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Bullet
What if you discover the man you want is toxic?

Shedd tasted a |ittle bit of heaven with him,
their relationship take anymore?

Valerie Quinn is a naive college freshman when she medtsewoise rock star Ethan Richards.

Heds an idealistic, handsome, reckless young
up on him and eventually his walls crumble down. By the tiraleNe has given herself to him
completely, she discovers heb6és damaged and ma

relationship before he implodes, or will he sadfstruct and take her with him?

Bradodos face got seriohisel.gai mMSoramyd &leo sttt re&r
put you in an uncomfortable position. Il di dn
Al was accused of being prude in high school
He placed his hand on my thigh.juditOhhaverd@dtn
your drug of choice, and you definitely haven
His hand was warm. | was staring at it and deciding if | wanted to push it off my leg or not.
As usual, though, I coul dndét resi Sob Bradetl| iin
youdbre the wrong guy?o0
irked at me, and | wished | could figur
wrong guy, but | can feel l i ke the ri
0t know why, buttlnbedes toWwearirntiat hazyg stage, aadkla c t |
ke the most speci al gi rl i n the world
| 6d never seen him with another femal
h a mas evidend thag He éoved women, but he loakkdf them. Whether Brad
Il gns on other girls or not, Il di dno k
was around. It was | i ke he 9gnly ha e
becausé even though that sexual attraction wasthelre di dnét f eel i ke | we
at all . He knew I was hung up on Et han. He 6
ADid | tell you already how much | | ike thi:
In spite of my nuddled emotions (or because of them), | liked his hand on my thigh and a
deep, dark part of me that | would never admi
even higher. But | struggled to mlatihnght ai n con
AYour eyes did. o
He took his hand off my leg and placed it on the back of my neck while his lips touched
mine. The passidnyes, it was still there, murky and bottomless, threatening to consume us
bot hé
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Advanced praise forBullet:

Zoe, The Bookover s, 5 star s: A[l]f youdre | ooking
sex, love triangles and a metal rock band BBeltetwi | | be and is the book
growing up, finding |l ove, dealing with damage



Crystal, Kricketds Chirps Romance Bl og, 5 st
laughed, fumed, swooned and eVelt awkward at timeslt was such a roller coaster of events,
and just when | thought I could finally predict what was going to happen next, | found out | was
wrong. This really isAn Epic Rock Star Noveb

Jennifer, sstarso N Go o d r @eafistsvord i cdi thihK of is WOW!! Loved this book.
| was pulled in to this story and couldn't let@o.

Sue, 5 st ar sladel. J@usanthas a way sf writing fihat holds you from the
first word to the very last. If you love Rock Star books you hile this one. It will grip your
heart, make you laugh, make you cry as you following these amazing characters through their
journey in love, loss, success, pain and true happiness. This book has igally recommend

Leigh,5sta s o n Go oldircan dshysabolBuli@t®v? ? s kee.t..8ow & Perfect
are the twavordsthat come to my mind firstGn in love with the characters in this book....I
laughed, cried & at times | was fighting mad!!!! The story sucks you in and yar mant it to
end!!!! | felt like i was experiencing the Journey with them!

Keri, 5starson GoodImusishgli: yofiu have nos$bookeyatgouany of
needtostrt wi th t hi sbestbo®KtodatBullettakessyoubraadiler@oaster
ride of emotions from love and lust to friendship and mdirgou love Rockstar books you will
love this oned

Heat her, 5 st Bulst ABSOLGTELWROEKSHIsIs a truefepic rock
novel and has you captivated from the firstptea and keeps you guessing throughout the entire
novel. Jade has created a truly heartfelt story with such wonderful character development that
leaves you screaming for a sequel just for more of this wonderful story. You will definitely not
be disappoint in this read

Amy, 5 st ar s Laved folbwingd/aleria as she grewfand changed throughout
this story. Loved the boys she met along the way. AmustteadMHar d t o putsdown,
over, you just want more!

Sarah, 5 stars on Goodcea Bulletig gritty, real and believable. | liked how/where the
story starts, with the journey through the book being (as others have said too) an emotional
rollercoasteg .If you love Rock Stars red8ullet ROCK STARS RULE®
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As an independent author, | respect and love the independent spirit.
| also wish to nourish it.
To that end, | want tdedicate this novel about independent musicians
to three oimy favorite indie bands:

Fighting thePhoenix

ThelLastSavior Of God

Half PastMy Sin

| wish these talented musicians all the good luck and fortune in the world
andmay the rest of the world discover ysnon!!!
ROCK ON!
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Foreword

Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twentyone
Chapter Twentjtwo
Chapter Twentthree
Chapter Twentfour
Chapter Twentfive
Chapter Twentysix
Chapter Twentyseven
Chapter Twentyeight
Chapter Twentynine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirtyone
Chapter Thirtytwo
Chapter Thirtythree
Chapter Thirtyfour
Chapter Thirtyfive
Chapter Thirtysix
Chapter Thirtyseven
Chapter Thirtyeight
Chapter Thirtynine
Chapter Forty
Acknowledgements
Also by Jade C. Jamison

Table of Contents



Foreword

Once upon a time, there was a quiet eightggarold college student who was a budding writer.
It just so happens that shisoloved metal music.

Yes, that eighteegearold was yours truly.

When | was eighteen, | wrote most of my firstnovel. di dndét quite finish it
writing it in the summer between the spring and fall semesters of my freshman and sophomore

years in college, and school started before | reached thef ¢éimel sory. But when | went back

to school, one night in September, four of my girlfrigndemmates wanted to read it. ®e

popped some popcorn and lay my bed and the floor of my room while | read to them my
almostfinished first (kind of) romance book lted Bottom of My Heatrt Yes, it had some

clich®s and some juvenile writing, and | didn
later, but | had my girlfriends giggling and tittering, oohing and ahlgagping with delighand

wondering hav it ended The sex scenes were tamaad some of the dialogue was so bad, it was
downright embarrassingBut | was a writer.Oh, yes, | was, and | had a small audience who

were rooting for the heroine.

That heroinebds name vare th¥lmsiseof whbhs becomely hagesat b o o
rock star book evethe book you are getting to read right n@ullet My husband had teased

me about anbveldt h arhténdl mastly knishedbooks and some completed books

that b dever thoughtvere good enough to sharBottom of My Heartvas definitely one of

those books just not good enouglecause | knew the ploThere was no way it would ever

work today.

But t hené

All it takes is a sparkl kept thinking about that old bopkecausetihad a special place in my
heart | pulled it out of the trunk (yes, | really keep all my old writing in a trunk!) but I still
di dn 6t NatyetaBut | kept thinking about it, and inspiration hitknew Bottom of My
Heartwas mor e & faptasy lougl reglized theye was a great way | could make it a
really good book with just a few plot changes.

And t hat s wh eBulletl | ket idwas goidg tonbe one of myglonger books, and

when | first started writing it, | even samh Facebook that | thought it would wind up being
between9@00and 100, 000 wor dsédef i nWellelbypassedteat of my
amount sometime in January, anéleptgrowing. | know what publishers s@ymore than 90

and vy ou o6 laldiencaButdd ngating bullshit. This story is epic, and it deserves to be

told in a big way.

Out of all the books 1 6ve ever written, this
Most of the characters in my books do some growing up, buget/to see Valerie begin life as a
coll ege freshman and end upWemseelVhlerie matuefromf ur t he



naive youngster to a woman who discovers her sexuality and finds love in therehdecause
this is an epic book, followingghr st ory f or several WwWesees, itods
Valerie in some serious relationships, and the question ultimately i @bes she end up with?

Is he the right guy?

| hope youenjoythe journey as much as | have.

Jade, February 2013



Chapter One
Present

ETHAN STUMBLED IN through the front door, a thrdeurths empty bottle of Jack Daniels in
hand. I awoke from my | ight sleep on the cou
the facts were hard to deny. Drunk ega
This had become our nightly ritual. 1 would doze on the couch waiting for Ethan to come
home drunk. Only tonight was different. | had to break the news to him.
Hecl omped across the room and | said, AEthan
Usually, | would just stare at him, my eyes full of hope, but he would just go to the bedroom
and pass out on the bed with his clothes stil
know.

With a look of confusion (orirritatiahl  wa s n 6t <« trad acrossltihe ffobrand h
fell into the chair next to the couch. Hi s w
Val ?0 He set the bottle on the coffee table
loud, but he just blinked.

No,I wasndét mad at hi m. Il had grown used to
months now, hedédd been coming home this way.
(and sober) as the Ethan | 6d growrhttso wilheewme .he 6
hold me in his arms all night long and remind me that he rdallipve me.

ANo, Ethan, but | want you to |isten to me ¢
as he leaned forward. He slowly lifted his shaky hand to run throudgbnigistousled reddis
brown hair. | 6d spent hours earlier thinking
to force the words out of my mout h. Al reall
it out. o | iarhda | fedr cae dd emeyps eblrfeattch | ook him i n

He looked confused again and then sat back in the chair. His eyes had changed from the
slits theydd been to wide opem? tBety howkRed f

Hmméwel | , dhowex@ulain it to him? 't wasnot
mine either. No sense | ying about it. |l swa
since we hardlyéhave sex anymore, llltmakingppped t
love, since love hardly seemed involved lately. Anymore, when we bothered, it was simply out
of need. The | ove, the passionéit was gone,

He just stared forward for what seemed like hours. Hech 6t | ook at me, | us
| could hear the clock in the hallttko c ki ng and Et hanbés heady, err
he would react this wé@yangryd but | woul dndédt give up my chil d.
mother. Butwwashe angry?l coul dnodot tel | . In all the years

telling what he was thinking. In fact, it was that mystery that used to intrigue me, keep me
excited, on my toes. Now it just made me nervous as hell.

The minutes ticked away. Wdne taking so long because of his drunken stupor (and was he
on the verge of falling asleep), or was he searching for how to put his thoughts into words? And
would his words make me angry too?

