


    “I’m not embarrassed.” The prickling of heat along my skin said otherwise. Before he could stop me, I darted past him, but he followed me down the stage steps to the dance floor.


    “Listen to me, please.” He grabbed my arm and warning bells sounded in my head, causing me to jerk from his arms.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to grab you. Just stop.” He raced in front of me, hands up in the air. “I’ve been with women.”


    “Yes, we both know you were a super stud with a fancy car and bimbos were beating down your damn door. So go be with them if you want more.”


    “You’re not being fair. I’ve only known you a short time.”


    “Sometimes it only takes a look.” I spit his grandmother’s words back in his face. “What are you scared of, Drake? You make me confess all my dark secrets and claim you told me yours, but what’s really holding you back? And don’t use me as an excuse any longer.”


    “I don’t know.” He raked his hand through his hair.


    “You think I’m gonna deck you? Kick you in the groin? What?”


    “What if I hurt you? You’ve been hurt so much. I don’t want to make a mistake and lose you forever.”


    My chest tightened. I lifted my hand to try to relieve the pressure, but it remained. An achy, sick feeling grumbled in my belly and I wanted to just collapse on the floor. I was so tired. So tired of all these new emotions wreaking havoc on my head, my heart. “You think I’m broken.”


    “No. I mean. What if you’re looking for another release and then you’re gone? Gone in the night like the rest of my family.” He looked down at me, his eyes softened, dark, lost.


    “Listen, I need to go check on my stuff. I’ll see you later.” With all the energy I had left in my body, I shuffled toward the side door.


    “I thought you promised not to run,” Drake called after me. “You said you wanted the truth, but now you want to leave?”


    I rested my hand on the knob. “I don’t know what you want from me. You said you needed me to try to let you touch me, so I did.” Something inside forced me to spin around and face him. “Then you tell me you want me to try cuddling through the night. You tell me how you’re holding back because I need space, but the truth is you need space.”


    “Every time I touch you, you’re still tense. I don’t want it to be that way.”


    “You said you could handle it if I communicated. I’ve done everything you told me was normal in a relationship, but it’s still not enough.”


    “You’re enough for me. I love having you here and working with me. You’re sexy and interesting and special.”


    “But you think I’m not capable of sex beyond a quickie and gone. You say you want me, but…” I threw my arms up in defeat, but I didn’t know why. Why was I attacking him when I worried the same thing?


    Drake shook his head. “I can’t seem to be in the same room with you without wanting to rip your clothes off.” He laughed, but I didn’t think it was funny.


    “You don’t want me to run, but you don’t want to be alone with me, either. I don’t think I’m the one with issues.”


    Drake let out a long breath. “You’re right. Maybe I’ve been hiding behind your issues instead of facing my own. I don’t want to lose you, but I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to get hurt. Can we just keep trying?”


    I crossed my arms and leaned against the far wall in the darkened corner, wishing I was back in my warehouse alone. “So what do we do, Einstein?”


    Drake trotted to the stairs. “Stay there. Don’t leave.”


    The moment he disappeared upstairs, I stepped outside to cool off and take a minute to myself. My head spun and I looked toward the park at the few skaters braving the unseasonably cold fall weather. It would be so easy to bolt.


    But for some reason, I stayed.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    It took an hour, but Drake coaxed me back inside with a promise that we were just having a “bump in the road” and had me sit in his office while he made coffee. To my relief, he’d left stacks of spreadsheets, posters, CDs, and a bunch of other stuff in file boxes around his office. If I couldn’t sing or run, at least I had math and organization to get my mind off things.


    He returned with a mug in hand and slid the box away from me. I grabbed it again and gave him the Scary Scarlet eye. “Take that box from me and I will slug you.”


    With hooded eyes, he sat by my side but didn’t dare touch me. “I know this is tough on you, but you need to trust me. That’s why I stopped. I don’t want you to ever lose faith in me. You’re the first person I’ve met in a long time that looks at me as if I’m worth something more than a big paycheck or arm candy.”


    I inhaled the rich coffee aroma to keep the scent of Drake’s cologne at bay. It irked me that I still wanted to be close enough to smell him even after his rejection. A car door slammed outside and I stiffened.


    “Don’t worry. That’s just our chaperone. I figured I could control myself if we had someone else around. Besides, we need Walter’s help.”


    Drake darted from the room, so I ignored his words and took a gulp of warm coffee bliss before returning to my spreadsheet, hoping the combination of caffeine and numbers would soothe my nerves and abate my headache. But still, I couldn’t focus.


    I found an old photo album and thumbed through it. There were images of a Drake look-alike but younger, with lighter hair and a little shorter. His hair was spiked and he wore a black wristband with spikes. It had to be his brother. Flipping farther, I saw Drake, his brother, and what had to be his parents standing in front of Bands. They looked happy together, like a real family. It had to have been tough losing them all at once. Was that why Drake couldn’t be with me? Was he as broken as me?


    Drake returned, dropped some fliers on the desk, then stood for a moment at a no touching distance. His lips drooped and he sat by my side, tracing the outline of the image.


    “That was the day he bought this place. He was so happy. My parents were proud he’d finally found an outlet that would allow him to create some cash flow as well. It did seem to be a dream come true for him. That’s what he was, a dreamer.” A hint of admiration sounded in Drake’s voice.


    Hawaiian strutted into the office, his flamboyant shirt and smile instantly chasing away the gloom. “Hey, Einstein. I hear we got to take a walk through town, hand some flyers out.”


    I eyed the fliers sitting on the table. “These? They look ordinary. We need something to let people know it’s not just another Battle of the Bands. We need to make it feel like it’s a big secret, that only the best bands are invited and that it’s gonna be a kickass original event. That’s the only way talent will show.”


    Drake scratched the top of his head. “Besides the fliers, I’ve also got a demo app on the website. Groups can upload samples, share links. I’m going to set up voting for the top bands for the line-up on the website as well. They’ll get premium time to audition. Come closing time, the last band is done even if there’s still a line out the door. With the limited number of entries allowed, it’ll get people competing just to audition.”


    Numbers flew through my head. It just might work. I stood and walked over to his desk, an equation of estimating people twenty-one and over, considering mass capacity, multiplied by the number of drinks per person. “We’ll need more booze. I was looking over your food markup verses the sales, and your profit margin is really low. I’d cut your kitchen to just salty snacks and drinks.”


    “We need upfront cash, then.” Drake paced the room. “We can charge an entry fee to the contest. Also, we’ll sell advanced tickets for the mosh pit and up the normal ticket prices. People will pay to see this if we make them believe it’s going to be epic. But we’ll need to sell a lot of tickets fast.”


    My brain churned with energy and caffeine. “What if you didn’t need alcohol?”


    Drake shook his head. “I need alcohol in order to make money.”


    “You said I need to trust you. Well, here’s your chance to trust me. I’ll get this house packed, but you won’t need any alcohol. I’ve got a plan that just might save this place.”


    Hawaiian looked between us. “You guys going too fast. Just tell me where to go and I’ll hand out fliers. Beyond that, I’m useless for ninja calculations or salesman mumbo-jumbo.”


    I nodded. “Don’t worry. I just need an escort and your winning personality. I tell you what to say, but you do the talking.”


    Hawaiian wiped his brow in mock relief and headed for the door. “That’s a deal. Where you want to start?”


    “First, Drake, we need to advertise this as an Edge Fest. We’ll have bands from all over the country battle for a chance to be heard. Can you sell your promoter on a Straight Edge band? He can spin it for publicity on his label, too.”


    Drake shrugged. “I can sell him on anything. That’s the one thing I’m good at.”


    “Let’s head to the coffee shop. I have an idea. Drake, you handle the social media and all the business stuff. I’ll get the crowd here. Put up your app, but make sure it has Straight Edge on it.” I ran upstairs and snagged my hoodie from the couch in his bedroom, trying to ignore the memories of him holding me last night. It was all just a dream and now I needed to deal with reality. I wanted this place to stay open for my own selfish reasons. The thought of spending my days listening to music and making a living on my own, not needing someone else to take care of me, kept me planted instead of running off. It was time to stop running.


    I took the stairs two at a time and launched out the back door, waving for Hawaiian to follow. His old pickup sat out front, and I hopped in, knowing he wasn’t about to agree to walk over. The smells from Chinese, Pacific Island, and fast food burger joints battled for my attention. The mixture made my stomach flop in protest, but I managed to keep it from tossing my breakfast of coffee.


    “You think you guys can pull this off?” Hawaiian asked as he drove. “Drake’s been struggling a long time with this place. I thought he was about to turn it over to rich bitch’s daddy to tear down. It broke my heart remembering his brother and how excited he was when the place opened.”


    “You knew his brother?” I asked, holding on to the oh-shit handle as he hopped a curb and sent me a few inches off the seat.


    “Yeah, he’s the one who gave me my job. I was here when Drake showed up after the funeral. I was packin’ things up and he walked to the center of the large room and stopped. He stood there for several minutes then turned to me and told me to unpack. He said he couldn’t let his brother down again.” Hawaiian stopped abruptly in front of the café then jerked the gearshift into reverse.


    I gripped the oh-shit handle tighter to keep from flying through the windshield. “You think he’ll ever be better? I mean, you think he can’t move on now ’cause he lost so much?”


    He backed into a parking spot then killed the engine. “I’d say that’s possible, but then you walked into his life and his eyes lit up for the first time since I’d met him. Boss man changed the moment you demanded he hire you.”


    I shoved the door open, relieved to escape the strong odors of day-old food. The dreary fall drizzle had returned, but it didn’t slow us down.


    Hawaiian held the coffee shop’s door open for me the way Drake had done on our date, but I knew he didn’t mean it that way. He was just being a gentleman. “I know something’s happening between you two and I think it’s good. You make Boss happy, and you seem less tense yourself.”


    We slipped inside and I zeroed in on the rich aroma of coffee, managing to keep my nerves in check despite the high-pitched sound of the milk steamer. The place was pretty empty, only a few people seated at the tables. As I had hoped, I saw the girl behind the counter with the snake tattoo and waved. I leaned over the counter near the register and eyed her Straight Edge mark. “Nice,” I said, showing her my wrist.


    She nodded. “I saw you around the other day. You been in Atlanta long?”


    I shook my head. “Almost a month, but I’ve landed a killer job over at this place called Bands.”


    Her tongue slipped out, playing with the ring through her lip. “I went there once. It’s got a cool vibe. Terrible name and talent, though.”


    “Yeah, I agree, but we’re doing something epic there at the end of the month. You know any good Straight Edge bands? I’d love to score some great talent for an Edge Fest. There’ll be a battle for a contract with a major label. If nothing else, the gig’ll provide bands an opportunity to be noticed.”


    She tossed her hair back then eyed the corner. “Those guys over there know a few. Some of them are Straight Edge. I think the tall guy is part of a pop-punk band that’s been touring. Has a good cult following but hasn’t been discovered yet. The shorter guy is in a metal band, pretty heavy stuff. I’m sure between the two of them they can help you out.”


    “Thanks.” I snagged a marker from a cup by the register and wrote Edge Fest across the top of one of the fliers and handed it to her. “Would you mind putting this up?”


    She looked it over. “Sure. I’ll even mention it to a few of my friends. Good luck.”


    I thanked her then headed over to the group of guys. It would be up to me to sell this, not Hawaiian. Stopping at one of the empty tables, I set the fliers down then turned to Hawaiian. “Hey, there are a ton of stores around here that cater to the art community, right?”


    “Yeah, that’s one of the reasons Devon chose this location for Bands.”


    “Can you write Edge Fest across the top of these and distribute them? Meet me here when you’re done.”


    “Sure.” He took the marker and a stack of fliers and disappeared out the door.


    One of the guys with large gauges in his ears waved me over. “What’s up? You look like you’re lost or something.”


    “No, I was hoping to talk to you. The girl behind the counter said you guys were in a band. A pop-punk band and a death metal band.”


    The tall guy nodded at the shorter one. “He’s in a death metal band, but I’m not in any. Why?”


    I steadied my hands and forced my eyes to scan each of them. “There’s gonna be an Edge Fest over at a venue close by and there’ll be two big producers there who’ll be judging the competition on November fifteenth. You can show up that night and play, but the slots are limited. Or you can submit something beforehand for a guaranteed place.”