How much simpler my life would be if | had never met EtRachards| woul dno6ét hav
worry about my husbandés response to when | h
home sober, i f he had been faithful ébut that



another man. |loved my Ethanwaytoomh, even though hedd been f
recognition for quite some time. | loved his heart, his soul. | loved the way his full lips turned

up in a smile when l caughtisar d gr een eyes. Il loved the wa\)
flowed past his neck, his rock hard aéimidoved it all. No matter what had happened between

us, | knew | would always love him.

And now, |l guessed, was tohveedt immee. | 61db6 df ilnods to t
the past few nights wondering when | should b
chosen the right time. But it was too late to wonder. It was already done, and | just had to wait
for him to respond.

Finally, hebroke the silence. | was happy to see a twinkle penetrate his eye, his mouth

crack open in a smile. AThat 6s fucking fanta
positive. Of all reactions, this was the one | had hoped for the most butexkgeeieast. After

| recovered from my initial shock, he continu
I 61 | be a great dad. o He sucked in a deep br
wanted to believelwhhiatithadrwakisngyi mgnokifmlggl pa
father shoul d. o He stood up. Al candt belie

the chair.

I hadnét expected him to say anyt hiedg that
and upset at the thought of a baby. We had talked about children in the vaguest way, as a future
farof f, someday dream, and we had agreed we wou
were ready. So the fact that he not only accepted the idesvédu liked it was hard for me to
believe. Ethan had never wanted tofied dow® and her e he was-tobeth a wi
born baby. His happiness was incredible.

AEt hanéare you serious?o

He didndot bl ink. AVal eri é¢j fledwvwe never been

| guessed | would soon find out just how serious he was.



Chapter Two
Past

THE STORY OFethan and me is a long one. We met when we were both eighteen, much too
young to make decisions about love or marriage. It was hard enough dedidutgollege.
As a teenager, | guess | was what you might consualer | had shouldelength brown
hair, sparklybluggr een eyes, sl ightl y oWgusteneuglgthdive (1 6 m t
me cushion, you know?). | was also what my mother haedcakocial butterfly | found it

easy to make new friends, and | wasndét shy.

| 6d decided to attend college atéwell, maybe
hometown of Winchester, Colorado, to one of the smaller universities located in a small, sleep
college towrfar away from home | f y o u 6Colerade sckopls likédas Stateal
Fort Lewis, or Western State, then you know t
about . But éwell, this storyahds| admeeokhdn ggionp e
names and the places t o pr oAnd lmottomtiined suppaseib cent é
doesnodot rwhexdl| ywemdat teor coll ege, only that | did
The town where Ilwenttocellge real ly wasndét much different

first time living away from home, over two hundred miles away. | was homesick at first but
soon got swept up in the pace of college life.

| lived in the dorms and got stuck with a roommatewht hought she was God{
teenage boys. Charl otte Edwardsoés only gift
experience them all. | wasyoung naivevirgin, raised in a strict Christian atmosphere,
sheltered from a lot of real lifsp Charlotte was hard for me to take at first.

| was sure she was trouble the minute | moved in. Above her bed hung a poster of a close
to-nude man, something tidaat the timé had made me blush. The guy was clean shaven but
with a little bit of stubbledark brown bedroom eyes, huge muscles, no shirt on, his jeans
unzipped, his hand snaking down into his underwear, suggesting that he was all hot and bothered
for whatever woman wal ked into his gaze. Yea
had b admit later that the guy was hot as hell.

Worse, though, was her blatant advertising of who she was and what she wanted, now that

she was out from under her parentsd roof . On
she danced around the roama lacy red teddy with some kind wfood musion her boom box,
some R&B tune | hadnét heard before.

| was grateful that my mother, father, and brother were waiting outside in the truck for me.
Theydd sent theresidemtsadvidos, aftednatdlyikmodn as ouRA, who in turn
gave me a map of campus and a key to my room. | wanted to locate the room first and then get
my family so we could start hauling in all my things.

| hid my initial horror and became the always polite girl | tendeul &. AHI . I Om vy
roommate, Valerie Quinn.o

AHI . | 6m Charl otte Edwards. Where you fror

AWIi nchester. What about you?bo

She gave me a funigok and tossed herlongblabka i r behi nd her shoul d
fuck is that?o0
Well,thatwas r udeu kndw where Colorado Springs i ¢



ADuh.O

AWi nchesterds about an hour away, to the we:
from?o

ADenver. o0

ASo whyodd you decide to come here to coll eg:t

schools in an@round Denver, so | was curious why she wanted to go so far away from home.
Maybe shedd earned a scholarship or something

But,inamatteoff act voice, she said, AChange of sce
that.

AWel | , thi s rgeofatendry. Anywag, Imy pa@ntscahdabrother are going to
help me drag all my stuff in here. You donot

and change into something a little less comfortable.
Al t 6rs opony t dyofor de, shé nazbel in one of her dresser drawers for a pair
of shorts and ashirt and pulled them on.
ABe right back. o As | Ewalrkedi chgwrs tgloe nhga lt lo,
She seems nice. dhniaysrghtt. | guess Frwassiwsyouagitsknoavil shouldl t
follow my intuition.
My parents, brother, and | started taking boxes out of the back of the truck and placing them
on my side of the dorm r oom. When everyone h
Danny, this is my roommae Charl otte Edwards. Charl ott e,
Danny, a goodooking junior in high school, could hardly keep from drooling on his shirt.
Charl ottebds | ong, s hi-gshig the lltlapekcindhirahermoselflashipgpe d o v e
every time she tilted her head in that way she thought made her loolkandteer brown eyes
smol dered wi t formy little brothen? a | | ust é
My graying parents seemed neudrahey showed nothing positive or negative toward my
new roommate, but they did natithe poster above her bed and seemed dismayed. Did |
already mention my parents were deeply religious?

AHel | o, Charl otte. o My father put out his |
politenesd from my dad.

AHI, Mr . and Mrhe. aQuwiermpr,edr imyhtfad heS 6s hands
mot her 6s hand. ADanny. 0O She e Weleithdugld, her ha

thisisoneboy she wonédét get .

But she too was polite as we carried in my boxes. She even offered to theépfeu.

When the truck was entirely unloaded, | walked with my family to where it was parked so
weould exchanyYyal gooebwyesmy mbther said, Al hop
Charl otte selendsonnditc ek,nobwitaébout!|l beg. withhbpe. go

AThat makes two of wus. o

My mother was having a hard time seeing me in this environment, leaving her nest for good.

OQut of Danny and me, I was the oldest chil d,
welled up in her eyesasshegnge d me . fnKeep your grades up, h
remember we | ove you. o0

My father kissed me on the cheek. Then Dairy,Cool, sai d, W@ABye, si s.

too much. o
ACome here, you Ilittle twerp, and give me a
He did and tlhéem gvdn g emieds yiou, ya know. 0
AYeah, 16l miss you, too. O



They got in the truck, and | stood there fol
goodbye to my family, my home, my friendséand
| set the last box on my bed and startédiihgj through its assorted contents, deciding where
to put them (not that there were a whole lot of choices). Charlotte lay on her bed, once again
clad in just her little red teddy. She thumped her hand on her bed to the beat of the music she

wasplayng some Lady Gaga song | 6d never heard belfl
your I|little brother up to visit for a weekend
My back was turned from her face as | continued sifting through my box. | was glad,
because 1 6m sure mysbadopkeasi omewaergnéeast .
hard to make a friend. A Why ? Heb6s busy. o I

brother, but | figured she was just asking to get under my skin.
ABusy? whaDaoi ng

AFor one otnhitme, floeadval |l team. o |l pull ed so
them in my desk drawer. Once agai n, I repeat

Her |l ips curled up in a half smile. AHe 6s

AHed&ds in high school . 0

She raised her eyebrows, srairk still firmly affixed to her face, making her tiny upturned
nose look pud i k e . Il was starting to not I|ike this
experience. 0

| started | aughing, unable to hel pomy®atlf.
parents had us on tight leashes, so, while my brother might havditiedexperience, that was
likelyalhe6d had. ASorry, Charlotte, but he canodl

A Oh, I get it. I guess | 6m just not good el

The last thing ivanted was an argument with my new roommate on my first day away from
home. ANo, thatds not it. I dondt know you
woul dndét be able to make it. ltdéds a |l ong dri

Al nobtlsatl ong of a drive. 0O She sat up. Al 6m g
tone of wice was nothing like the sickywe et purr shedéd used earlier

room and walked out the door to find the restrooms down the hall.tddtarsuspect this
school year would be a long one.

Goodlooking guys roamed every part of the campAggirl could get lost just looking at all
of thenmd® well, this girl, at least. But the ones | got to know during my first month on campus
were eiher taken already or not the guys a father would want his daughter to date. And, since
l 6m i nherentl y a pe o pcanetomyparanssdahatmadesheneoffi al | 'y w
' i mitséwhile ,amywaguard was up

Needless to say, in spite of Charlottepjoyed my first few weeks of college. It was tough,
but the professors and other students were friendly and helpful, and that meant a |enalthis
town neverbeenawayfrom-home girl. 1 soon became familiar with the campus and the
surrounding clege town. | loved the weather (so far) and the surrounding countryside. | began
to feel like this place might be a nice home for the next four years.

| was a happy freshman the first month and a half. But October rolled around to eventually
change thentire course of my future: | mbim.

| walked into a building full of stuffy classrooms from the beautiful crisp outside. The sun
had been shining brightly as leaves were beginning to fall. 1 was a little disappointed because |



had to sit in a dullistory class instead of walking on campus, listening to the soft crunch of dead
leaves beneath my feet.

| set my books on the desktop, and I slid into its cramped sadtwaited for the professor
to wal k in, I gl anced armderded hvweh y olodnkE amelv esra wr
before, but | knew whyselfforthe dast parirthe tirdiopth ontwo h ke p t
as | adjusted and tried to find my way around this new world. But as | became more relaxed,
more comfortable with my envirorent, | felt that | could stretch my legs a little.