    “What time?” the short guy asked. “Two of my guys are out of town, but they’re due back Friday afternoon. I can chat with them then.”


    I clutched the back of one of the chairs and squeezed, willing myself to stay focused and ignore the strange smell coming from the other guy’s hair. “Four p.m. is load-in. The battle will start at six p.m. If you have a track or two to send in, just check out the link at the bottom of the flyer. If you sound good, you’ll get voted for a spot. If not, you can show up and hope to make the cut. The battle ends at one in the morning even if there’s still groups waiting to play, so the earlier you get a slot the better your chances.”


    “Hey, I got something.” Tall man snagged a CD from his backpack. “This friend of mine’s in a pop-punk band called Values. It’s good. You should take a listen.”


    The shorter guy pulled a CD from his case as well. “Here. I got one from our band, too.” He also removed a card from his wallet. “Contact info is on the back. Count us in.”


    I took the CDs, relieved to be done with my sales pitch. “Thanks. You’ll hear from us with your play time if you score an early spot. Oh, and spread the word.” I handed each of them a flyer.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Hawaiian dumped the day’s mail on the coffee table. “Here’s some more CDs.”


    I took another swig of coffee and ejected the CD I’d just been suffering through.


    Drake shoved back from his desk and stretched. “Thanks, man.”


    “Hey, Boss. You two don’t look so good. You guys need some sleep.”


    I shrugged and sifted through the mail. Drake didn’t say a word. What could he say? I had been staying at Bands for over a week, but we hadn’t slept together. We hadn’t touched each other. Of course, we didn’t talk about it, but the temperature between us matched the cooling fall temperatures outside. We’d been working around the clock, each taking breaks to sleep on the couch.


    “Listen, I’ve got to go. Remember, I got that wedding in Savannah tomorrow for my cousin. I’ll be back on Tuesday.” Hawaiian held up his cell phone. “You guys need somethin’, call me. Oh, I forgot, Ton wanted me to tell you he called.”


    “Thanks.”


    Drake tossed his phone onto the pile in front of me. “Here, call him. I’ll walk Walter out and lock up.”


    I fell back in the chair and dialed Ton’s number. It rang once, and he answered. “Hey, that you, Scarlet?”


    “Yeah, it’s me. How are ya?”


    “Good. You sound tired.”


    I sighed. “I am. I’m working on this big event here.”


    “What kind of event?” Concern etched his voice. “You need to be careful about taking on too much.”


    “I’m fine. The event is an Edge Fest here in Atlanta. I’m trying to save the music venue I’m working at. We’ve got groups sending in CDs from all over the world. It’s amazing.”


    “You’re doing that on your own?” Ton asked, that overprotective tone in his voice.


    I slid the letter opener through the top of a bubble envelope. “Not alone, but I came up with the idea and I’m booking the bands and creating the set schedule. Drake is doing all the media stuff, though. Radio and TV interviews aren’t my thing.”


    He chuckled. “No, I don’t think they are. So, tell me about this Drake.”


    I concentrated on keeping my tone light, not giving any indication of our continuing drama. “He owns the place we’re trying to save.”


    “Is that all he is to you? Your boss?”


    “Yes. He’s my boss, nothing more,” I snapped.


    “I see. Have you had sex with him?” Ton was the only other person I knew in the world who was more blunt than I was.


    “No, I didn’t fuck my boss to get the job.” I fought the rising anger inside me, but I was losing.


    “I didn’t say you had. How’s your desire to get high?”


    I clutched my knee, forcing my voice to calm. “I’m not high, I didn’t fuck anyone I met on the street, and I haven’t touched a sip of alcohol. I’ve remained committed to my promise.”


    There was silence for a moment. “You’re doing well, Scarlet. I’m proud of you.”


    A peculiar feeling, a kind of lightness lifted me. That was the first time he’d praised me since the night I’d made the promise to commit to this lifestyle. He didn’t give compliments easily. “Thank you.”


    “But there’s something else bothering you, isn’t there? You can ask me anything, Scarlet. I’m not here to judge you. I want to help prevent you from making mistakes, not condemn you when you do.”


    My mind spun out of control with the thought of someone helping me decipher Drake. “I do have a question, but you won’t like it, and I’m not sure I want to ask you.”


    “Whether I like it or not, you want an answer or you wouldn’t have brought it up. Instead, you would’ve made a quick excuse to get off the phone.” Ton was right. He knew me better than I knew myself sometimes.


    “Fine. How do you know when it’s okay to sleep with someone and not consider it promiscuous sex?”


    A long silence filled the phone line.


    “Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked.”


    “Don’t hang up, Scarlet. It’s not that. The fact you said sleep instead of fuck or sex means something. You’ve never used the term sleep with anyone. It shows you’re thinking in a different way. As far as an answer to your question goes, a committed relationship where you love each other is the best way to remain straight.”


    I sighed. “How do you know when it’s love and not lust?”


    He cleared his throat. “You’ll know, Scarlet, but don’t rush into anything. If you want me to talk to this guy, I will.”


    “No, please. I don’t want that. Don’t worry. He’s not pressuring me or anything, so you have nothing to worry about. Don’t go showing up here with a golf club to beat him up.”


    Ton laughed. “That only happened once.”


    Out of all the forced conversations between us, this one was the strangest. Ton sounded different. “Are you okay?”


    “You asking because I’m not yelling at you to come home?” Ton asked.


    “Um, yeah. Actually, you’re not lecturing, ordering, or even Ton-threatening.”


    “Ton-threatening? Really?” Ton tried to sound annoyed, but there was a hint of happiness to his voice.


    “Are you high?” I blurted.


    “No, Scarlet, I’m not high. I’m thankful. You’re doing well. I’ll admit, Walter kept me from racing to Atlanta to bring you home.”


    I huffed. “You’ve been talking to Hawaiian? So you didn’t trust me.”


    There was a moment of silence, and I knew he was choosing his words carefully. “No, I didn’t, but I’m starting to. It takes a while. I’ve been burned by people in the Straight Edge community before. I’ve seen too many fall back into their old ways.”


    “That girl you brought in the day I left?” I asked, guilt slapping me in the face for abandoning her and Ton.


    “She ran off, but she’s back now. I’m not sure she’s committed enough to make it, though.”


    I had an urge to reach through the phone and hug him. Odd. “You can’t save everyone.”


    “I can try.”


    I heard Drake’s footsteps sound outside the door. “Thanks, Ton. I’ll talk to you soon.”


    “Bye, Scarlet. Take care.”


    I hit end and eyed the mound of work in front of me.


    Drake leaned against the doorjamb. “Go get some sleep.”


    I shook my head and ripped open the next envelope. “If you’re staying up, I can, too.”


    He sighed. “No. I’ll come to bed soon. You go ahead.”


    “What? Like three nights ago when I woke up and you weren’t there? No thanks. I’m fine. That bed is too big to be in alone.” I returned to ripping envelopes open until Drake’s hand appeared in front of me.


    “We’ll go together. I think we’re both tired enough we can behave ourselves.”


    I stood but didn’t take his hand. The thought of touching him then letting him go angered me, so I sauntered past him. I removed my bra and jeans and sank into the bed, curling into a fetal position on the edge of the mattress.


    The light flicked off and the bed dipped under his weight. Drake wrapped his arm around me. I stiffened. After several heartbeats, I relaxed, allowing him to gently tug me to the center of the bed. His arms wrapped tighter around me and I returned to the safe cocoon from the first night we slept in his room.


    “Try to sleep. We have to get up in the morning and hit the road.”


    “To where?” I asked, curiosity breaking my will not to speak to him.


    “To visit my grandmother.”


    My body tensed. “I’ll stay and work. You go visit your grandmother.”


    Drake sat up on his elbow and brushed the hair from my forehead. “Scarlet, I want you to go with me.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I want to spend time with you, get to know you better. When the Battle of the Bands is over, I want to go on dates and have a relationship. I want you to be as much a part of my life as my grandmother is.”


    I thought about his words for a moment; all we’d done was ignore each other the last week. I didn’t want another afternoon of awkward silence. “I’ve got all those CDs to listen to so I can finish the lineup.”


    “We’ll take them with us and listen in the car. I’d like to hear some of them, too. I’ll make sure we go early and come back early, okay? Please say you’ll go with me. Grandmother asked specifically if you’d be going.”


    “She did? Why?”


    Drake tucked a stray hair behind my ear then cuddled into my side again. “Because she knows you’re important to me and she said I haven’t shut up about you since we met.”


    “Drake?”


    “Yes?”


    I wanted to ask him if he felt different yet, but it didn’t seem right. Asking someone if they were ready to sleep with you. “Never mind.”


    Drake squeezed me tighter against him. “Talk to me. I know I screwed up, but I want to fix this. I don’t want to hurt you and I don’t want to be hurt, but most of all I don’t want to lose you.”


    I closed my eyes and tried to figure out what to say or what to ask without sounding like a child. I had no real knowledge of trying to date someone, so I couldn’t grasp anything. “You said you didn’t want to be with me because you didn’t want to rush me, but really you don’t want to be with me because you’re scared I can’t handle it?”


    “Yes, and no. I know you can handle it. When the time is right, when you trust me, and you are ready and I am ready.”


    I feathered my fingers over his shoulder, longing to feel close to him again. “When will that be?”


    He sighed. “I don’t know.”


    “I wish I understood.”


    His eyelashes fluttered against my cheeks. “I’m trying to understand myself.”


    “So, I’m not the only one lost here? At times, I feel trapped and want to run from all this. Other times, I want to stay and feel the way I do right now. This safe warmth with a hint of excitement. It sounds stupid, but I’ve never felt this before and I like it.”


    “Me, too.” He rubbed his thumb up and down my arm, leaving a trail of tingles behind. “Is this okay?”


    “Yes,” I whispered, then closed my eyes. The warmth on my back and around my body lulled me to sleep, but this time I didn’t make it all night in his arms.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    My head thundered with a deep pulse. My body shook wilder than a bass speaker at full volume. I swung, kicking and screaming, but I couldn’t move.


    “Scarlet!” A deep voice broke through, but I couldn’t see where it came from in the darkness.


    “Wake up. I’m here. Open your eyes.”


    I forced my eyes open and light flooded into my vision. Drake straddled my waist, holding my arms down by my sides. It took a moment for my brain to register it was him, but my body kept thrashing against the current of energy and pain shooting through my body. “Get off,” I ordered. “Let go.”


    I couldn’t breathe. I gulped and sputtered and, finally, he released me. Piercing light shot to the back of my eyes through my skull into my brain. I closed my eyes and rolled onto my side.


    A hand touched my shoulder and I flung myself off the bed onto the floor. Tucking my knees into my chest, I rocked through the terror attacking every nerve in my body. Panting, I glanced up and saw Drake dabbing at his bloodied lip.


    Oh, God. What had I done? “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


    Drake slid from the bed and stepped softly around the footboard, his eyes wide and his hands up as if in surrender. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”


    “I didn’t mean—”


    “I’m fine.” Drake dropped to his knees and I retreated back into the corner, unable to accept a connection with anything in the world right then. He scooted away and leaned his back against the wall.


    “Go. Don’t look at me.” I buried my face into my knees.


    “I’m not leaving you.”


    I continued rocking, fighting to regain control, but the more I tried the more my ribs tightened like a vice around my middle, squeezing every last drop of air from my lungs.


    “Breathe. Don’t think about anything but breathing. Listen to me.” He inhaled long and deep then exhaled in the same slow pattern.


    I followed his lead, but all I could think about was the fact I’d hit him. “Go. Just go.”


    “No.” His voice sounded stern. “Now, shut up and listen to my breathing.”


    I did as he said and the bone-crunching pain subsided to a dull ache after about twenty breaths. The room spun, and I lifted my head up.


    “That’s it. You’re doing it.” Drake scooted a little closer. This time I didn’t shrink away, but my breathing quickened again.


    He stopped and leaned against the bed. “It’s okay. I won’t touch you.”


    I nodded and kept rocking until my heart stopped giving my insides a beat down. Each breath came a little easier until I managed to sink back against the wall, exhausted. My hands trembled and my arms and legs felt like Gumby.