So | spotted him. And he was probably one of the-loeking guys on campus. How had |
never noticed him before? | immediately became intrigued by this handsome stranger. He
appeared to be close to rage, and | fell in love with his shouldiemgth reddisktbrown hair, his
lightte mer ald green eyes, his firm, strong | aw.
desk, but he di dmeuenflom where bsatbcoutd see hidibeps were a n d
nicely sculpted. Onepldsh e wasndét tal ki ng tgid. Bateweowan¢hate i t her
first day, | saw a look of anger in his eyes, a look of hate, of redefigen where | sat, it was
barely noticeable, but it was there, just the saane it would always be there. | think that
attracted me the most. It made him mysteridushould have known then to stay away from
hi m. But |1 6ve always been the kind to take o
sit beside him thaext time our class met.

| shut the door to my tiny dorm room behind me and placed my books on myldegk.
down in the chair and finally mutterdato Charlotte. She wagihg on her bed reading and
didndédt move her eyedibdck.om her book to mumbl e

| decided | should make an effort to get along with her. If | had to spend an entire school
year with her, | needed to talk to her once in a while and make the effort to connect. So, when
she set her book down on her bed with a bored look ofabey | told her about the guy in my

hi story c¢class and how | had decided to sit by
what ?0
No, my jaw didndét drop and keep in mind | we

needed to make a fewtamnpts to get on her good side. Instead, | felt my ire stir a little. |

figured she was unimpressed because here \i@gnal Valerig a girl wha@d d  p datedithey
occasional boy, and there was Charlotte, sexually wise beyond her years, brindiegatdoy

to her bed every weekend. She probably thought | was stupid (not true), naive (yeah, that was
right on), and not worth her ti me. I didnodt
offensive, especially when | was trying to makee. But, no matter what | thoughwlit at

leasttry to continue to be nice, even though overtones of anger and impatience surely showed

t hr ou vhwhat2He 6 sii cut e! O

Charl otteds voice was clipped. fffnefloed sai d t |
with a sweep of her forearm onto the floor. Then she crawled under the covers and snuggled up
with her pill ow. Al really dondét care. o

| was angry. Yeah, | knoweéel sdoaduiddancehave | u:
butwhatcanlsay?was young and i d& madylde sthought.mywords abach 6t K 1
help her see the world wasndot such a bad pl ac
and shedéd realize | was just tryinwoubdméake a
necessarily help out with that. She was gett
emoti onal AYou woul dnot . All you really ca
untrue. The girl was in bed more than not.



She acted offerald Sleepifig®d

AWhat are you getting ready to do right now
Charl otte glared through her dark eyes. Ny
guy youbre lusting after, and | dondét want to

to look at her.
Al 6m not wupset . yodlike®mgug hhgar gbout himM\al hentiene wntil you

find the next one. o | 8ke a gup, bshyttveodentenzes éngl h t . ABu
AVal eri &0 youbre a
AShut wup. o | belsind eneras klaft the toe@m. Nawpnmore than ever, | was
determined to meet this guy. Then Charlotte would become curious. And when she asked
guestions, |l woul dndét answer her.
As my blood pressure cooled storming down the hall, | realized how chitdisivas. And
stupi d. Of course, Charlotte wouldnodét instan

because | was dating him. | had hoped, though, to prove to my roommate that a girl could date a
guy without sleeping with him.

A few days lagr, |l was in my history c¢class again, th
the room, ready to put my plan into action.
starter. | hoped it would work.

He sat on the left side of the room, about thedthow, so | sat in the desk directly behind
him. Gently, | tapped on his shoulder. He turned around and took out the earbuds that were
attached to a hidden iPod. | started getting nervous but tried to hide it.

| took a deep breath, flashed the sweedesti | e | coul d, and asked, f
did you take good notes during the | ast <cl ass

He grinned back at me through his full, sen:¢
|l tried not to be di s tllyarhigceassiskoyporing) lehandlytakeHe s a i
notes. o He gl anced to the B8dhebdytacverhedrbim.gh t o
Al hope reading the book will help me pass th

I nodded. il hope youoer ecornicgehntt.r atli nwga sl ahsatv i
Yeahéwatching this cute guy. I wasndét going

Al weoscenbrating i t her . 0

Perfect time for an introduction, I thought.

AEt han Richards. o | al | owewvdralimesbecaaselle t o f | ¢
didndét want to forget it He | eaned toward m
we ol | take shitty notes again this period??o9

|l giggl ed. AProbably. o I pointed toward hi
headplo ne s ? 0

He shrugged. AJust some metal . o

He acted | i ke he didndot expect that | woul d

and handed me one oftheearbudle hadndét paused the music when
ears, so | could hear loud sia blaring through as | held it up to my ear. It sounded familiar and

| coul d tell right away that it was metalcore
suspected he didndt expect me to know | was |
AOhéoDi selowtalyies 6somg. 0

AYou | i ke these guys?o0

ALove O6em. 0O That was cool . Charl otte, prol

mostly listened to pop tunes, so to find someose @iho listened to music other than top forty



excited mel loved heavy metal music, so to find someone else who liked it (and someone | was
already crushing on was an added bonus) was comforting somehow.

But then it really hit me. | 6d ,anduk&dup a
found out in thespace of just a few minutes that we had something in common. That was a great
start. So meeting him hadndét been as hard as
beat of the musi c. I coul dndét hehptigoi nghat
completely crazy. | wa s Before | @ulcclistem $osnuch morg, f or
the history professor walked in, so | grinned and handed the earbud back to Ethan. | whispered,
AWe can see i f we take the same notes, okay?0o

He laughed, not enough that the professor noted it while he pulled his texts out of his attaché
case. ADeal . 0O

Well, thatclass was not any more memorable or noteworthy than it had been the class
before. In fact, it was probably less so because nothing catfdal me from replaying in my
head what had just happened. The event was more important than a lot of people might think. |

mi ght not have been a shy girl, but 16d never
| di dndt hav ewhenitcame totbhenoppositeesaxcse for me to have just decided
to go for i® and for it to have workelwa s hu g e . Soénotes? Nope.

have a few, though.
After class, we wound up walking out together and just naturally stas@dingcoward the
community of dorms on the other side of campus. We never said it nor acknowledged it; it just
happened while we were tatlg. We started talking about metal music in general, but by the
time we were out of the building, Isea i d , A He y bd Qoleradéandsiroen ous af
townplayinghereme xt mont h. Do you get into |l ocal ban
| hadnét, but it wasnébét because | wasnodét i nf
my parented . watSoldflon®ai &,n ofivli aegyod, clbowtliDidthat t hey 6 r
sound as stupid as | thought it did in retrospect?

AWell, the two bands I 6m going to see are ¢cC:
Theybébre both extreme metal, and | ftoogured i f
know the guys in Last Five Seconds, so Ioll b
and thought you might |ike to come along. o

Seriously?That fast? And would this be considered a date@ould hardly keep my
breathing steady. had definitely been worth my time to sit by this gorgeous guy and to strike

up a conversation. AYeaheéif you really want

He shrugged and smil ed. Altod be more fun
much as | do. o

AThanks, Batahsa nt.hoe fTihrastt ti me | 6d actually sa
felt on my tonguefi Y e a h |l 6d Il ove to go. o0 We programme
phones and then went to our separate dorms.

|l was convinced | 6donoampus.t he cutest, nicest ¢

We didndét hang out during the time before t1l
class for the entire month before the concert. As far as | was concerned, the first week of
November couldné6t arrive fast enough.



Chapter Three
Present

| SAT UPand rubbed the sleep from my eyd$ooked over at Ethan. He was snoring, but it
was soft, and if | hadndt been in the same ro
feeling happier than | had in a long time.
E t h éharrdvas tousledylack eyeliner smeared under his eyebe $heet lay around his
waist so | could look upon his muscular arms and chest. | ran my fingers up the soft, smooth,
hairy skin on his arm, just gazing upon his beauty. Ethan had always lmklogking, but |
hadnét appreciated it in a long ti me. Hedéd b
taken him in and enjoyed him in a long time. Rubbing his arm must have awakened him,
because he stirred and then turned on his sideceorhe.
AMorning. o He ¢leasttihmeexidh yt lgm @wwg th tome hats f ace.

AThe same as usual . Why ?0

A grin spread across his face. AYoubre pre:q

| coul dndét help but smile. Whefil Bvbhahewas |
pregnant for two mont hs, Et han. I dondt have

he woul dndt ask why 1 6dl paumi lodd daslHa ngathiup fi
you want for breakfast?o0
A Wh a i wadt ¢or brealkd s t ? | 6m making breakfast this r

condition to.o
Okay, saright now this wasut andfunny, but it would grow annoying pretty damn quick if

he didnot chill. AEt han, | 6m pr egnamy, not d
robe and sl ippers. AWould you rather have eg

AfBabe, you rel ax. Take a shower while | mal

AEt&d@n

Al i nsist. Soéeggs or pancakes?o0

AYoubre the chef. You decide. 0 I Wwal ked it
could take a warm shower. Ethan really was going to change; | could tell already.

* % %

In the following weeks, Ethan and | enrolled in a natural childbirth class, but wewd@oéd
attending until it was closer to my due date. He came with me tertymonthly OB/GYN
visit and asked the doctor dozens of question
patient while Ethan went through his list. He even bought books. | told him | wanted to have the

baby at home, and | was going to staréintvi ewi ng mi dwi ves, and he fr
the idea of our baby beimagebdrehiVemhedway tlhim
anyway, but he wasndét happy about it.

Ethan was a guitarigor a heavy metal band, and each afternd@y tvould get together
and practice. They were close to laying down all the tracks for their newebuCibey wanted
to perfect each song and make any changes they felt were necessary. Before Ethan knew | was
pregnant, h é bedvolddeawithithe otlaer willung band members till morning
or until he was too drunk to drink anymor e.
as he had been. He was home a lot more. He started makinganddi liked shopping for



the baby. Hequt dri nking and smoking |ike hed6d pr omi

cigarettes, but 16d never expected him to qui
much to ask of him. | was just glad he was making the effort. | was overwhejntiecisie
efforts, because | 6d never expected Ethan to
drunken and overly enthusiastic stupor.