    Drake rubbed his hands over his bare knees. “What happened? Bad dream?”


    I managed a mini shrug. “Think so, but I don’t remember. I never remember.”


    “I’m going to get up. Stay here.”


    “I should go,” I said through trembling lips.


    He glowered down at me but then swaggered away. The faucet turning on in the bathroom sounded over the thudding in my ears, then Drake shut the curtains before returning. “Let’s get you in a warm tub and you can relax for a bit.”


    The thought of a warm bath sounded like a good idea. It would ease the aching in my joints and muscles that were still struggling to return to full function. I pushed from the floor, but my arms felt like I’d been doing chin-ups for an hour.


    Drake squatted in front of me. “I’m going to help you.”


    He waited until I nodded before he reached for my shirt and tugged it over my head, his skin never making contact with mine. I sat there in my thong and utter embarrassment.


    “Can you stand?” Drake asked.


    I clutched the side of the bed and made it to one knee, then up on two, my legs feeling more like numb stumps. They wobbled beneath me.


    “I’m going to carry you to the bathroom.” He stood and opened his arms around me. Slowly, his skin made contact with mine. He paused for a second, then lifted me, and my head fell to the side against his shoulder.


    Steam already covered the mirror and the room smelled of fresh lilac. He lowered me to the floor and slipped my thong down before holding my hand to assist me as I climbed into the tub. The warm water welcomed me, the soothing liquid rippling along my skin.


    Drake knelt by the tub. “I bought some different shampoo and soap this morning when I went out. This was the mildest scent I could find. I knew you didn’t like mine.”


    “It’s perfect.” I straightened my legs, and the trembling subsided. “I like your scents, on you. It’s wrong on me.”


    “Have you had an attack this bad before? Is there something else I can do for you?”


    “Don’t know. I usually just sit in a corner alone until it passes.”


    Drake took a handful of water and dribbled it down my back. “You don’t have to go through this alone anymore,” he said in the raspy tone he usually got when he was upset or worried.


    “It’s fine. I’ve been alone a long time. I’m used to it.” My heart told me to send him away. That having someone tend to my needs was a bad idea. I’d either feel smothered, or they’d inevitably get sick of me and leave. Eventually, everyone left, so it would be stupid to get used to anyone being around. “It’s all good now. You can go.”


    The water stopped and I assumed he was leaving until the faucet cut back on. “I’m not leaving you. Trust me, I’m not like the guys you used to know. I’m not the guy I used to know. Now, lean back.”


    I closed my eyes and arched back until the water poured over my head. It warmed the cold piercing in between my eyes and eased the ache in my neck. His hand slipped under my head, but he was careful where he touched it.


    “I want to help you, the way you’ve helped me.” The knobs squealed and the water stopped behind me. “I’m going to shampoo your hair.” He squeezed pale-blue liquid into his hands and rubbed it between his palms. “It might be a little cold.” The lukewarm liquid fell in droplets onto my head, and he massaged my scalp. I sat rigid in the tub, but the rhythmic swirls and perfect pressure of his fingers eased the burning on my scalp.


    A small moan fell from my lips, and he continued for several minutes until my body relaxed into the steamy warmth.


    “The marks on the back of your neck. They are burns?”


    I nodded.


    “I would kiss them all away if I could. I would kiss all your troubles away,” Drake said, his voice hoarse with emotion.


    I stiffened, feeling exposed and vulnerable in this man’s hands.


    “I’m going to rinse your hair now.” His fingers were gone, and I wanted them to return.


    The water cut on with a chill to my spine before it heated again. “Sorry, pipes are old.” He leaned me back, holding my head with tender care with one hand and running his fingers through the long strands with the other.


    He repeated with conditioner and by the end I was putty in his arms. I leaned into him and he sat cross-legged by the tub and held my head to his chest. Lips pressed to my head, he held me tight. “You’re safe now.”


    His phone rang in the bedroom, jolting me back to reality.


    I bolted upright and crossed my arms over my chest. “You should get that.”


    “In a minute.” He sat for a moment, stroking my hair.


    “I’m fine now. Promise.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince him or myself.


    He handed me the soap and pushed from the ground to stand over me. “I’ll let you do the rest, but don’t stand up until I’m back.” He left me in the tub with a bar of soap, warm water, and a thousand racing thoughts.


    I pushed them to the side and finished bathing. The warm water melted the remaining tension from my limbs, and I laid back in the tub. When I lowered my head beneath the surface, Drake’s voice sounded far away instead of in the next room. I closed my eyes and wished we were back in bed with his arms wrapped around me, no more freak-out sessions to interrupt us.


    I opened my eyes to find Drake standing next to the tub with a towel in hand. “We need to get on the road. I’ve got to be back here by four o’clock for an interview. I promise to give you more time tonight if you want another hot bath.”


    A fluffy brown towel welcomed me from the tub. “I’m going back to the warehouse tonight.”


    “Why?”


    “You don’t need this right now. There’s too much going on. Besides, you need sleep more than playing doctor to a freak.”


    Drake spun me around, and his eyes narrowed at me. “Don’t say that. You’re not a freak.”


    I lowered my head and tried to escape his hold, but he tipped my chin up. “Come back to me. I don’t know where you went, but please let me back in. I’m so sorry if I hurt you.”


    “I’m fine.” I swallowed back the rising lump in my throat and realized my legs weren’t shaking any longer. “I can walk now. Thanks.” I grabbed some clothes out of my duffel Drake had retrieved from the warehouse the day after he brought me here. He’d said he was making a food run but showed up with all my stuff.


    I wasn’t gonna argue with him any longer. Instead, I’d just sneak out while he was with the reporter and go home where I could be alone. Once dressed, I joined Drake downstairs. He sat on the bottom step with car keys in his hand, waiting for me.


    “You sure you don’t want me to stay behind? I’m sure you want some alone time with your grandmother.”


    “No. I want you with me.” He stood two steps below me, eye to eye with me, so I couldn’t look away. “Scarlet, I feel something for you. It’s strong. I don’t know exactly what will happen, but can you put up with me a little longer?”


    “Put up with you?”


    He smiled and cupped my cheek. “Yes, with me.” His eyes dipped to my lips and I knew he’d kiss me, but I didn’t stop him. It was gentle, sweet, and tentative, yet I still felt it to the tip of my toes.


    When he broke away, I slid my fingers between his. “Let’s go see your grandmother. She’s waiting.” My words were rewarded with a grin from Drake. The kind I hadn’t seen in days. It warmed me to know I could make him smile. Now, if we could figure out how to trust each other and ourselves.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    A beautiful spread of food laid out on a white cloth-covered table waited for us in the dining hall. There was some kind of decorative chicken salad, bread, and a green salad with bright red tomatoes. Drake’s grandmother stood with her cane and waved us over. “You made it.”


    “Sorry we’re late, Nana.” He kissed her cheeks then helped her into her chair.


    “I’m afraid it’s my fault,” I blurted.


    She waved a brown spotted hand at me. “No worries, darling. You’re here now.”


    Drake rushed to my side and pulled out my chair, too. I sat, and he scooched me closer to the table. They both picked up their napkins and placed them in their laps, so I did the same. Perhaps I could follow their social cues and learn proper manners.


    Drake slid his hand under the table and held mine. He’d done that the entire drive up to the mountains. I didn’t pull away, but I wasn’t sure what it meant, either.


    “I hear you have big plans coming up in the next few weeks, Scarlet. According to my grandson, you’ve single-handedly saved the club.” She cut a tomato in half, smeared it through some kind of white dressing, then delicately raised it to her mouth.


    I shrugged. “I didn’t do anything.”


    Drake squeezed my hand. “How can you say that? You came up with the concept for the entire event, managed to get hundreds of entries for the competition, and you’ve listened to all that music to pick out the best. You’ve been brilliant.”


    The corners of my mouth tugged upward involuntarily.


    “What a pretty smile.” His grandmother clapped her hands together in that theatrical way she had.


    “It’s a beautiful smile,” Drake echoed.


    His grandmother gasped. “Oh, dear. I forgot my pills. Drake, hon, would you go to my apartment and get the white pill case on my counter? I’d go, but you both would be done eating by the time I returned.”


    I released his hand and scooted my chair back. “I’ll get them.”


    “No, dear.” Her hand clamped down on mine like a vice grip. She wasn’t as frail as she acted.


    Drake kissed the top of my head and dropped his napkin into his chair. “I’ll be right back.” He swaggered out the main door toward the lobby.


    “I thought he’d never leave.” Linda rested her thin elbows on the table and propped up her chin. “We need to talk. My grandson’s got it bad for you, but that knucklehead seems to be screwing it up. He told me about what he said and how he’d upset you. Listen, I know he cares deeply for you. I’ve never seen him so knotted up before. He doesn’t know which way to go. That boy has never been in love. Oh, he might’ve been in lust a few times in high school, but lately he’s been so caught up with making money and a name for himself he hasn’t cared about anyone else.”


    “What about Barbie?”


    Her eyebrows pinched together, deepening the lines on her forehead. “Who?”


    “Oh, sorry. Margo,” I corrected. “The blond girl.”


    “Plastic girl? Oh, I’ve seen pictures in the paper of him with that woman. She’s nothing but a leech, that one. That woman’s been trying to get her claws into Drake since she first met him in college. You see, when he turns twenty-five his trust fund will be released and he’ll be worth a fortune. That girl only sees dollar signs when she looks at him. That’s all that matters to her.”


    “Money?”


    Linda arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t know?”


    “It’s none of my business.”


    I heard whispering outside the dining hall and I turned to see several of the ladies from last weekend.


    “Pay them no mind.” She squeezed my hand in her death grip again, her eyes softening into a far off gaze. “You’re perfect for him. I’m so glad he met you. It feels good to know I’m not the only one he has left in this world. When I’m gone, I don’t want him to be alone.”


    “You’ll be around a long time.” I knew that was the proper thing to say. I’d learned that line when one of my foster moms was diagnosed with cancer.


    “You’re a good girl. You’ve had a rough life. Take it from me. Don’t waste a minute of right now worrying about yesterday. Life’s too short.”


    Drake entered the dining hall. “Here you go, Nana.” He set the white container on the table and we returned to our meal.


    “Don’t forget to take your pills.” Drake motioned with the tomato at the end of his fork.


    “Oh, yeah.” She opened the box but didn’t take any. “Silly me. I must’ve already taken my daytime pills before I came. These are my before bed pills.”


    Seemingly unfazed by his wasted trip, Drake speared another tomato. “I wish you could come to the show. It’s going to be amazing. I think Devon would be proud.” He took a sip of his water.


    I scooted what I realized was half of a purple grape around my plate. There was something wrong with the chicken salad. The meat was too soft and I couldn’t manage to take more than a bite, but the green salad seemed edible.


    “There’s no way these old bones would be able to go slam dancing again.”


    I choked on my water at the image of her on the dance floor at Bands.


    “They call it moshing now, Nana.”


    She giggled like a schoolgirl. “Silly me.”


    The image of her crowd surfing popped into my head and I dabbed the napkin to my lips to hide my laughter.


    “I’m sure it’ll be a great show. I listened to you in that radio interview yesterday. That was sweet of you to dedicate the show to your brother.”


    Drake cleared his throat. “I hope you’re okay with that, Scarlet. It kind of just came out of my mouth while I was talking.”


    “It’s your club.” Based on the looks both his grandmother and Drake gave me, it appeared I’d said something wrong.


    “Yes, but without you this event would never happen. It’s as much yours, if not more than it is mine.” He set his fork down on his plate and laid the napkin on the tablecloth. “Aren’t you hungry?”


    “Not so much right now, sorry.”


    His grandmother shook her head. “You girls are always watching your waistlines. Well, I guess I can’t criticize since I was the same way once.”


    I thought about confessing that the food looked unappetizing, but I knew it was rude to criticize a meal, especially one given freely, so I didn’t say anything.


    “We have a little more time. Do you want to go for a walk in the garden before we leave?” Drake stood and pulled out my chair for me, then his grandmother.


    “Splendid idea.” A big smile spread across Linda’s face.


    I tugged my hoodie sleeves down around my wrists and followed them to the back door. The fall breeze coming up the side of the mountain tickled my ears. I longed to pull my hoodie over my head, but it seemed rude, like they’d assume I was shutting them out.


    After a few minutes, all I could think about was the tickling in my ear. To distract myself, I dug my nails into my palm.


    Drake helped his grandmother down the path to a sitting area with plush chairs and a swing.


    “You okay?” Drake whispered.


    “I’m fine,” I mumbled, but once he had his grandmother settled in a chair I took his hand and sat on the swing next to him. The feeling of his skin on mine, his shoulders blocking the breeze, and the gentle swaying of the swing helped me settle and focus on what was being said.


    “So, do you have any plans on returning to New York?” Linda asked.


    I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. My hope is that we can make the club work and I’ll have a job there for a long time. I’d like to get my own place and take care of myself for a change.”


    “Independent woman. I like that.” She set her cane by her side and leaned back into her seat. “My grandson says you’re one strong lady. I have a good feeling all of this will work out. You two make a good team from what I hear.”


    “We do.” Drake squeezed my hand, and for the first time in days I relaxed at his touch.


    “I guess we do.” A bird drew my attention up to the trees, its chirping ringing in my ears, but after a moment, I forced my mind back to the feel of Drake’s skin on mine.


    “It’s pretty out here. I always like to sit in the garden, but it is a little cool. Drake, honey, would you be willing to get my shawl for me?” She tilted her head and gave him a sweet smile that made Drake jump to his feet.


    “Certainly.” He kissed the top of my head where he knew it wouldn’t startle me then trotted up the path toward her apartment.


    “Thank goodness. I’ve been trying to figure out a way to ditch him again. Now, let’s finish our chat.”


    My muscles tensed. The bird chirping above me, the squirrel skittering across the lawn in my peripheral vision, and the breeze still tickling my ears all fought for my attention, but I willed myself to remain with her. “What do you want to talk about?”


    “I’m going to be blunt, if you don’t mind, since we don’t have much time.”


    I didn’t think she could ever be anything but blunt. That was what I liked about her. “Go ahead.”


    “Drake was a son of a bitch for many years. Don’t get me wrong. He’s my grandson and I love him, but he was a womanizing, selfish corporate snob who only cared about wealth and his own personal gain. That’s why my daughter and son-in-law drew up their will the way they did. One son would have blown it in five minutes, while the other son would’ve flaunted it. Drake inherited a modest sum after they passed, but the rest comes to him when I pass or on his twenty-fifth birthday, whichever comes first.”


    “If you could give him the money to save the club, why didn’t he ask you?” I leaned forward, as if shrinking the distance between us would block out that frickin’ bird overhead.


    “Because he knows I won’t. This is something he needs to figure out on his own. You see, if I gave it to him, he wouldn’t appreciate it. He’d save the club in his brother’s name then sell it for a profit and move on. This way he has to fight for it and appreciate it more, but this isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. You see, I know you’re struggling with your past and the things going on in your life, but you’re the first girl I’ve ever seen my grandson care about. I mean, really care about. He loves you, but he’s too much of a dumbass to realize it. He’s so caught up in making sure he doesn’t hurt you that he won’t trust himself with his emotions. I know he can’t tell you how he feels right now, but trust me, he’ll get there. Since the death of his family, he’s carried around the guilt of letting them down. Now, he’s afraid of doing it again. He doesn’t believe he’s a good person. I’ll admit he wasn’t for a long time, but he’s changed now. You’ve changed him. He deserves a good life, and my daughter would be proud of who he is becoming. It doesn’t matter if the club makes it or not. It only matters that he sees this through and knows he did everything he could to save it. Do you understand?”


    I nodded, but honestly, I wasn’t sure I did. “So, you think he loves me.”


    “Yes, and you love him.”


    I shook my head. “I’m not capable of loving, not like a normal person.”


    She waved my words away with her hand. “Hog wash. Who told you that?”


    “I’ve been told that several times. The orphanage had me evaluated after I was sent back from two foster homes for being antisocial. I frightened everyone with my strange behavior. I overheard the orphanage director telling my social worker that I’d either be dead or in jail by the time I was eighteen. That’s when they shipped me off to the foster family in the country.”


    “Well, I have a news flash for you, darling. Having a degree doesn’t make someone an expert. Sometimes it just makes them stupid. Here comes Drake, but I need you to promise me something.”


    “What’s that?”


    “If something happens to me, promise you’ll take care of him. You’ll be all he has left. That boy won’t open his heart to anyone else if he loses both of us.”


    “Are you dying?” A heaviness weighted my chest.


    “Oh, shoot, I’m older than dirt, so it could be any day now. It’s just the cycle of life. Now, let’s hush up and not share any of this with my grandson. He’ll be mad at me for meddling. Can you keep this our little secret?”


    I shrugged. “Sure.”


    “By the way, you might shock some people with your purple hair, earrings up your ear, and unique way of going about life, but I like you. I think you’re perfect for my Drake.”


    “I like you, too. You don’t hold any punches or dance around things trying to confuse me. I wish I would’ve had a grandmother like you growing up.”


    “Well, you’ve got one now, honey.” She held out a bony hand and I scooted forward, taking it. Tears pooled at the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them away. The lack of sleep must be getting to me.


    “Here you go.” Drake wrapped the shawl around her shoulders.


    “Oh, silly me. I forgot I have bridge with the girls this afternoon. Besides, you said you needed to be back in town by four.” She held up one hand for Drake to assist her with standing and held the cane with the other. “Although, it’s strange for a reporter to meet with you on a Sunday night,” she muttered under her breath.


    “Well, let’s get you inside, then.” He ushered her ahead.


    I followed their slow pace up the winding path until we reached the main building, and he settled her in the dining room. She looked tired by the end of our visit, more so than the last time I’d seen her.


    Good-byes were always awkward, so I stood in the corner willing Drake to hurry.


    “Come here, dear.” Linda tapped her cane against the floor to get my attention.


    I shuffled to her and she gave me a bright smile. “Thanks for letting me visit,” I said. “I hope I didn’t intrude on your time with Drake.”


    “Don’t be silly, darling. You were the highlight of my day.” She snagged my wrist and tugged me lower, then planted a dry kiss on my cheek. I fought the rigid motion of my back snapping me away from her, but it won.


    “I see what you mean, darling.” She kissed both of Drake’s cheeks. “Be patient and treat her well. She’s a keeper.”


    “I know.” Drake took a step back. “Now, butt out.”


    She giggled like a schoolgirl, but then her thin lips drooped. “Your mother, father, and brother would be proud of the man you’ve become. Heck, I’m proud of you.”


    He cleared his throat. “Thanks,” he said in a strained tone.


    “Now get out of here.” She shooed us toward the door.


    The parking lot gravel crunched under foot, and I felt like I’d left a small piece of myself back in that room.


    “What is it?” Drake asked before opening the car door for me.


    “I’m not sure. I usually can’t wait to get away from people I don’t know, but I kind of wanted to stay longer.”


    “It means you like her.” He brushed his lips against mine, but not with the passion from before. I sat in the car and waited for him to walk around the back. My mind swirled with thoughts of family, how it worked and what the point was, and for a brief second, I thought I could belong in this family, with his grandmother and him. But it wasn’t my family. Although, she said she wanted me to stay with him, no matter what.


    Drake hopped in and started the car. As we headed down the driveway from the facility, I popped another demo CD into the player. For the first time that week, I had hope that I might have a future after all. I reached over and took Drake’s hand.


    This time, he tensed.


    “What? Did I do something wrong?” I retracted my arm, but he snagged it and lifted my fingers to his lips.


    “No, you did something wonderful.”


    “What?”


    He turned onto the main road and glanced over at me. “You touched me. You haven’t reached for me in over a week. I’ve been the instigator and you’ve avoided my touch. I guess you’re starting to trust me again.”


    I shrugged. “I guess so.” I watched the trees fly by and wished the car could move slower. Inside this small box, all the outside noise faded and it was just the two of us.


    “Scarlet?”


    “Yeah?”


    He gripped the steering wheel with one hand, hesitating for a second. “Ton called me.”


    “He did? What did he want?”


    He flicked on the blinker and moved the car over to the shoulder before he opened his mouth again. “What will you do if this doesn’t work? If…you no longer have a job at Bands?”


    I shrugged. “Don’t know.” Silence filled the car for several moments. “What did Ton say? Let me guess, he threatened to beat you into a coma if you hurt me. Don’t worry. I won’t let him do that.”


    “No. Worse.” Drake squeezed my hand and I held my breath. “Ton’s worried that you’ll spin into a downward spiral of self-medication and rage and you’ll end up dead in an alley.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Drake opened the front door to Bands for me and I entered, leaving the afternoon sun behind for my comfy all-black home. My anger toward Ton’s intrusion into my life had dwindled to resentment. I’d call him later and give him my own version of a Ton Tantrum.


    When Drake closed the door, I spotted light flickering on the stage at the other end of the room. Chopin drifted from the stage speakers.


    I stopped, but his hand at the small of my back nudged me forward. “I wanted you to know what it was like to feel special. To be treated the way you deserve.”


    He steered me through the room and I saw more candles sparkling along the stage and around the side rails to the dance floor. In the center of the stage sat a blanket with hamburgers and French fries on paper plates. “I thought we could have a picnic with some of your favorite food. I knew that chicken salad was too mushy for you.”


    “How did you know that?”


    His hand moved up to between my shoulder blades. “It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, but I wasn’t sure how to explain. You’re worth the time and effort to get to know before we sleep together. I want to connect with you in a way neither of us have ever known. It might sound silly and sappy, but I want something real with you.” He ushered me up onto the stage and we both knelt on the picnic blanket.


    I knew he was waiting for me to say something, so I tried to think of what a normal person might say. “Thank you.” It didn’t seem to be enough, so I added, “It’s nice. I like it.”


    He lowered onto his side and crossed his legs, his smile telling me he was pleased with my response.


    “Dig in before it gets cold. You must be starving.”


    “I am.” I devoured the cheeseburger. Halfway through, I remembered I was supposed to eat like a lady, not like a teenage boy, but it was too late. He took a napkin and wiped up the ketchup at the side of my lips. I slowed down and concentrated on minding my manners. When I looked up again, I saw ketchup streaming down his chin.


    I laughed and picked up a napkin, wiping the ketchup from his chin. I realized I didn’t have to try to be perfect. He was relaxing and enjoying himself despite my poor table manners. It felt good, but different.


    We ate in silence as I let my mind flow with the music. When the piano concerto ended, I realized I’d checked out for a while. Drake sat by my side, lost in his own thoughts. It was nice to feel comfortable with someone without having to worry about paying attention and doing all the right things.


    He slid our empty plates to the side and wrapped his arm around me. I settled into him and we listened to another piece, the notes hauntingly beautiful. At the end, I whispered, “This is nice.”


    “I’m glad you like it. I do, too. I don’t remember the last time I just relaxed, without a computer, or cell phone, or some marketing plan.”


    “Who did all this? You were with me all day.” Then I realized what time it was. “What about the reporter?”


    “There was no reporter. I needed us back here at four because my friend had to be somewhere at five, so I wanted to get here while the food was still warm.”


    “Oh, you’re sneaky.” I ran my hand along his chest, feeling the hard muscle through his long-sleeve T-shirt. “Can I ask you something?”


    “Sure, anything.” Drake ran his fingers up through my hair, and I liked it.


    “Are you scared to sleep next to me again?”


    “Not at all.” He scooted me into his side. “There’s nothing more I want than to have you in my arms again tonight. I was worried you’d insist on going back to the warehouse. I’ve been nervous all day about it, but if that’s what you wanted, I wouldn’t stop you.”


    “You wouldn’t follow me back if I left?”


    “I didn’t say that. I care about you too much to risk losing you. If you insisted on going back to the warehouse, then I was going to park myself on that dang floor again.”


    I chuckled. “I guess I shouldn’t put you through that.”


    “Can I ask you to do something for me? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”


    “What’s that?”


    He kissed my head in that sweet way of his. “Would you play something for me? Your gift is so amazing and you look so beautiful when you play.”