Soéas | started to show a little in my tumm
mightturnouttobe a gr eat dad after all. I coul dnodot g



Chapter Four
Past

WHENIFIRSTmet Et han, he seemed to be one of the |
commonbondour mutual interest in and | ove of hea\
like myself who knew the names of every person in the rock groups | listened tovbane
of those few. And as the days progressed, | found myself more and more attracted to him.

And November arrived. By then, Ethan and | had become pretty good friends, even though
our interactions mostly took place right before and after histagscl We texted a little and
wal ked back to the dorms after most <c¢cl asses,
aside from that. I t di dn @idspendhidgétleerwas ekchiirgéog h, b
me. He was a guy friendhom| wasalso attracted to, and that was a bit of a thrill.

The local bands were playing in our sleepy little college town. Ordinarily, | walked
everywhere, but Ethan had his truck with him at schenadl he wagoing todrive to the concert.

He stopped by my dor room to get me, and | was so glad Charlotte was alrgaay I didnot
want her putting the moves on my hot friend. When | opened the door, though, | got a lot more

than 16d bargained for. Yep, we werexecgpdi ng t
it but | hadnoét . So | had tohipick my jaw up

Jeezdi d t he guy k n o wmetalbbupmightbe achétteralescriptipidewas
metal standing in my doorway. He was poured into black leather patdshbly shity made
me start salivatingand he wore a black mesh shirt ripped halfway down the middle. The effect?

He could have been naked, because my mind was able to fill in the blanksaliivest
Remember él was stil | gamevBurtheieffect aimostimade me bfjushi nt i

That wasnoét all, though. He al so had a bl a
was wearing black leather spiked wristbands. Yeah, he was a little metal. | also saw he was
wearing silver hoopearrisg i n bot h ear s. I dondt know why
in his ears before, but maybe it was just be
And, as | caught my breath, | also noticed the tiniest bit of eyeliner and black nsiil polhis
fingertips. Yeahénot many guys could pull o f
Somehow, it made him look sexier.

| 6d dressed for the concert too, but compar e
hoped he was okay with thaltwore black jeans, black boots, and a black Anthrsixitt. Yeah,
all in black. It was a metal concert, for goodness sake, so bladke@dor. My makeup was
darker than usual and | had on more than Ethan did, so | thought | was okay there. | wore my
mediumlength light brown hair down, but | ran a little mousse through it so it looked a little
messy.And | should have worn a coat, but | thought my jean jacket looked a lot cooler.

God, I was excited. Much as |Is6ddiwanndtte dh atvoe ¢
much of a problem with them, in spite of bein
school. It was usually a problem withmonbyut of t enti mes it was al so
go to a concert by myselA lotof myfriends wer endét i nto the music |
would have felt sef€onscious attending a concert alone. So, walking out to his truck, | tried not
to act giddy and silly. Hot guy by my side (maybe a future boyfriend?), going to an awesome
heavwcos ert écoul d | i fe get much better?

c



When we climbed in his shiny black truck, he turned the igngieitch The engine ¢
purr; it roared. It was loud and bad and mean. | could feel the power without taking the wheel.
And then he turned the stereo. ddewas playingsome Ozzy, but it was old Ozzy. | recognized
ACrazy Traino just from Randy Rhoadsds openin

how broad Ethandés musical scope was. Wedd on
things lke metalcore and thrasbut here he was playing some early straightnetalfrom the

eightes The music was cranked, just |i ke it shoul
engage in conversation on t he wdhetriclbandwee <conc

got out and started wal king t oarcaghdtitivdsa é wel | ,

small venue with a nice stage and great acoustics called TheTdvey di dndt serve

probably so they could get a younger crowd mdause wedd spend money, C
Anyway, as we started walking from the gralireéd parking area toward the building in the

dar k, | asked Ethan, fASoéit seems |ike you 1| o

intensity. Anything yow o ik & ? 0

AOh,,nmel | You got it right. I |l ove it all . o
couldnét see it in the darKk. ABut my biggest
met al core. o

Il nfl uences? |  coul dn éetwe watkéd inkide e bighdaots atthe me a |

front of the building and were immediately blasted by loud, heavy mé&sian handed our
tickets to one of the guys at the doamnd we stepped into what really did look like a big, dark
cave the size of a smallgyasium. There were laser lights and other small lights here and there
so we wouldnodét trip or fall, but it was dar k.
alsoalargeopen area in front of it for moshing, then tables and chairs all alorsyddégand we
walked through an aisle between some of the chairs to get closer to the stage.

| realized the music that was playing was arecofiliag CD, maybe, but t
familiar to me, so | wondered if it was a song of one of the bands playingf el t Et han
the small of my back, as though he were guiding me forward. It caused an electric charge to
buzz up my spine, and | almost wanted to stop walking and press into him. He got closer to me

he
0s

and shouted so | o©oouwmlod hi?®ar, ADo you | ike t

| stopped wal king as we neared the moshing ¢

He shrugged. AWhatever you want. o

Yeah, well ésuddenl vy, |l wanted to Nwayback to
was | gonna sayetlkatnd toliolh@gmg baC&n fwr a bit
He nodded. AEIi ther that or can we get <cl ose
over ?o0

He smiled and repeated himsel f. AWhatever

The venue was filling up quickly, lots bbdies behind and around us, so | made a judgment
call. His hand was no longer on my back, so | grabbed it and pulled him closer to the stage. It
wasnodét as dark there because of all the | ight
bands wa already up there, doing mike tests and scales on their Afte=n we first got there,
Et han gave me a | ook, s olH®eyds waregdark anad stornfiptdan 6t q u
small smile began to creep up on his face. Then he looked up dadkdéswatch the band get
ready to play.

Two gigantic monitors hung above the stage so people at the back of the room could still
catch the action, but wedd decided we wanted
band had five memba¥stwo guitarists, a singer, a drummer, and a female basdmsth |



personally thought was badass Whi | e women in metal werenot u
celebrated inside at seeing her up there playing with the boys. The monitors were flashing ads

for local businesses, upcoming concerts, and info about the two bands playing that evening, but |
caught the wordslame of My Killeronthe bass drurthat faced the audience.

Et han shouted, | oud enough so | coubd hear,

AThat would be awesome. | fantasize about

fiFantasize® Hi s brows furrowed. Al have a rock
together. o

AYoudr e ion &Hobana? ap. |l 6d | i ked Ethan befor
moredesirable commodity as far as | was concerned.

AYeah. My bandds called Bullet.o Hi s eyes

| shook my head. AWhat do you play?o

AGui tar ésbmedf It e vocals too. o

Donét ask me wher e myf rsound d e ni Woow éwgauri dt naersi ss tcsa |
are my favorites. Youbre setting yourself wup
the warmth ad redness from blushing crawp my neck to my cheeks. Good thing it was dark
in there.

He di dnoharsreaesns eedn a't all éor even shocked. I
Quinn. o
AAs do you, Mr . Ri chards. o I gi ggl ed.

But then our smiles fadednd | would almost swear the volume of the music decreased too.
He ran his hand over the side and therbidek of my hair, resting his palm on thapeof my
neck.

Ohéthis was it, wasnoét it? Feeling his ha
sent electric chills down my spine. |l coul d
was dreamyas though | were looking through resalored glasses, my head tilted, my lips
slightly parted in an innocent yet desirous fashion. And as his head tilted toward mine, | felt my
heartbeat increase, and | awaited the touch of his lips on mine.

It never lappened, though, because the frontman of the band started talking, announcing
their first song. Right after, one of the guitars screeched they began to pléya hard,
driving, heavy yet melodic song. Ethan kept his eyes on me still, though, and. shidedoved
his hand over so that his arm was now draped over my shoulder, and then he turned to watch the
band.

His arm didndét stay there | ong, though, bec:

And that was okay, bec aulkeewiheaewbuldbardoreadf gr e a't
them. The music, of course, would always take precedence.

* % %

When it was time to leave, we were exhausted and shouting at each other because we
coul dnét hear a thing. The musi av, andlvaslsce en s
glad I 6d gone with Ethan. AThanks for invit

AYeah. No probl em. o He unl ocked the truc
hungry?o

AStarving. o He <c | o s e derdidé. d feldsonmereliehtnathe wa | k e d t
wa s gb far, anywa§ talking about the second band, bec@usgen though | was a little
naive and unworldfy | was pretty sure the guitarist for the second band was making eyes at me.

He was pretty damned good lookirigo, but my heart was set on Ethan. It had started before
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they even got onstage. Hedd stood besi de me

performed, getting a little too close, but that was okay because we were in a moshing area and

that kind ofthing is expected, especially with more people. He smiled at me more than once.