    My hands trembled. “I don’t play in front of people. I can’t.”


    He took my hands in his and squeezed. “I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do, but can I ask why?”


    “I feel like I’m being stripped bare, analyzed. Like I’ve opened a vein and all my deepest secrets, everything I’ve ever done wrong are being put up on a gigantic screen for all to see.”


    Drake squeezed me. “That must be why it’s so beautiful. You’re baring your soul. My brother could do that. It always amazed me how much love he had to give the world. I wish I were more like him.”


    “I think you’re perfect the way you are.” I turned my torso so I could see his face. “If you don’t look at me, maybe I can play something. I’m not sure, but I’m willing to try if you’ll do something for me.”


    He slid a finger down my arm. “Anything.”


    “Will you lie naked with me tonight?”


    His mouth dropped open.


    “I’m not asking to have sex. I know how you feel about that, but there’s something I need to know.”


    He took a long breath. “What is it?”


    I sighed. “The skin-to-skin contact thing. It’s what makes me want to get sex over with. The idea of sweaty, sticky skin pressed together makes me cringe. Yet, the thought of you naked makes me horny. It’s conflicting.”


    He chuckled. “Well, that’s the problem. As you put it, lying next to you naked will make me hornier than a sailor on Viagra.” His eyes dipped in that delicious, caressing way he had that made me feel like the most attractive sexual being on the planet.


    “You want me to bare my soul for you, you can bare your body for me.”


    “If it’s what you need, I’ll do it. There is nothing more I want to do in the world than spend the night next to your naked body.” He released me and stood up, adjusting himself. “I hope this song’s going to cool my groin. Just the thought of you naked is making me so hungry I feel like once I have you, I’ll never get enough.” He winked and walked to the end of the stage. After cutting off the music, he sat facing the door.


    Finding my footing, I stood and made my way to the piano behind the partition. “I can’t make any promises that I can play.”


    “Well, I can’t make any promises I can control myself all night, so we’ll call it a risky investment. We’ll see if it all pays off.”


    With a deep breath, I sat on the bench and faced the glistening keys. After a few moments, I relaxed and let my mind wander. The smooth white surface welcomed my fingers and I tried to block out the thought of anyone listening or watching me play. No one had ever listened like this. The only time anyone had heard me was when they walked in while I was already lost in the music. What did Drake even want to hear?


    My arms stiffened, and I hit a few keys, but nothing joined to form a song. I closed my eyes and envisioned a family, a real family like the photo of Drake’s parents and brother in his album upstairs. My fingers took the inspiration and my soul found the song.


    A sweeping, lovely, childlike melody began to piece together until it turned into a mischievous march of adolescents then into the darker path of young adulthood. Separation of parents and children, loves won and lost. A staccato of darkness plagued my spirit while I heard car crashes, beatings, and deception. It dulled into a nothingness and lulled there for a measure or two until it dared to find a happy tone, but then it drifted back into heavy keys. Again, my fingers danced along a few higher notes, a hint of sun showing on the horizon, until it crescendoed into a mad dash of whirling feelings and emotions all tied up in a huge knot of chaos. The notes stopped abruptly. A long, silent measure followed, then a tentative play of soft music until it rested in the unknown.


    I sat for several moments, breathing through the pain and happiness. Tears streaked down my cheeks, and I shook from the emptying of all the emotion from my body. Tentatively, I stood on shaking legs and rounded the partition. Drake met me halfway and pulled me into his arms. He held me, rocking back and forth. I usually did that alone when I was agitated, but this time it soothed me into a bliss of happiness.


    He released me, wiping my tears from my cheeks. “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. Your talent is beyond anything I’ve ever witnessed. Thank you for sharing it with me.”


    I swallowed. “Only you. I never have and will never play for people. It’s not something I can do, okay?”


    “Understood.” Drake cupped my cheeks and a stage-fright grin creased his face. “I guess it’s my turn to deliver.” He led me up the stairs without another word.


    My heart started pounding against my sternum and I wondered if this was all a huge mistake. “If this is too much…” I mumbled when we reached the door.


    “No. As long as you don’t mind me being…excited, I can handle this.” He walked over to his dresser and removed his watch and cell phone while I waited by the bed. Kicking off my shoes, I bent over and removed my socks. He did the same before returning to the end of the bed. “Come here.”


    I rounded the bedpost and stood with my eyes raised to his.


    He inhaled a long breath. “I’m going to remove your shirt now.”


    I nodded. My breath jarred somewhere in my throat. He lifted my shirt over my head, his eyes immediately dropping to my lacy hot-pink bra. “I like that one. It’s the most girly thing I’ve seen on you.” His tongue swiped across his lips, and I longed to feel it on me again, but I pushed the thought from my mind.


    “My turn.” He ducked his head as I lifted his shirt and tossed it to the floor then reached for his belt. He stood stock-still as I unhooked it and slid it apart. His fingers went to the button on my jeans as I worked his. When my fingers touched his belly, he gasped.


    I paused for a moment and waited for his breathing to slow before I unzipped his pants. The sound echoed through the room, as if announcing he was about to be free.


    He slid my pants down my legs and I stepped out of them, leaving me in only a bra and underwear. I thought about telling him that was as far as I needed to go, but when he reached around me for the clasp on my bra, I didn’t stop him for some reason.


    Liberated from my bra, my breasts felt free, and I rubbed them of their tightness after being harnessed all day. He stopped my hands with a growl. “You really can’t do that right now.”


    I nodded and slid my wrists from his hands, then pulled his jeans down to his ankles. Halfway down, I was greeted by his eagerness. I wanted to touch his hardness to see if it felt as good as it looked, but now wasn’t the time. He was struggling enough as it was.


    When I stood, he tugged my thong down and I was left in nothing but my flushed skin. He stepped back and removed his boxers, revealing what I had suspected. He was one impressive man. I longed to jump him right there, but I held my eagerness back and crawled into bed, hoping sleep would come quick.


    He turned off the light and pulled the covers down. “You’re so beautiful. I don’t know how I’m going to remain in this bed all night with you and not go mad with want.”


    “You promised,” I teased.


    “I did.” But when he crawled onto the bed, I thought I would lose my mind worse than I already had.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    The aroma of fresh coffee lured me from slumber. My eyelids fluttered, protesting against the bright morning light. “What time is it?” I moaned.


    “Time for Sleeping Beauty to wake up.”


    I opened my eyes to find Drake crawling back into bed with me, holding out a steaming mug. “Thank you,” I rasped and sat up, taking the warm cup between my hands.


    He rubbed a knuckle up my exposed forearm. “You look beautiful.”


    “Liar. I’m a mess. I can’t believe I slept so well. Did you?”


    He smiled. “At first it was a challenge. We’ve got to do something about that twitching butt of yours. But after about an hour, exhaustion won over my desire to have my way with you.”


    “I’m glad it wasn’t too much torture to sleep next to me.”


    “You have no idea.” He lifted the sheet, exposing my breasts. “I never thought of myself as a boob man, but those are mighty tempting.”


    I smacked the sheet back against my chest. “No peeking.”


    “Hmm…that’s all I did last night.” His eyes blazed with passion, and I knew he’d struggled to keep his deal with me. “Now, you need to get up and be downstairs in ten. I have a feeling being up here naked isn’t a good idea right now.”


    “Why’s that?” I sipped the rich flavor with a hint of vanilla. “Mmmm.”


    “Because Ton will be here soon.”


    I choked and coughed, trying not to spew coffee all over his bed.


    “Ah, I hope this is a good surprise.” He set his mug down on the side table and took mine to rest it next to his. “Did I get this wrong? He called and said he had business in town and asked to see you.”


    “Business in town? What kind of business does an electrician have in Atlanta? Besides, he never leaves the Community.”


    “I suspected as much. I think big brother is checking up on you.” He stood and offered me his hand. I took it and rose from the bed, the covers sliding down my body. His gaze followed the retreating material then rose back to meet my eyes.


    “I wish I could tolerate cold water, ’cause I think it’s my turn to cool off,” I muttered. I hopped down from the bed and trotted to the bathroom.


    “It’s about time you suffered, little one. I’ve been tortured enough.”


    I waited for the water to warm up then stepped inside. “You’ve only known me for less than two months.”


    “That may be so, honey. But still, I know you better than any woman I’ve dated in years, yet I haven’t been with you. How strange is that?”


    I shampooed my hair, thinking about his words. He was right. I was more comfortable around him than any man I’d ever known. He’d been so patient and took his time with every touch. “You have a point.”


    He pulled back the curtain and peered into the shower.


    “Aren’t you sick of looking at me yet? It’s the same tits and ass you saw earlier.”


    “Oh, I’ll never get sick of looking at you.”


    I flicked soapy water at him, and he retreated with a yelp. Sudsing the washcloth, I washed and rinsed the soap from my body. “What are you gonna do while I’m with Ton?”


    “You don’t want me to hang out with you guys?”


    My mind reeled with images of Ton’s incessant questions and accusatory tone. “For your sake, I’m gonna say no. Trust me, Ton won’t like you. Not for any reason other than the fact that you’re around me and you’re male. To him, every man just wants to use and abuse me.”


    “Well, it’s a good thing I have that interview with the reporter today. I’ll be gone for a few hours. Ton says he’s got to leave by five tonight to make his flight back to New York City. He’s got something going on tomorrow that he needs to get back for.”


    I shut off the water and the curtain slid open. Drake stood on the other side, waiting with a towel open. “Why do you call him Ton anyway?”


    Banging at the front door downstairs drew our attention to the doorway. I gasped, hoping the door was locked and Ton wasn’t about to barge in at this very moment. Another, louder pounding confirmed the visitor still waited at the entrance.


    “I think he’s here. Get dressed. I’ll take our coffee down and sit with him for a while.” Drake disappeared through the doorway as I dove for my clothes and brushed my hair with lightning speed. I managed to make it to the bottom of the stairs before he opened the door. The way Drake stumbled backward, I knew he’d realized how Ton got his nickname.


    “Scarlet here?” Ton boomed, his almost robotic voice freezing Drake into silence.


    “I’m here.” With a quick step, I ran across the floor and met Ton and Drake a few feet inside the club.


    Ton eyed the place then looked down at Drake. I was sure Drake wasn’t used to looking up at many people with his six-foot-two height, but Ton gave new meaning to mutant.


    “Please, come in. We’ll have coffee at the table near the kitchen.”


    “I don’t drink coffee,” Ton said, his eyes not leaving me.


    “Come on. Don’t be that way.” I slipped my hand around his elbow and tugged him toward the main hall then into the smaller stage area to the table off the kitchen. “Sit, and play nice.”


    “Who are you?” Ton narrowed an eye, his chiseled cheek and jaw twitching. The tattoo of three X’s vibrated on his neck.


    “Stop. It’s me.”


    “Yeah, but you’re happy. What happened to Sarcastic Scarlet who left New York City with her grumpy, edgy mouth? Since when do you invite anyone in to have coffee?”


    Drake pulled out the chair for me and Ton’s gaze fixated on every move we made. He was analyzing, sizing us up. His attention snapped to my eyes then the hollows of my arms, no doubt looking for track lines.


    “Cut it out. I’m not high or drunk, and I didn’t fuck him. Although, I want to.”


    It was Drake’s turn to choke on coffee.


    “Scarlet,” Ton reprimanded.


    “Well, that’s why you’re here, right? To yank me back to that plane with you by my hair because I’ve screwed up. Well, I didn’t. Okay, he didn’t, but that’s beside the point. Do I think about getting high?” I shrugged. “Sometimes, but I haven’t. Do I want to have sex with him? Absolutely, but I haven’t. Now, that ticket you bought for me is gonna go to waste because I’m not going back with you. You said it yourself, I’m happy. For the first damn time in my life, I’m happy.” I shoved my chair back with a loud squeal, wanting to pummel the beast in front of me.


    “Scarlet, wait.” Ton held up his hands.


    I poked my finger into his iron chest. “By the way, if it wasn’t for you, I never would’ve met Drake. So, your stunt of putting me in a job you knew I’d fail at backfired. I found a job in this place and I enjoy it. I can get lost in the music and not have to listen to crazy people ramble on about nothing.”


    Drake stood up. “Scarlet, it’s okay. Calm down,” he whispered. “I’m going to touch your shoulders.” His hands gripped my shoulders and sat me back in the chair. “I’m sure Ton didn’t intend to set you up for failure.”


    Ton sat forward, the chair creaking beneath his massive frame. “I sent you to Midtown Diner so I could keep an eye on you. I’ll admit, I didn’t think you were ready. I told you that. I didn’t know the ex-con scumbag would throw you out onto the streets. I thought you’d come home if you couldn’t handle it, not run off.”


    You trusted an ex-con?” Drake asked, his voice taking on a reprimanding tone.


    Ton lifted one eyebrow, his tiger tattoo tightening at Drake, but remained seated. “Most of the people I know are ex-cons.”


    Drake fisted his hands at his sides.


    I moved to stand between him and the table, knowing Ton would eat him up and spit him out like a lion chew toy. “Don’t.”


    Ton crossed his arms over his chest. Ink marked up his forearm. “Let him go.”


    The smell of testosterone was overwhelming the aroma of coffee, so I slid to the side and hoped they didn’t kill each other.


    “You want to know why I set her up with a job where an ex-con worked? Because if she sunk into the dark world of drugs, an ex-con with a history of addiction would be able to handle it. I didn’t count on the fact he wouldn’t report in to me until after she disappeared. You weren’t there when I found her beaten and near dead in that back alley. You didn’t sit by her side through the tremors, sweats, and vomiting of detox. You didn’t stand by and watch her wake up to the world she’d blocked out for so long to survive.”


    “No, but I’m standing here now. And I could handle it if she fell into her old ways. But unlike you, I believe in her. She’s managed this long without your help. If she didn’t have this place, I believe she would’ve found another.” Drake pushed his knuckles against the tabletop, and they cracked under the weight of him scowling down at Ton. “I don’t care how big or scary you are, I’ll stand up for Scarlet because she deserves one person in her life who sees how amazing she truly is.”


    Ton shoved his chair back and straightened to his six-foot-five-inch height, his shoulders almost the width of the table. I scooted closer, but Drake pushed me back. Ton lifted his hand to his waist and shot it out over the table. “It’s nice to meet you, Drake. I respect a man who’ll stand up to me, especially when it’s in defense of Scarlet.”


    Drake took his hand and I saw their knuckles go white with tension. I fell back in the chair and held my head in my hands. “Seriously, you two almost gave me an aneurysm.”


    Drake chuckled. “You? I thought I was gonna have to defend your honor and get my skull crushed in the process,” he mumbled into my ear before sitting in the chair by my side.


    “So, what are you two going to do today?” Drake asked.


    “Apartment hunt,” Ton announced.


    “I’m not ready to get an apartment. I don’t have enough money yet,” I protested, not wanting to back down and allow him to dictate my life all over again.


    “For me, not you. But we’ll be discussing your sleeping arrangements while we’re out.”


    “What are you talking about?” I rubbed my hands down my jeans to rid them of the sweaty palms Ton always induced when he entered a room.


    “I’ve been wanting out of New York for a while, and you seem to like it here, so I put in for a job and got it. I’ll be starting in a few months.”


    I shook my head. “You said you’d never leave the Community.”


    Ton rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, some things went down and it’s time.”


    “Looks like we have more to discuss than my sleeping arrangements.”


    Drake kissed my cheek then stood. “Well, I’ll let you two catch up. I’ll be back around six this evening. You’re welcome to hang here as long as you like.” He took a key from his ring and handed it to me. “Just lock up when you leave.”


    I held the key in my hand for a second. I’d been with Drake day and night since he’d found me at the warehouse, so I hadn’t realized that I didn’t have a key to the place. “Thanks.”


    “Nice to meet you, Ton. You’re welcome here anytime.”


    Ton nodded. “Yeah, we still have some talking to do.”


    Drake shuffled backward. “Well, until the next time, then. Scarlet? Walk me out?”


    I nodded and gave Ton a death stare to remain in his seat. Drake stopped around the corner and whispered, “I’ll see you this evening.” He licked his lips and swallowed hard. “I know how I feel now, and I’m ready to show you.” He kissed my cheek, and an inferno of hope and want erupted inside me.


    He took off before I had a chance to say a word and left me with visions of what the night would bring for us. Did he really mean what he said? With a spring in my step, I returned to Ton, who sat eyeing the stone walls and the iron chandelier overhead. “I can see why you like this place. It’s unique. Artsy and dark.”


    “And don’t forget there’s music.”


    “Yeah, I guess you’ve found the right place for you. Come on, kid. Let’s go. You can show me around town and I’ll buy you lunch.”


    Food? My stomach liked that idea. “First, we’ll stop by the local coffeehouse. I want to thank someone for helping us with the upcoming gig. Besides, it’s where several local Straight Edge people hang out. I figured you’d like to meet them.”


    “Sounds good, but you’re not off the hook. I want to know more about your plans. You’re not living with this guy, are you? I can still put him in the hospital.”


    I rolled my eyes and headed for the side door. “Let’s go. I’ll tell you all the sordid details of my sex life on the way, right after we stop at the corner and score so I can get high.”


    “Funny, Scarlet. Real funny. Since when did you get a sense of humor?” Ton ducked to get out the door, and I shielded my eyes from the bright sun.


    “Since I discovered I could actually have a life. Thanks to Drake, everything’s perfect. I never thought I could have so much and nothing’s gonna take it away now. Not you, not even my crazy sensory issues, and not by losing this club. Nothing and no one will take this away from me.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    I spotted the same skater punks from my club freak-out night, but I was too tired to walk the long way around. After hoofing it all over the city with Ton, looking for an apartment, I was exhausted. He’d grilled me about everything, my intentions and Drake’s.


    The loser with the knit cap spotted me, but there were enough people around to prevent any real issues, so I marched down the winding sidewalk to the street in front of Bands.


    “Hey, slut. You ready for some real fun yet?”


    I ignored his taunts and crossed the street to the side door, hoping Drake had returned. When did I need someone around? Ton was right. I had changed.


    The big metal door wouldn’t budge, so I pulled the key from my jean pocket and unlocked it. All the lights were on, sending me a few steps backward. Shielding my eyes, I found the switch along the wall and flicked them off. “Hey, what’s the deal with the lights?”


    “It’s what normal people do when they’re in a building,” Barbie’s voice screeched through the room, drilling into my eardrums.


    I halted, willing it to be a hallucination, but when I turned around I found her standing at the landing above. Her hand on her hip and a smug smile pasted on her face, she stood as if she were a deity about to send down her wrath.


    My teeth locked tight, grinding with the desire to throw her off the balcony. “What are you doing in here?”


    “Oh, hostile, are we? Well, I know it’ll be a relief to Drake to be rid of you.”


    I marched toward the stairs with fists by my sides.


    Barbie took a step back but quickly recovered. “I should warn you, the police are on their way. I’m having you removed for trespassing. Oh, and I’ll take that key.” She held out her hand expectantly.


    I gripped it tight in my hand, the jagged edge digging into my palm, but I didn’t care. “You can’t do that. I’m not trespassing. I work here.” I ran past her, shoving her into the wall. “Drake!”


    “He’s not here, and he won’t be returning.” She straightened her silk, see-through blouse and stood tall on her spiked heels.


    Instead of asking what she was talking about, I went to his room, bathroom, office, and even the closet to see if he might be gagged and tied up.


    She followed me from room to room like a bodyguard instead of a psych warden. “I guess I have you to thank. After all, you played your part so well.”


    I shot past her, returning to the bedroom as if he might spontaneously appear there.


    “You see, there was a loophole in the trust fund agreement. Thanks to you, Drake gained control of his money now. His grandmother just had to release the funds if she thought he had the need for it and the ability to manage it. He’s at the bank right now, collecting the check, and then we’re headed out of town.”


    “Liar.” I shoved her against the wall. Anger surged to my hands, and I pushed her again. A picture knocked loose from the wall, and glass broke, shattering the dead silence of Bands. I stared at the glass shards, the now-damaged picture of him and his family, then at my duffel. It sat on a chair, as if left for me to collect.


    “That’s right. He already packed for you. You didn’t really believe he ever cared about you, did you?” She doubled over with laughter, her arms wrapping around her stomach. “You really believed a man of Drake’s standards would stoop to being with a freak? Please. He just knew his grandmother would go for the artsy, misunderstood type. You were the perfect decoy to represent his newfound desire to be a good human being.”


    A searing pain shot from my core outward and down all my limbs as I stood staring at my bag. “I don’t believe you.”


    “You’re pathetic.” She sneered. “Think about it. He’s not here now, is he? And he won’t be returning.”


    “Anyone here?” called a man’s voice I didn’t recognize from downstairs.


    “I’d hoped to leave your bag outside and have the place locked up already, but when Drake told me you had a key, I figured I’d get a bonus watching you crumble. I’m not heartless, though. You’ll find a parting gift in your bag. Oh, I wouldn’t open it in front of the police, though. You’ve already been picked up a few times for possession.”


    My gaze snapped to hers and she smiled wickedly.


    “I don’t believe you. I’m calling him.” I scanned the room, realizing I didn’t have a phone.


    “Here. Use mine.” She held it out to me with a smug smile on her face. I took it before she turned and shouted down the stairs, “We’ll be right down.”


    My hands shook, but I managed to dial his number. He’d only told me once, but numbers were my thing. It rang and rang until finally an automated system picked up. “The number you have called is no longer in service.” I hit end and redialed but got the same message.


    Barbie returned and held out her hand. “I’ll take my phone back now.”


    “I still don’t believe you. You’re lying. Drake wouldn’t do this.”


    She slipped her phone into her designer purse and headed for the stairs. “I have to give him credit for his acting skills. You were hard to put up with.”


    My skin caught fire, and I saw red. No, that wasn’t true. She had to be lying, but where was Drake, and why didn’t his phone work?


    “We’re ready. If you don’t mind escorting Scarlet off the premises, we can lock up the building and get the hell out of this wreck. Thank God Daddy’ll be tearing it down soon.”


    Click, click, click.


    The sound of her heels against the steps stabbed my brain. I flew across the room and swung. She was fast for wearing three-inch heels, but I leaped from the third step and tackled her to the ground. My fist connected with her chin once before someone hauled me off her.


    I swung and kicked, but I couldn’t manage to break free. “Do you want to press charges, ma’am?” a deep voice asked from over my head.


    “No, just get her out of here.” Barbie managed to get off the floor with the aid of the other officer and a man holding a lock and chains in one hand.


    “This isn’t right,” I squealed, managing to kick the man behind me in the shin.


    His grip tightened and he dragged me across the dance floor to the side door. “That’s assaulting an officer.”


    Barbie’s heels clicked behind us. “Officer, I think it’s best if we just toss her out for now. I mean, think of all the paperwork. Do you really want to waste your time on street scum like her?” she cooed then turned on me. “As for you, Drake won’t be returning. He managed to get what he needed, and now he’s moved on.”


    Chains clanked, and I turned to find the man bolting the doors.


    I stood and threw the key at her. “I know you’re lying, but believe me, I’ll find out what’s going on.”


    “Pathetic.” She turned and took my duffel from the other officer and tossed it on the ground in front of me. “Here. I wouldn’t want you to accuse us of stealing anything. You got a free place to stay for a while, but why don’t you run back to New York City now?” She marched to the front of the venue and turned the corner before the officer shoved me to the ground.


    “Don’t let me catch you giving Ms. Elswood any trouble. I’ll be driving by here every day until they tear this place down, and if I see you around here, I’ll lock you up.” He adjusted his utility belt in a show of authority then followed Barbie around the corner.


    I sat there, unable to move or process what had just happened. A cold breeze carrying a fine mist surrounded me. I scooted under the overhang of the building and curled into myself, then waited. I waited for hours, but still there was no sign of Drake. My back ached from the cold, hard cement, so I changed positions and waited again. The muted sun lowered on the horizon, traffic thinned on the main street, and icy rain fell, but still no Drake.


    When darkness came, I found a little warmth in the corner of the building. Each time lights shone on the street, I’d check the parking lot, but Drake’s car never showed.