Problem was, aside fronot beingEthan, he had to be in his miw late twenties, and that was a

little out of my comfort zone. At first, though, I just thought he wasdpé&iiendly. But as soon

as his band had set up onstage, he made sure to make eye contact with me before the house lights

went down again. Yeah, the guy was hot. His arms were covered in tatiddse was pretty

cut. He was a bit too extreme for nbeitit worked on him. He had snake bite piercings that

ordinar i | y,butnodanlgdidittworlgfar hif,a made him even cuter. And his dark

brown hair was | ongish, in his eyes unti/|l h
|l didnodot ewéers kmaonve .t hd ¢owly knew he was t

local band named Last Five Seconds, and for some reason, the guy had taken a shine to me.
But éthat didnét matter. | was with Ethan,

with you?o
Had to pay attention. AYep. Sur e. That 0s
The drive to the fast food restaurant only took a few minutes, and even though Ethan was

playing the music loudly in his truck, my ears felt like they were getting a rest. When we got

there, | was surpsed at how empty the place was, although there were a couple of cars in the

drive-through. When we got up to the counter, Ethan sa
|l shook my head. AYou dondt have to. You :
He s cowiladtda. 0 fil
Isucked n a | ittle breath. AOkay. 0 Didndét wan

him feel more comfortable getting cl &wer to m

ordered and they made our food quickly. We found a booth next tondow and sat down. |

took my jacket off and set it on the seat next to me. As Ethan unwrapped his burger, | asked,

AThe name Bulletds awesome for a band, but ar
He looked up at me, sandwich not quite to his lips,anddsa fiWhat do you mea.l
AWel |l éI meanél ook. There ar e tuisigned aghtels of |

And | was just thinkin youdéve got Bull et for My Valentine,

Wh y d theyjosbusehe nameBullet? Wast because it was alreadging used by

somebody else 0
Et hanbés brows furrowed, and he al most | ookert

fucking suck if someone already took that name. tkiée all kinds of names and Bullet just fit,

you know? And it encompasses the attitude we ltavee 6 r e | et hal , deadl y, b

hands. Webre the ammo for your anger, your p

That 6s gonnaisplicsesade todKenfoidt

orryeéo

o, Val Thaotmét slwenet hilndg hla vper oabl arbel ayd ys htohuo u g h

forced a smile, but | kmow it was weak. f
AYeah, |1 6m not ready to find out yet. o | s

the paper coveringthetray. deai d, fASo howdéd you I i ke the ban
No way was | going to talk about the hot guitarist of the second band making me feel all

warm and gooey. | 6d focus on the musi c. ATh

ADid you | ike 6em?0

AYeah. ton€Wwasraland angry, and the second guys were too, but they felt more

l i shed. 0o
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AThat 6s kind ofl mheatsden hbamg htice f dWem..at €l hiery 69

for a few moments until Et han s ailoagkedatthio éy ou Kk
with a confused | ook on my face, I 6m sur e. H
know, we dondét really know a whole | ot about
your major ?0

| nodded. Al dm from Winchester.o

A Wi ncrhétshaet 6s over by Colorado Springs, 1isnb

| nodded. iygud p .o m?\Wher e ar e

AA podunk shit towrabout an hour from hereNlothing even worth talking abootHe
crumpled up the wrapper from his firsn?ddurger

Hmmméokay, so he didnét want to talk about |
force the issue. Al dm undeci ded. o

AMe, too. o

Altoés not that there isnbét anything | 6m inte
in alot of things Too many, lguessSo é1 canét really decide what

ithey say itodébs okay to be undecided your fir:
want to study and then you decide. 0

We spent the rest of ti me madter eMperizocasavithdeédch ¢
ot her . We tal ked about the classes we didn
students wedd met in classes. We also talk
mentioned that | liked to write pogtr So he made me promise to share my poetry with him
someti me. Il told him | d&dd | @hiemusiowitransntheong as
near future He winked and said he would soon.

We arrived back at the college a little while laterd ke walked me up to my dorm room. It
was after eleven, but it was Friday niglmd sincd  w a s ne@dl abouwlosing any sleep,
invited him in. Webd tal ked about Googling t
the nameBullet, especiay since | felt | i ke hmuehdkembulleet r at ed
would have, but | feared that name would be too common to not have been taken already.

When we walked in the door to my room, | was surprised to see Charlotte. | had expected
her tobe on a date or spending the night somewhere else. For her to be in our dorm room so
early on a Friday night was odé&thansatbackwardsn the chair at my desk, and | sattbe
edge ofmy bed across fromhim. s ai d, AEt han, tldteBdwards. my r oo mr
Charl otte, my friend, Et han Richards. o

AYou guys went to a concert tonight, right ?c¢

|l coul dndét contain my enthusi asm. AYes. Al

A Sall you guys dress that way foryourwayut concerts. What 6s wit
that | dondét | ike bl ack; |l |l ove itéo She eyed
chair covered his torso. AREspecially on men.
concert. Actually, Valerie, you look like a little girfgaig t o a f uner al . 0O

What was she trying to do, aside from upset
satisfaction. | was going to keep my cool ifitkiledmeChar | ott e, you are en
opinion, but I happen to think both Ethan and | are gmptely dressed for the concert we
attended. We didndét | ook out of place. And,
cl asses. |l 6m sorry you canodot quite understan

Ethan was silent. Maybe he sensed a heated battle. | glaveedt him, and he just
grinned in that cocky way of his. Maybe Wwantedto see a catfight.
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Charlotte raised herpengilh i n ey e b umevsstand t A1 Ohl jJust donodot ¢
| shrugged, trying to manaotafaoart aSherpllgdaody . O f
her eyes. AAnd | woul dnoét dress |l i ke this ev
AThank goodness. O
| was tired of her bitchiness, and | was pretty irritated that she felt the need to do it in front
of my friend and love interest. She was embarrassing. | was going to call her on her rudeness.
AWhat 6s that supposed to mean anyway?o

She sneered aawfu.me . AYou | ook

Ethan didndét | et me get in the next word. l

That diGMmartl cstttoe. AOmé yebacthusepkheédsof you
eyebrows, as though questioning her sanity.

| was tired of bebtchg | Nesgl t edatbnbsevdeb at i s hke:x
though at that point in my I|Iife | didndot wuse

changed | was angry. | was going to say sometldrgnything as rude and as out of
character as possible, hoping to get her attention and makarieabout how mean she was.

AAt | east 1 6m not so desperate for attention
' ingerie when itdés snowing outside.o
Her disinterested look turned intoaglaaen d s he jumped off her bed.
shespat . AYoubve got nerve. Thatdos a | ow bl ov
AOh, and your c¢cracks about being a little gi
|l guess 1 6d struck a nerve, although | coul
was. But she lunged at me withhergharr ed fi ngernail s anyway. I
me until he caught her wrists in time. He just looked at her for what seemed like forever, as
t hough to burn something i nétoor haenry lorfaihre.r sHeuf
havetoas wer t o me. 0O He still didndot | ook at me
He | et go of ,addshestartet rulbditgshereitei As t skarted following
Ethan to the door, she sai d, i Dstrandptonelmore her .
mi nut e. 0
| stopped and took a deep breat h. ATramp?o
turned around to see what s hautfranawmderdheribedgnd She
opened it on top of her blanket. Steallywasp ac ki ng. That was weird.
anything to make her want to leave, had 1?
She packed a few things and said, Al o6l be I

to have yoursicks we et cheer f ul s hiheshpvedpadt Ethamtothe doof. my
Once the door slammed, Ethan put his hands on my shoulders and pulled me into an

embrace. What a strange evening. AYou okay?
AYeah, I 61 1 be fine, but I 6m wondering what
AYou guys fight a | ot?0
iNo, not really. And | didnét realize | dro
Ethan chuckl ed. A Guessl ydiud rkdtl | veadn th etro wti itihn
Charlotte anymore, especially since having my head up against his chest and his arms around my
back was disacting the helloutofmeHe was qui et when he said, #dl
Why did he even care? I shoul dndét have | et
say anything about it. NRnSheorddl pyodbabmdty gar ¢

Al should probably go. o He pull ed back a I
all right?o0



Wit hout even thinking, I sai d, ifYeah. I 61 I
| got here. |feel prettygoodaeid | y. 0O But | felt | ike the wors
Charlotte and me. | knew that down to my bones.

Al'f you need anything, c
but why woul dndét he just Kk

AGood Entihgahnt,,6 | sai d, and
myself.

He left and the room felt empty and lonely, even if it did feel nice without Charlotte.

Adrenaline was still pumping through my veins when | put on pajamas and crawleddntéb

first, I was worried that Charlotte would come crashing back into our room and pull me out of

bed. And then | realized maybe | had been stupid and lost my opposuthiythan Maybe

heneeded encouragement. Maybe | should have just donés#iegkmyself, planted my lips on

his full ones and cut | oose. Or maybe | shou
him to stay with me. But ébeing vi rtgeven al me a
consider it until later as Iyain my bed, wondering what misstep | had taken.

Aside from that, though, | 6d hadmagbelgr eat ni
might have a chance with him.

al | me . And | 61 | C i
i ss me full on?
I i f

wonder ed I S o



Chapter Five

CHARLOTTE MOVED OUTa | | right, just as shedd promised
while | | ay on my bed studying, |istening to
didndot say a word. Sure enough, therteemwas a
bot h, but Charlotte wouldndét even make eye Co
wasnodét too upset about i1 t, bTwicewhendshedvaso t ant
wal king through the room, slllkeeabaﬁtla(ofcoiogm@amdaallyo
picture, knocking them to the floor, probably
asked our RA if the girl had turned in her ke

verified it. The RA assured me slhad moved to another floor with another poor soul to torture.
And in the following weeks, Ethan never even came close to laying a hand on me and his
Il i ps di dn 0 tgaig 8utwerdie attend beisketball games togetbatrtogether, and
studytogether (although we talked more than we studied). We started spending so much time
together, beganconsideing him my bestollegefriend. And if that meant nothing else would
ever happen between us, | 6d be onmorybowdjandnh t hat
our friendship was growing stronger every day
| was becoming more and more anxious to see his band Bullet. Ethan talked about it a lot,
and | told him | was excited. One afternoon, we were in the ligoati logged ontcomputes
because wedd been dandlrangndeddis abaut thehfactithatrl sugpectee r s
Bullet was a name that had already been taken. And while Ethan might have been okay with
that, | just wanted him to be aware. Sola@ked it up and sure enougBulletwas taken by
more than one band. Ethan was bummed and then started searching foamefobands
having to do with ammo, likeull Metal Jacke{ whi ch he di dndét want anyw
belonged to a movie), amadher things. He was shocked atadlthe names that were taken.

ADondét worry, though, Val. l 61l figure somet
guys. o | | ooked at him, perhaps with a | itt]l
realized his voice was probably too | oud. AY

| started giggling and lost myself, wrapping him in a hug that | think made him bAuh.
why he coul dndét get a c¢l| ue, whatwas thexpdoblemn o w. I
Maybe Iwouldhave to find a way to be more forward.

But he gave in to my incessant demadgdahs t o i I
Carson, was t he b aanghing bubwordderedsvihy.hedanld t d iiedmed to dsuacy
to him long ago, even if hadbeen just as a roommate. He and Ethan had gone to high school
together and decided to give hangdaid Zanehaduc at i on
chin-length black hair anstriking blueeyesmade all thanore astonishing because of his dark
pupils His skin was an olive color and his dark eyebrows made his eyes somehow look more
seductive.He was tall and muscular but not bulkipamn, he was a gorgeous specimen of
college man, but | was so hung up ohdtt, | hardly noticed.

Unlike Ethan, thoughZanewas quite talkative. We were all hanging in the Student Center
one afternoon, the second time | had a chanceltcat wi t h Et, dnd e dvas tatkingp mmat e
about the band. He liked to talk abthe famation of their band, hove ven t hough t hey
known each other their entire liviesheyd d e fdeads because of the desire to make music.

He talked about their town, high schoahdtheir other two bandmates. Accordingdane the



other two still Ived in their hometown and worked, waiting for whatever opportunities they had
to get together and plaganewa s é wel | , he was Thedanksbhoulger beaut i f u
lengthhair, baby blue eyesHe and Ethan were about the same height and bzglde though,
was more carefree, a bit of a jokester, whereas Ethan hugged the dadusideased on his
words, | could tell thaZanewas a loyal and sweetyoungmahnd, yeahéhe was eas:s
eyes. Zaneand | got along well, anddould tellfromthes hor t t i me wedd known
we could become good friends.
And just a few days later, Ethan invited me to take a trip home with him the following
weekend. Then, he said, 16d be able to meet
Wel | , Bul | e tlaswwauchthodger. The mamey at ang rate. | found that out soon
enough. | should have been responsible and stayed in my dorm room, because it was the
weekend before final exams. | should have spent that time studying. But this was Ethan asking,
and | greed without hesitation. | did decide, though, to take my notes and textbooks so | could
study when | had a few spare moments.
Friday afternoon, Ethan drov&aneand me through a blustery snowstorm to their
hometown. | hoped my luggagtored in the bdcof his truckwould survive the wind, snow,
and ice. We stopped at a convenience store where Ethan gasaed ligot a coffee while the
guys got sodas. | wanted something hot because | was chilled to my®ooe we got back in

the truck and on thead, | was tense because of #fteumulating snow But it didnot
|l ong to realize Ethan was just fine. The sno
mi nutes, he started talking. Fome Vialzaimpletelys mi r k
fucking ruined our band. o

Zan®s brows furrowed did didshed anmd exactly whaharé wed . A St

gonna have to do about that?o
Ethan kept his eyes on the road, but he raised his right eyebrow and glanced over quickly.

ASomeday | think we might have to thank her.
at her for a while. o

AWhy ? What 6d | do?o

AOh, vyeah, acting | ike | i Zdanéweh aMi syso ul rdn adc edon t .

| was aghast. | really had no ideaat he was talking abaguand | was at a loss for words. |
just shrugged my shoulders and looked ovefaate My head felt like a ping pong ball
bouncing back and forth between the two guanewas genuinely enjoying the repartee, but |
was startingo feel frustrated.

Ethan | et oTUutr nas loountg tshhagth .Buliil et has been ta
over and fucking over. Apparently, we werenbo
name ever.o

A Wes$hit,, t hat sucks. 0

A Y e ah vené#toudh | was pissed to find that oumglad to find outbeforewe got a
big followingort r i ed t o get signed to a | abel . 0 I s a\
looked satisfiedandwhen he talked, | knewwhyi But what dothgou HBi hkod&b
a second to gl ance o WalyAumatiocds agai n when he s

Zanés brows bore down on his eyes as he trief
Aut omati céo

| was holding my breath without even realizing | had been. | thought thewasne
fantastic, but | @&anesmbtd wantagtad nj.u mpi HmméyFeutl .| vy
nodded his head. nYeah. Il think thatodés pret



A Good. Problem sol ved. And | checked. Th
AOQurs now. O
Ilsmi | ed. Al think itds great too. Il tos stil
AThat i thankesl. t hSoné . o EtZane n [fAd ocdkre dy ommwear neete d
convincing Brad and Nick. o
Al dondt think 1to6l]l be that hard, do you?o
He shrugged. weffiist caine aprwih. our lisWlofenames, Brad pushed for
Bull et . He | oved that name. 0
AYeah, but hedll feel 1like | did. 't kinda

Et han nodded and bumped me with his el bow.
| startedgiggling and waving my hands in front of mysa#f though to ward off trouhle

Zanesai d, fil think she could definitely soften
AThen itds decided, 06 Ethan said.
Al didndt agree to any such thing. o

Ethan looked over atane an earnest look ofbofusion on his fagebut he was teasing me
fizane di d you hear something?o9

ANope. Not a thing. o

Al didndét think so. o0 He grinnedonadheCbhDne and \
player, cranking it, and Slayer came through the speakers. Hleanbead against the back of
the seat. The roads might have been bad, but
one of the last innocent fun times | was going to experigniog/ young life

After some time, though, we drove througblegy little town. Ethan tured off onto a side
street and pulled his truck to a stop in front of a lavbée ranchstyle house Zaneopened the
door and Et han s aiZdnebolib&dehis chin i agreéementat Ethdniande . 0
smiled at me, thereached in the bed of the truck for his bag. He shook off the snow and started
walking down a path to the front door. A woman with short brown hair opened the door and
pulledZaneinto an embrace. | was fairly certain the woman was his mother.

But befoe he was fully in her hug, Ethan was already driving down the block where he
turned the corner. A few more blocks and we reached his house;stonydrick home that had

to be decades ol d. 't didndot apphlEsaruack,t o be ru
enjoyed the feeling of stretching my legs a bit. Ethan reached battkeof theruck and

grabbed both his luggage and mine. He sai d,
foll owed his eyes to the dcariwasensang. and figured

He handed me my suitcased we walked up to the door. Once inside, I looked around and
fell in love with it. Just seeing the house made me love his mother. The place was decorated in
warm, rich earth tones and velvety furnituighe wood used for end tables and the coffee table
was probably mahogany, polished to a gleaming shine, and the sofa and chairs were a deep rich

burgundy. |l stood in the doorway for a few s
on. | 6u | a rschuormd .ydo We wal ked through the kitch
eat ?0 Il shook my head and foll owed him up a

We walked down a hall into his bedrooindropped my suitcase just inside the doorway,
not sure whre to put it but definitely tired of carrying ifi L i k eLike it?d?l éoved it because
the room felt |ike Ethan. 't wasn@idmade bi g a
for one guy) There were posters of some of my favorite rock bandfe walls, but also one
with cars, and another two with nameless girls in bathing suits trying to look $aeye were
SO many posters, | could hardly see the wallslouble bed took the back and center position



right below a large window, a teleswon directly across from it, and an electric guitar in a corner.

My eyes riveted on that guitar and everything else in that twerame background could

only nod my head t& t h dast@uestionl knew he had a guitar at school too, ateaed

beauty, but this one was understated. It was shiny and black, completely black, from the strap

pin on the body all the waydoand including the head stock. It was one of the loveliest

gui tarsedmd e@ferceour se, |l realized it was al s«

and joy. | walked over to it and squatted down on my haunches so | could really appreciate it.
Ethan was right behind me. AShe@w &« hbhe alst?\,

| nodded, excited, but then | heard his cell phone ringing, and he pulled it out of his pocket. He

smil ed. i Hbel da nosnwear esde ct.hoe phone. AHey, dude.

and | felt a little uncomfortable just watchingrhtalk on the phone. | needed to find the

restroom too, so | walked over to the doorway and peeked out. | knew there had to be a

bathroom up there somewhere, so | walked down the hall toward the mostly likely area. | could

hear him talking and his voigaoved with him, probably curious about what | was doing. He

said, AYou know that friend I toldawduladodn?®

plan to hear anymore as | 6d found the rlestroo

found him in his room again, and this timevascradling that guitar on his lap, striking its

strings. It was electric, though, and there was no amp nearby, so | could barely hear what he was

pl aying. AThat was Br adnd,n arhdcke wedinle.b e Hgeodisn ¢
tonight. o
| nodded. |l didndt want to seem too eager |

He got some sandwich supplies out of the friédgel we made ourselves a couple of
sandwiches. Then he switched on the television and started fippinh r ough channel s.

|l do a | i tt !l elwastgairyoikiokgnyself ifll failadsak reycexams, just because |
had to follow Ethan.
AGo ahead, 06 he said, and | set wup shop at tl

distracted g either the TV or the boy. And I studied hard until a while later, when Ethan came

in the kitchen and asked to borrow a piece of my notebook paper. He wrote a note to his mom

since she stildl hadnoét returnedebandom wor k, an
Aval eri e, right? Ethandés told me so much al

if that wasnot flattering and didndét just mak

Brad Payne, Ethands Wwhkethé&ddi andeywabon btlveegi

Ethan had described him long before | had the chance to meandimake a judgment for

myself). He was taller than Ethan, though not much, with shiny black hair, longer than any of

the other guysinthe a n d . And his eyes were dark, full o
sinister, not at all. The way his lips looked like they were going to twitch up in a smile at any
gi ven second made me feel | ike hi thenmswatlcrmeet s we

Bradéehe could al most nHekvasweaeng i sleevgless shid,lsmlwas Et h
able to see he had half a sleeve of a tattoo on his right arm. He was already working on looking
like a rock star. And he probably worked outhaTmuch I could tell. He grabbed my hand to

shake it and said, fALike the ink?o0
Oh, God. | could feel the red heat rising from my neck as it spread to my cliieeks. | 6 d
already been caught staring. AYeah. o Mi ght