    Someone kicked my shoe, so I opened my eyes, hoping to see Drake standing over me, but instead I found the skater boy with the knit cap. I must’ve fallen asleep at some point because it was morning.


    “Get kicked out? I’m sure we can find a place for you to crash.” He gawked at me, his greasy hair falling over his eyes.


    “Hey, man. Leave her be.” His buddy grabbed his shoulder. “We gonna skate or what? Storm’s coming.”


    I peered past him and saw puffy dark gray clouds rolling in over the city.


    “I’ll be back,” Knit Cap said. “We’ll work out payment for that roof over your head when I get back.” He dropped his board to the ground and rolled away. The sound of gravel crunching and the whir of wheels in motion relaxed the tension in my neck enough for me to move my aching muscles.


    The sky looked as angry as I felt. Why didn’t Drake return last night? I couldn’t believe any of what Barbie had said. Was I just in denial?


    With protesting arms and legs, I slung my duffel over my shoulder and headed to my warehouse, the one place in the city I could be alone and out of the rain.


    If only I had Hawaiian’s number. He should’ve been back from Savannah by now. Certainly, he’d know what happened with Drake. Unless he was in on it, too. Perhaps he was in on it for some sort of cut of the money.


    I shook my head, clearing away the idea of Hawaiian being anything other than a friend. Rain pelted down, soaking me to the bone before I reached the warehouse. I’d never looked forward to a quiet place to rest and dry off more than now, but when I turned the corner, all my hope faded. Construction workers were huddling under a brand new awning to the warehouse. A sign posted out front revealed some big chain store was coming soon.


    I made my way down the street and found a dry spot under an awning where most of the homeless in the area hung out. I slid down the wall and leaned against the Dumpster, but I refused to cry, refused to believe this was happening.


    Drake was a good man. He cared about me, and I was happy. Really happy. I clung to the hope of it all being a lie for the rest of that day and night as I shivered under the awning.


    The next day, I longed for a warm shower and Drake’s bed, so I trekked back to Bands. I approached the side door, but the chain remained, so I went to the front. A bright white sign had been tacked to the door, the word Condemned written in big red letters.


    My knees hit the hard pavement, and I slammed my head against the metal door. “No, it’s not true!” I screamed. I punched the door over and over until there was no energy left in my body. My hands squealed as they slid down the front of the door and I doubled over as if I were worshiping the building in front of me instead of mourning its loss.


    Tears dripped down my face, pooling on my knees.


    It was over. It had all been a lie.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Day turned into night then into day again. I managed to find a quieter spot where I could be alone, staring at the clear plastic baggie of white powder that Margo had slipped into my bag as a farewell gift.


    Five days passed until I managed to force myself to eat. Ten until I went to the shelter long enough to shower then crawled back into my hole.


    I sat in my corner shivering. My joints and bones ached beyond anything I’d ever imagined, but I knew it was my punishment for being so stupid.


    A horn honked on the other side of the building, reminding me there was still life out there. My emotions were spent, all my anger drained after punching a garbage can until my knuckles bled, my sadness after crying myself to sleep each night. It was time to do something, but there were only two options.


    I rotated the small, clear bag between my fingers. The thought of easing the pain caused a hopeful spark inside me. It was my birthday after all. Certainly I could celebrate the only way I had left. The other option was to call Ton collect and go back to New York. That wasn’t as appetizing an idea. All I knew was that I needed to do something. At twenty I shouldn’t still be hovering in the darkness. It was time to grow up and deal with life, even if it sucked worse than an anteater with a sinus infection.


    I pushed myself up on rubbery legs, slung my duffel over my shoulder, and decided it was time to say good-bye to Atlanta. Either by entering a drug-induced haze of bliss or by flying away and never returning.


    I held the pouch tight between my fingers. If I was gonna get shit-faced, I was gonna do it while I watched Bands get torn down. Guess there was a third option. Get high tonight, then call Ton tomorrow. Just enough to numb the pain for a short time before facing sobriety again.


    As I walked, my wrist began to itch like I’d gotten high on poison ivy leaves. I scratched it, but it wouldn’t go away. I looked down at the X and dug deeper, tearing the skin and causing my arm to bleed. “Why’d I make this commitment? Why?”


    Memories of my promise and getting inked screamed at me, reminding me of what it was like before I met Ton, or the rest of my friends in the Straight Edge community. They helped me up, but made it plain that if I broke my vows I’d be beaten then tossed out. Ton said they were extreme, but would they really do something like that?


    I rounded the corner and gripped the baggie. No, it was nothing but a crutch. I’d pass it to skater boy and call Ton. It was time for me to take responsibility and stop blaming the world for everything that had happened to me. I fell for Drake’s bullshit; it was as simple as that. I had no one to blame but myself, and Drake. I’d knock him out if I ever saw him again. I hated him. I hoped he choked on that money. Or better yet, that Barbie would poison him once they married and take off with the cash. That would be Alanis Morissette ironic.


    A pounding in my chest broke my concentration. Then I heard car horns, shouting, and…music. I looked up to see flashing lights. The street out front of Bands was jammed with cars. Then, through the crowds of people lining up along the street, I saw men carrying equipment through the side door off the parking lot. Bands was alive.


    I broke into a sprint with the little energy that remained in my body. The cold air stuck in my lungs and I stopped at the edge of the park, bending over to heave in some air. Afraid I was hallucinating, I approached the building slowly and saw the flier posted out front. It was happening? But if Drake was gone, then who?


    I hurried to the side door. The chains were gone, but the door was locked, so I went around front. Ton stood at the entrance, his massive frame and height blocking the closed doors to the club. Energy erupted inside me and I pushed through the crowd, ignoring the angry shouts and overwhelming smells. “Ton!”


    “Scarlet?” He stepped forward and the crowd shifted like a biblical parting of the sea. “Where the hell have you been?” He grabbed my upper arm and shuffled me through the doorway. “Not open yet. Wait outside,” he snapped at the horde of people clamoring to get inside. The door slammed behind me, and we stood in the darkened main hall. “Drake!” he yelled, his voice booming over the chaos in the main room.


    Still holding my arm, Ton looked down at my knuckles. “What the hell happened?” He turned my hand over and spotted the bag of drugs. His eyes drilled into my skull. I didn’t have to look to know that he literally would’ve cut me in half right there if he had laser vision. “You didn’t. What about your promise?”


    My hands trembled. Emotions―fear, elation, sadness, excitement―fought for dominance. “I didn’t. I swear,” I stuttered, not knowing what to say. The sounds, the lights, the emotions were all too overwhelming.


    “It’s time to open the doors. What’s going on?” Drake entered the hall and stopped dead in his tracks.


    My heart leaped out of my chest then instantly smashed into the pit of my stomach. I wanted to fall into his arms, but at the same time, I wanted to beat him to a bloody pulp for leaving me.


    “Scarlet?” His wide-eyed stare slowly descended until it landed on the drugs in Ton’s hand.


    “I didn’t,” I stammered again, not sure why I was defending myself to him.


    Drake shuffled to me, his mouth hanging open. “What happened to you? I’ve looked everywhere. I couldn’t find you. I had police. I—”


    “You looked? I waited, but you didn’t show.”


    Drake smoothed my wild hair from my face. “I was with my grandmother. She was sick for days, and then she…died.”


    “Died?” I mumbled back, unable to process the loss. Confusion circled in my brain, waiting to pull me down into nothingness. “No, you convinced her to give you money. There was a clause in the trust agreement.”


    “How do you know about that?”


    Nearly two weeks of sleeping on the street came flooding in, and I swatted his hand away from me. “You used me to get the money and then tossed me to the side.”


    His face squished into a painful, mouth open, kick-to-the-gut expression. “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “Barbie. She told me the truth. That you used me so you could convince your grandmother to give you money and then you were running off with her. I was just a tool to get what you wanted.”


    “You believed that?” he stumbled back. “You left, ran away without a word?”


    “I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer!” I shouted.


    “My cell phone account was turned off for some reason. I’d raced to my grandmother’s side and didn’t leave until she passed. I tried to call Ton that day to tell you she was sick and to wait for me, I’d be back to get you, but Ton had already boarded his flight. Then my grandmother took a turn for the worst.”


    Ton shook his head. “I flew back the day after he called and told him I’d bring you to him, but when I got here you were gone.”


    “I waited two days. I came back to a condemned sign.” I pressed my fists to my eyes, trying to relieve the tension.


    “Ton searched for you everywhere before he told me you were missing. He knew how much I needed you by my side when I buried my grandmother. How could you believe Margo?”


    “The sign,” I mumbled. “The sign. It confirmed what she told me. I didn’t believe her when she told me that you’d used me. I didn’t believe her when the cop dragged me out of here. I didn’t believe her when I slept in the freezing rain all night waiting for you. But what should I have thought when I saw the condemned sign? What would you have thought?”


    Drake clutched his hair, pulling it from the scalp and pacing. Fists pounded the door, shook it against the lock. “Margo. She was still on the forms at the retirement facility. When we were dating, I listed her as my emergency contact. She’s the only person I had left in my life at the time. They must’ve called her. That’s how she knew I’d be gone.”


    Ton snagged her arm. “Now’s not the time. You two can talk later. You both need a minute to process all of this.”


    Banging sounded outside. Strums of instruments sounded from the stage.


    Drake paced, then dropped his hands to his side. “I can’t do this right now. I’m not failing my brother and my grandmother. Not tonight.”


    Drake unlocked the front door and swung it open. People gushed inside, filling the small hallway and out onto the dance floor. “Don’t let her out of your sight,” he ordered Ton before disappearing with the crowd.


    I tried to go after Drake, tried to find him in the sea of chaos, but the only time I spotted him, he had a fake smile plastered on his face, his eyes staring straight ahead.


    I covered my ears to block out all the noise and scooted back, running smack into something hard—Ton. He snagged my upper arm and pulled me to the far corner, away from all the people.


    The hall spun around me, and I wanted to run, to get away from everything, all the people and the hatred I could feel radiating from Drake. Was he right? Did I turn my back on him? I didn’t know.


    I lowered my hands and kicked the wall. A King Kong on crack waiting to explode.


    Ton grabbed my shoulders and held me still. “There was nothing I could do. I was on the plane. We both thought you’d wait for him. We didn’t know about Margo.”


    I clutched my fists and fought the angry tears in the corners of my eyes. “He hates me. I knew I shouldn’t have believed her.”


    “That man over there doesn’t hate you. He walked up and down every street in Atlanta looking for you. He’s emotional. He feared something horrible had happened to you on the tail of losing his grandmother.”


    I shook my head. “Why are you defending him? You’re supposed to hate him like you hate all the other guys.”


    Ton’s eyebrows knit together, the lines deepening on his bald forehead. “I saw how much he cares for you when he didn’t sleep for a week.”


    “If you guys were so upset and really cared about me, why’d you have this?” I threw my hands up, encompassing the crowd around us. If Drake’s grandmother died, then he has his inheritance. He didn’t need to host the Battle of the Bands anymore.”


    Ton didn’t say a word. He just walked over to the small table near the door and picked up an orange flier. “Drake thought it might be the only way we’d find you.”


    I scanned the sheet of paper with an old picture of me, the word missing, and some contact information.


    “We were going to pass them out here and make an announcement. He didn’t care about saving the club as much as he cared about saving you.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    A band member strummed his guitar, and a high-pitched squeal sounded from the speakers. I cringed at the noise, yet everyone gathered in front of the main stage in anticipation. I managed to push my way through the crowd to the bar. Based on my calculations, there were about fifty people more than the fire code capacity.


    Once through the sea of bodies, I managed to climb the four steps to the bar area. Hawaiian poured drinks, slid cups along the bar top, and made change. “Hawaiian.”


    He didn’t look at me, only remained focused on his job. “Hey, Scarlet.”


    “Scarlet? What happened to Einstein?”


    He placed two caramel-colored drinks I assumed were Coca-Cola by the three X’s inked on the patron’s shoulder on the bar top. “Yeah, I don’t think you’re so smart if you believed that woman. You broke Boss’s heart. Not cool. Not cool at all.”


    “Where were you? You were supposed to be back Tuesday.” I tried to get him to listen, but that Polynesian politeness disappeared, replaced by a curled lip snarl.