Ethan had akady plugged his guitar into the desked amp and was tuning it, addne
wasnot far behind. So Brad, not | etting go o



where Nick already sat. But he was on his phone, watching a video or something. &e was

quiet guybut nice. Dark brown hair, blue eyes, and an almost shy demeanor. But | could tell

even then that he was just as enthusiastic about the band as the rest of them, maybe even more

so, because his work on the drums could speak foritselfi Hkdl 6t need t o say a

having to simply beat out a rhythm that anyon
|l didndét wunderstand at first how they all fi

guitar as well, after finding melawn chair to sit on in the chilly garage. They had a couple of

space heaters working double tiraad | figured that was what kept the space bearable, but it

certainly wasnot cozy. Brad was determined t
othergy s wer e already drowning in their own | itt
and he doea lotof the lead vocals, but | sipmet 0 0 . 0 He winked. Al tos
|l eaned over, ready to spi | lobabybetterahan nfine,dutwee cr et

both suck...at least when it comes to clean vocals. The good music makes up for it, though.
We 6r e taegmea@rt gui t atuning hés guitaB asavell, bat instead of rebt paying

attention to me, he faced m¥.eah, he was focusing on his guit
completely ignoring me either.

| | ooked over at Ethan. Yeah, right now, |
meaning in that moment. So wadndt ¢t BHeads @i d.e
started out by doing mostly covers, but weodve
pl ayed small pl aces, but | think once we have

booking bigger venulmewexractly Wwhathewhstalkihg@asut.t hough |
But | also knew | could get away with a lot with this guy standing in front of me. | already

sensed that, and | planned t olay @ dotyoungtstanti eor vy .
around talking abouti? 0

Brad raised his eyebrows, a playful | ook spt
theoht ur ned i1 nto | aughter. Then he turned to hi
i mpatient wannabe fan. Shall we, gentl emen?o0

Ethanhada serious lok on his faceandhe nodded his head at Nick. Nick slid his phone in
his pocket without hesitation and then tapped his drumsticks over his head, counting out loud,
and then they began. | listened intently to the music, trying to identify if | knevotigecs not,
and concluded that this one must be original.
And | sat back and enjoyed the show. They played a few covers of songs (ftaraw
Trivium, Marilyn Manson, and Judas Priediyt | focused on their origah music. Brad was
r i g hetthér he noEthan had honed their singing skillsenoggah nd Et hands voi ce
wasbh et t er t,butlinhought thel basl potential. Theyuldsound great. Musiwise,
though, they were already incredibl€hey had a unique sound, driving and hard ntiss, and
|l knew they needed to be heard by a | ot more
garage.
What shocked me, though, was my personal response to their show. Ethan was totally into
his performance. It was almost as though he was only physically present. His mind was in some
big arena or hiding in the rthuogseBoduaadelydis hi s mi

physical self knew what to do. But Bradéholy
ignitedasparkbo et ween us that night. He had a stage
Ethan would ever have. Brad was charminge candsexy as hell And, since | was the only

audience member, | was treated full on to his

not being there. It was | i ke he didnodét even



away. laimet wi shed I was the mike he was cozying
thought as | got lost in hisnticingeyes and he pulled me in. | let him. | was drawn to him and
immersed myself firstinhisvoice nd t hen | c¢coul dmpheadgfehimandh e 1 ma
me making out in the backseat of a car somewhi¢reas like Brad was a vampirand he was
in glamour mode. | was the helpless victim, willingly drawn to my demise.

But when | realized what | was feedj, | swallowed the saliaooled in my mouth and sat
up straight. A shiver raced through my body,
from Bradébés piercing gaze.

|l managed to get hold of mysel f ddedticer e anyort

but he dwodindt say

After theydéd completed their set and set t he
regul ar worl d. He | ooked at me and asked, @S

| was feeling more |ike my old selflJlikeand [
was worried and afraid to speak, and tdoen | ¢
Et han didndét quite hang his head in disappoin
ot her guys didnét s e e mreleticoablp o bidge sheirddisappointment. , b u
Time to let them off the hook, especially as hard as Ethan seemed to be taking my supposed bad
news. i Yoofucking taytassticar e I was smiling un-bamb. | r ea

My eyebrows boltd up my foreheadand | covered my hand with my mouth. | might have
legally been an adult, but sometimes | felt like a kid, particularly when | did something like that.
| started laughing and so did the guys. Ethan was in front of me in a split sedgpidlet

me up in a hug, twirling me around. When he

me fooled there for a second. o He chuckl ed,

| 6d never seen in Ethan DbDefywyoe.redlAFrey Iyiokie s@u |
| finally recovered from my sljpf-thet ongue moment . AOf cour se,

so far if you keep playing like that. Andyoucanplayf@a nyt i me . 0
Brad ket out a whoop, suddenly a niaenyearold young nan again instead of the tempting
guy hedéd been just minutes earlier. A Good.
stuff. My dadasked what mom said and before | could even answegitiet was a sound even
a mother coul dndatvilngveér.i m Whamlgs fVard . pr
|l smiled at him and then began to dameabt t hat
pl ayed a bassIWehiekanidt t h&@md stalhat 6§ all that c
Brad said, fAHey, Valerieéo Sdiately grelivinervgus wa s U |
again. Thafurtive smile and theecretsilent exchangeow hung between us. |took a deep

breat h. There was no way | 6d be able to be a
remain faithful to redlyi aan.a rY¥dahédloinlkseniwe weirle s
words to all the covers. Woul d you | i ke to s
|l |l aughed and waved my hands in front of me.
Al 6m serious. You could give our vocal COr (
ABesi des, 0 Et hminr astadrd,, cdroaw iang omiss ar m ar oun
youdd always fantasized about being on stage.
|l felt that warmth start c¢r awitemamberedhpt? my nec|
AWel | |, |l dondt know. O | taoroek aa |doete pb ebtrteeart ht.h a
ANo excuse, Val. Come on, 0 Brad said, teasi
since | 6d met Brad, I already felt adsand, hough
perhaps, stupid | trusted him.



Alltheguy s
fived. f
A Of cou
Zanea s k e d
Oh. Th
t e

ad

re pleading at me with their eyes.
only one song. 0

t do you want wus to play?o
a difficult questionenand had |
everyt h i n-gdgé stufi ont thefe.eTheprobles i ¢ s

a
S

| 6d | i 0

I de who was actually in my rang

I

u

k

s
was | h
of that. wer ed g desigh @anted an the hass sirunc, bublic e n t
was going h a |ist of artists and favor
vocal s, and ew | couldndét go too high or
was pretty limitedThe most singing |1 6d done outside of
probably in church singing lowey, depressing hymns that were definitely out of my range.
Finally, | shrugged. ANo i dea. 0O

Br ad guinted his eyes aygotuhdweegh sadbdrowti Kiozint

Al 1 6em. O
He gr

- X wn
> D

g you could sing ¢
any one of O0em. 0
amdhgohinket bookddi ¢
k2?0

ou feel comfortable singing it?o0
S .

Yep.

You heard the woman. o Ethan paosssteyeaed hi:
widened and he darted back to get his bass, while Nick rushed back to his set of drumis. Even
wasnot ready. Brad slid the mike out of the
guitar against the wal | justmamemsissbefora. n t he chair

Oh,shit.1 6d just fueled some sort of testosteror
oneguitar song. Brad hdokeensuggesng songs that required two guitars. And | was stupid
enough to have completely missed it.

ButBradzt ed | i ke it didnét bother him at all
would get to watclhmep er f or mi ng. God, I was nervous, but
planned to do the day | turned tweifttiye was go to a barnot to get drunk, but to sing karaoke
in front of a crowd. So today | got to perform for an audience of one.

| almost misseany cue but started singing at the right time, right about the point where

1 S ! S } S ) e | S |
<
o
c
oOxX T Q

Zaneand Nick joiredi n . I had thought | wo ootedenhldtle.e mbar r
And | loved the emotions pouring through me and out through the words. | thougithd@rad
and Ethan when | sang the song and tried to d

hoping that was a normal thing between them and not something potentially disastrous. But even
those worries disappeared as | continued singing. &y« e was mor e power ful
and after the first line of the song, | was in my element.
Maybe the stageast he pl ace f or mdidtHatfitintoedllege?e t he hel |
No, it was all fantasy, just hdcoudenakeibdnds ai d t
having seen them perform that night, I though
about being in a rock band, but only because | was such a hardcore fan. | had my chance right



then and t her e | mminBtespaddnew itgvasrtiaayte retdiroto realityhancetlee
fact that | needed to settle on an academic major, not decide to be a vocal major as this newfound
fantasy urged me.

And when the vocals ended, | realenthelachg Et han
guitar solo at the end of the song, but | remembered as soon as | had to slide the mike back in the
stand.

The solo was i mpressive, though, even when |
that solo that Godsmack would probably critgaring, but it was kind of cool. Definitely
Et hanémyst er i ou badasginryouaface amad balsyimobed to stand beside the
chair and watch, and Br ad s noisitonaHdisla? Oh, malt t ed h

ddnot thenkndol h#dd already gotten a Ilittle to
known him. If | sat on his knee, | knew all chances | had with Ethan would be lost forever.

He grinned and stood. nSeriously, go ahead
though inviting me.

ANo, really, 1 &dm good. 0

He shrugged and the two of us stood to watch Ethan finish the Brdd. stood close
enough to me, though, that | imagined | could feel his body heat radiating over to mine. It had to
be my imagination. Buttat vi brati on inside, the aase shaki
Brad, and if Ethan had sensed any of the insane, unexpected chemistry between me and his best
friend, this would be the last time | ever saw Brad.

Et han was good. hEe two ahthewm) thely weredath irccredeble guntefristst
but they played differently. Thaggestdifference? When Brad played his guitar, he
remembered | still existed. For Ethan, his w

else.