    “My flight was canceled.”


    “I didn’t know,” I protested, but I knew it was pointless. He returned to his drink orders. Everyone had a job to do but me. I stood there…useless.


    I maneuvered through the bar to the backstage area where I found Drake. He held a clipboard in his hand and directed some guys hauling equipment to the staging area. I took a deep breath, wishing I could talk to him somewhere less distracting, but this felt like a “now” kind of thing.


    The spotlights set on the stage cast a red glow over the black floor. The beams of light broke and surrounded Drake at the edge of the stairs. I marched up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. “I want to talk.”


    “Does it look like I have time right now?” he snapped. I’d never heard him cross at me before. I didn’t like it.


    “No, but we need to talk. I didn’t know. Barbie had the police here and documents. She said you packed my duffel yourself and that you shut off your phone so you’d never have to speak to me again.”


    Drake held up a hand. “Stop. I can’t. I just can’t right now.” That was when I realized he’d broke. I’d broken him, or his grandmother’s passing had. Maybe it was from exhaustion, but he wasn’t living. I knew. I’d perfected that slumped posture and fake smile. He was going through the motions, but blocking out anything that took energy to process. He didn’t want to feel.


    The lights settled on the stage and the drummer clicked his sticks together. “One, two. One, two, three, four.”


    Two notes and a few beats echoed through the place, barely audible over the screams of the audience. He’d done it. The Straight Edge event was finally underway. But then everything went dark. Only the small pattering of the drums, strings, and a faint voice sounded.


    “What the…?” Drake pushed past me back up the stairs.


    “Boo!” the crowd started to roar. Audible shouts of “money back” and “what a joke” echoed in the darkness.


    The tension mounted, and all I could see was Drake’s cell phone illuminating the clipboard in his hand then scanning around the backstage area.


    “They’re gonna rip this stage apart,” Ton hollered from behind me. “What’s goin’ on?”


    Hawaiian bobbed up the stairs with a flashlight. “Blew a circuit or somethin’.”


    “Ton, you can fix it!” I shouted.


    Ton, strangely haunting in Hawaiian’s flashlight, nodded. “Walter, show me the fuse box. Drake, you get on stage and try to calm them down.”


    They all disappeared, and I was left standing in the back with nothing but the noise in my ears and the desire to scream.


    “Give us a minute,” Drake shouted over the crowd. “We’re going to get everything back on.” He returned, rubbing the back of his neck. I looked toward the stage, now lit by various cell phone flash light apps. The drummer was leaning against the piano, which had been moved to the side of the stage to make room for the equipment in back. The singer and lead guitarist huddled near the drummer.


    Ton returned, holding wires in his hands. “Dude, someone sabotaged you. It’s gonna take a few minutes, but I think I can wire it to at least get electricity to your stage and this room, but the back rooms and upstairs will take more gear than I have on me right now.”


    “Go, do it.” Drake shooed him away.


    “Okay, everyone, calm down. Don’t forget we do have two major labels represented here tonight to help judge. All we need is a few minutes to work out some technical difficulties.”


    Two men stationed in chairs on the balcony stood. Drake eyed them. He scanned the audience, me, and the room. “If they leave this is over.”


    “Who?” I asked.


    “The producers.” Drake hopped down from the stage, shoved through the crowd to the back of the room, and slid between the men and the exit door.


    If the people from the label left, this crowd would go ape shit. Ton was good at what he did, but it would take too long to get the electricity back up. It was getting hot in here, too, and people were already getting cranky. What they needed was a distraction. The band could probably play without light but not sound. Without their amplifiers, their instruments were as good as toys.


    I eyed the piano but knew I’d never be able to play for this many people. It was impossible—all those eyes on me, judging me, seeing into my soul.


    I caught sight of a blond woman in the middle of the crowd below in the mosh pit. She stood out with her hair and sparkling jewelry. She’d done this. If I didn’t do something, she’d win. I willed all the noise and confusion from my brain. I had to apologize to Drake, but he was busy with those men. I knew it wasn’t about losing the club anymore. It was about failing his family. I couldn’t let him face that reality.


    Fisting my hands, I waltzed past the guys leaning on the piano and sat down on the bench. Neurons fired all over my body, but nothing reached my fingers. I dared a backward glance at Drake. He stood with his mouth ajar, staring at me. When I met his gaze, I saw everything I wanted to say. I longed to purge the desire to please him from my body. I returned my attention to the keys and poured my soul into a melody that I hoped would tell him how sorry I was for not trusting him, for disappearing on him, for breaking his heart.


    My fingers stretched between keys to hit the notes of my soul. Memories flooded in from the past couple of months, and I pounded out my fear of leaving New York and arriving in Atlanta. I played chords of desperation for losing my first real job, then clicked along the higher notes to echo when I’d secured the one at Bands. My emotions danced up and down the keys on a swerving path of hope, loss, determination, and…love.


    I didn’t know how long I played, but when I saw his eyes look at me with sorrow, the music dipped to a feather light ripple across several keys before fading into the unknown. I huffed through the exhaustion of pouring my feelings out, only to remember all the people staring at me from behind. I heard nothing but bone-chilling silence.


    The lights cut on, and I finally found the courage to lift my head. The three guys standing by the piano gaped at me with wide eyes and open mouths. When I turned, I found my worst night terror unfolding before me. I backed away from the staring crowd, but the piano blocked my escape.


    A lone clap sounded, then it was joined by more, growing into an eruption of applause. Drake broke through the crowd at the bottom of the stage steps. I swiped the tears from my eyes and tried to keep my chin up. It was time for me to stop looking away. It was time I faced life.


    He climbed the steps slowly and deliberately until he stood a foot away. “I’m going to kiss you now.”


    I gasped, my eyes darting about the room as if I didn’t believe what was in front of me. Had he listened and understood how I felt?


    His hands clutched my cheeks with more force than he’d ever used before, and his mouth claimed mine in an epic sweep of mind-numbing, knee-quaking ecstasy. I felt his tears slide down my cheeks. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and he lifted me from the floor. The crowd continued to clap, but the noise faded into nothing but a blur beyond the haze of all that was Drake Markham.


    When my toes touched the floor, he brushed the hair from my eyes. “I love you, Scarlet Bain. With all my heart. I’m so sorry Margo hurt you…hurt us.”


    “Does this mean we can have sex now?” I blurted out, the microphone picking up every word.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    I tossed the last few plastic cups I’d collected from the dance floor into the garbage. “I’m so glad Values won the competition. They were my fave.”


    “You picked them from the start.” Drake pecked my lips for the tenth time that hour.


    Ton lifted the trash bag out of the can, tied it off, and tossed it with the others by the door while Hawaiian wiped down the bar top. “I’m surprised that Margo lady left. She ain’t the type to give up.”


    Drake laughed. “I called her father and threatened a scandal. I told him about her tactics and what she did here, and he agreed to handle it. It turns out, her father had no interest in this land and she’d lied about everything. Her father even threatened to disown her if she didn’t leave me alone. And, well, there are plenty of people willing to share incriminating photos with the press.”


    Ton opened the back door and tossed the bags outside. “Yeah, I saw her outside getting manhandled into a black SUV by two men.”


    Drake wrapped his arm around me. “Those were probably some of her dad’s goons, so we definitely don’t have anything to worry about, then.”


    A twinkle of pleasure seeped through me. “Is it bad that that makes me happy?”


    “No, I think it’s fine,” Hawaiian answered. “Makes me happy, too. All right. Drake, Einstein, I’m goin’ to bolt. It’s been a long night.”


    I smiled and hugged Hawaiian. “Does that mean you forgive me?”


    “Yeah. I can’t stay mad at you.”


    Ton offered his hand to Drake. “I’m gonna leave her in your capable hands.” Then he turned to me. “But first, what did you do with that coke?”


    “I don’t know.” I patted my pockets and looked around.


    “You don’t have to worry about that,” Drake said. “When she was busy trying to beg my forgiveness I snatched it and tossed it in the trash.”


    “I didn’t beg,” I huffed.


    “You kind of did.” Hawaiian headed out the door and it slammed shut behind him.


    “Ton, stick up for your little sister,” I pleaded.


    Ton only offered a wave then disappeared out the door behind Hawaiian.


    Finally alone, I turned around in Drake’s arms to face him. “So, you own the club now? Margo doesn’t have a say?”


    He quirked an eyebrow at me. “You called her Margo.”


    “Yeah, well, I took Ton’s advice. It’s time for me to grow up. Speaking of growing up, if she’s gone now, can we change the name of this place? I mean, Bands is embarrassing.” I rolled my eyes.


    “Already done.”


    A little miffed, I quirked my head to one side. “Really? What happened to our partnership?”


    Drake brushed my crazy hair from my face. “I think you’ll like the name.”


    I sighed. “What is it?”


    He slid from my arms and rounded the stage, where he reached behind the piano and retrieved a box with a big red bow. With a cat-who-swallowed-the-hummingbird smile, Drake handed me the box. “Happy birthday.”


    “You remembered?” I eyed the white box with a satin bow. “A gift, for me?”


    “Yes. And you better get used to being spoiled.”


    I slid the ribbon from the box and opened it. Inside, I found a black plaque with gray writing that said, Silver Edge. In smaller writing underneath, it read, Inspired by Scarlet Bain. In loving memory of Devon Markham.


    I stepped back, confused. “But you thought I’d left. What made you choose that?”


    “Because I knew if you ever returned, that would be my silver edge.” Drake took the plaque, set it on the bar, and pulled me tight against him. “I’m sorry. I was angry and upset. I should have listened. I’d been so worried and when I saw you I was relieved and mad all at the same time. Will you forgive me?”


    “I’ll make a deal,” I whispered.


    “What’s that?”


    “If you make love to me, I’ll think about it.”


    He lifted me into his arms and carried me up the stairs. “My pleasure. I’ll do my best to earn your forgiveness.”


    I wrapped my arms around his neck, my body already heating with want.


    He reached the top of the stairs and headed past the bed. “But we need to start in the shower. We both reek of sweat and stale soda.” His strong arms released me to stand on the tile floor. Longing to have a hot shower and climb into Drake’s bed, not to mention his arms around me, I tore my clothes from my body.


    He followed my lead, and in a matter of seconds we both stood naked, facing each other. Steam began to coat the mirror and warm the room. I couldn’t help but admire him. He looked a bit thinner and less muscular than the last time I’d seen him nude, but he was still beyond stunning.


    He stepped into the shower and held the curtain open for me to join him. The warm water flowed down my back, and I welcomed his chest pressed against mine. We were both exhausted, and I worried tonight wasn’t the right time to take the plunge, but his hardness pressing into my navel proved it wasn’t an issue.


    I grabbed the soap and lathered him up, swishing the suds across his chest and down his middle. Dipping lower between his legs, he gasped and pressed into my hand. My legs trembled with want, and I kissed him deeply.


    He took the soap from me and massaged suds around my breasts. I moaned and leaned back, letting the water soak my hair.


    “I’ve waited so long, I think we should switch this to cold water before I get too excited too quick.”


    I grabbed the shampoo and squirted some on top of his head, then mine. “Or we can just shower faster.” I quickly rinsed my hair then grabbed the towel, not caring about conditioner. I stepped out and wrapped the towel around the back of me, holding it open for him to join. He cut off the water and obliged with a smile before backing me through the bathroom door toward the bed.


    He snatched the towel and threw it to the side.


    “We’re gonna get the bed all wet,” I protested, but he tossed me on the covers. I bounced twice before he landed on top of me.


    “Sounds like fun.” Droplets of water ran from his hair and dripped onto my chin. He kissed and nipped along my jawline. “How does this feel?”


    “Good,” I breathed.


    He moved to my collarbone. “And here?”


    “Great.”


    Lower and lower, he traveled until I writhed with want under him. “I’m going to make love to you now.”


    I couldn’t speak. My mind whirled, trying to process all the mind-blowing movements of his fingers, body, and whispered kisses across my flesh. He took me in his arms and made love to me slowly, deliciously. My senses unable to process anything but his touch. Growing, mounting, swirling waves of bliss crashed over me until the world faded away and finally, I experienced love. Love I thought never existed. True, pure, all-consuming love.
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