Chapter Six

EI THER ETHANwotde§DNO6Me just didndt give a shit.
because nothing would ever come of whatever weird chemistry Brad and | had. That was my

guess, anyway, because as soon as we were in his truck to head batiotsé, Ethasaid

nothing about it and insteads k e d , ADid youorewklyg ybkejost baea
looked over at him, my brows furrowed, but | doubted he could see my face. The street lamps in

this town were few and far between, awvitat little he could see inside the truck wobkd

comingf rom t he dash. i | tokoepolite, byt oomindhfrara @guyawhd e nd e n ¢
trusts you.,alhanhso 6tsr upsutt tiinn gy ou, pl ease be totall
plentyofan gushing | ater on. Il need criticism ri
Was this a trick question? Et han didnét se:¢
mattered in this instance. |l smiled at him.
were fantastic,anddm so gl ad | finally got to see you j
| 6d managed to plaster a smile on his face t
over and cranked the radio. And that left me alone with my thoughts. Edmaehad finished
t he @A Moon hBeadbdy or ussonneod, us out of there. Hedd u
hadnét been home by the time wedd | eft, he wa
what had made me think maybe hedd had uwusssues
flirtation orsomethingpp et ween Br ad and me. Before wedd wa
| 6d enjoyed singing, and 1 6d given some goofy

than Imaybeshould have.

And when weo6d | @dodbye, batiBtad esgeaallygoldyns it rmdbeah a
pleasuremeeting me. Hiseyessaidmopeut | pretended not to regis
Ethan on the back, promising to see him Saturday afternoon.

We got b a slkouse after Bineld & n @he Hhouse was bathed in shagdawd as
we walked to the door from the truck, | could see our breath hanging in the air. Ethan muttered,
AMomobés stild]l not back? Where in hell could s
space of a few seads, he seemed so lost, so vulnerable. He was worried about his mother.

And right then and there, | realized it. Brad who?

| loved Ethan.

| had fallen hopelessly, madly in love with him. Was it a cliché? Hell, yeah, but it had
happened nonethelessly interest in him had waned before, and even tonight, under the intense
scrutiny® no,admirationof someone el€e | had doubted my feelings. But Brad had no hold

over me when he wasnét around. When it was |j
him. But it had seemed as dwintleotougthrienddirdsteam! | owe d n
of éthis intense, overwhel ming feeling. Why ,
after the evening |106d experienced?

While | was swirlinginare mot i onal eddy, Et han was in one
talking out loud. His forehead puckered up into worry, and concern clouded his green eyes.
AWhere is she?0 He pulled his cell phone out

tumte TV on i f you want, Val .o He started di al



| shook my head. A That Ohiswasrying to camcentrateoma s t 00
television program. Really, though, | should have been studying for finals. But trerowa
way | could do that éher, not while Ethan was so stressed out.

fiHey, g a mp s . This is Ethan. o He gl anced over
around and started pacing. Al 6m here for the
in a week, but | have a énd herevisiingL ook édo you know where mom i
grazed over me as | sat on the overstuffed co
her e. Thatdés why | called you. Il s she maybe
had t hrough his hair that | just noticed was g
Bye. o The expression of worry on his face gr
with a phone book. He sat on the couch next to me while leafing thtbagrages of the small
book. AShe works at a restaurant, and her wus
trades shifts with other waitressandhedialedHi s f i

it with his right hand. Thenhebrgtht t he phone up to his ear and
shift today. o Hi s expression changed as some
Richards there?®fuwk butsalwehsai dhootth | oud, Al dol
shei s. 0O Anot her pause until ehddnsaihe, phMOhay. Al
fuck i s she dpoessmgbbttons dni$@horsetagain, tthexpression on his face
communicating so much. Yes,feouldh ave cal |l ed irdt.iHe mMormd®md tc eslaly fa
but just held the phone to his ear. A Mo méwhe
not . |l 6m worried about you. Pl ease call me
cloud hung over his headnd heclenctk hi s | aw. AMaybe shedbds on a
He stood up again and started pacing. AnSor i
we can just watch TV wuntil she gets home. 0 I
carefully. | knew he céd her several times a week from school. | wondered if his father was
dead or just divorced from his mother, but |
He switched the television on and starting surfing through channels, never staying on any
one showdr vely long. | thought of grabbg one of the books | had in my suitcase, but |

decided against it, knowing | wouldndét retain
to relax.

Ethan finally settled on CNN, and | thought that was probably the woogtes out of all the
possibilities. Heb6d be witnessiomgrdet, aron,dr e g s

government scandals. If it were me, that kind of television would just make memaooes

And then something happened. He slid his around my shoulders. An electric thrill ran
through my body, just under the surface, and suddenly | was aware of everything. After a long
time, though, nothing more happened, and Ethan even shifted a little to redial his mother. But he
just left anothemessage, asking her to call.

After the emotional day, sitting still next
when he called his mother again, but then | f
back of my mind, | wondered if Hfelt comforted holding me or if he was starting to feel like |
mattered to him. I didndét know, butwadsmwasnot

sure when | drifted off, sometime early morning, | thought.

| awoke early tb next morning with atif neck and sore muscles, still in the same position,
stil | i n Ethands ar ms. I was surprised neith
noticed my hands were chilly as | started to stretch. The television was still on, CNN in its



neverending cycle of news reports. | spotted tF
over his lap for it. Then | switched the TV off.

Ah, sweet silence. That felt good.

| stood and stretched again andredowdkneved t o |
butldidknow hedéd been up a good chunk of the night
were going to have to spend the rest of the weekend figuring out what had happened to his mom.
Now | was really worried about her.

| decidal to goahead and takeashowen | 6 d be prepared for what
do. | went upstairs and got a fresh change of clothes out of my luggage, as well as all the other
toiletries | thought 16d need. leretherarmight n t he

be towels stored, nor any shelves, so | went back in the hallway. There were shelves between
Ethanés room and the bathroom and, onshemé enoug
grabbed one of each and went in théhbmdmwhere avarm shower was beckoning me.

| needed it and it felt great. By the time | was out and dressed, Ethan was up and at the

kitchen table, thumping his fingers. He | ook
fresh makeup? An dr Ibbéudt choamdbnebdt oduotn emya nhyatihi ng e
l ooked | i ke crap. But Ethan was too preoccup
tried calling her again and nothing. Where ¢

| knew it was stupid, but | felt like Thaday somet hi ng. ADi d she m
Maybe shebdés staying at a friend or relativebs
scowled, and thatoés when | knew my suggestion

well, and | made sure toe looking more presentable &iinhe came out, putting on some
makeup But he got some cereal out of the cupboards and made some coffee so we could eat a
little breakfast. He called his grandfather agaivo luck. And he left his mother at least three
more messages.
At ten o06clock, she walked in the door.
Et han didndt miss a beat . butheded beelmeforthp aci ng
older woman when she wal ked through the door.

been worried sick abou y o u . You werend6t answering your p
She took him in and pulled him into a warm ¢
home this weekend, honey, or | would have mad
and smiled Al | ost my phone. I thought maybe it
when itdés | ost, but no. Il havendét | ocated it
right away. She was sincere, kind, and sweet
Et han was calm and, for hi m, I no | onger exi
The woman tried to be stern, but her admoni t
I ntroduce your friend first. o justsalwi ke tiwe mkd «

guessed she was in her late thirties, because she looked a lot younger than my parents. Her

brown hair was pulled up in a ponytahd her eyes seemed alert buttiréedn d, whi | e | wa
the best judge, she appearedtobetootMay be shedd been working toc
much sl eep. AAnd why dondét we go have a cup
me nervous. O

His jaw clenched but he acquiesced. AThi s i

Well, thiswas awkward. There was some weird tension growing between Ethan and his
mother, and here | was, right in the middle of it. | just smiled as sweetly as | could ahd said
Then | tried to find some unobtrusive way to just blend into the background.



His mother led Ethan by the elbow and even grabbed my hand on her other side, urging us to
the kitchen. She hadndét even removed her <coa
she set her purse on the counter and then slid her long brown coatsifbhiters, draping it
over a chair. She walked over to the coffee pot and pulled out a cup from the cabinet above it.

Al see yondegier meetomga change. 0O Hi' s mot her 6s
figure that one out.

A Mom. O skhtedsiagn w a

She turned around, coffee in hand and said,
Youdre making me feel |l i ke a hen being scoped

And | wasnét hel ping. Il knew that much. I
there was some weird dynamic going on between him and his mom. | started to think better of it,

t hough, and thought maybe | could use this mo
ti me alone. 0O

Et han gave me a | ook annd stthisyazésnowedbtkhishi s he a
mother again.

She was nervous and jumpy. She took a sip of her coffee and then sat down. Ethan joined

her . She took a deep breath and said, AYou r
| could tell this question upset Ethan, but he managedda n it i n. AnYeah.
him | ast summer . 0
His mother looked down at her cup of coffee as though it would understand her better than
her son. Both her hands were wrapped around
was with himlashi ght . 0 She took a deep breath and fo
| ove him, Ethan. Heds going to move in here.
| coul dnét tell what Ethan was thinking. H e
seen beforeHe was coolwhenhasi d\t Ifeast youor enicdgaysforang i n | o
change. 0
Hi s mother started | aughing. She seemed r el
He nodded nVval and | are going to Bradds |
ABut | havendét even seen you. o
Hi s vVvi sage dsegenwete caldhexan girece makind) the joke he had with his
mot her . Somet hing was going on and | wasnot
and | didndét know how good an idea it was for
wasrot going to say a word. He stood and | ooke
and | dondét want you to be bored. I f youodre
What ? So he was just going to | edrienels for a \

the night beforeéand werendt we going to do i
my eyes, instead bending over and Kkissing his
Before either of us could say another word, he was in thglhnoom putting on his jacket and

then walking out the door.

That wasébizarre, to say the | east. Il wasn
just blow it off. ASilly boy. o She got up t
awi d eye contacténot that | bl amed her. AnHe o6
friendwhéeheshe sat back at the table, she ask
meet ?0

Well, Ethan might not have cared enough about his mom toasticknd and make her feel
|l oved, but I | i ked her right from the start.



and thoughtful, and | was beginning to wonder
But | also knew somthing was eatig at Ethan having to do wigomething going on with his

mom, and maybe since | was his guest, he didn
had and decided to | eave and cool off. | had
ourhistoy cl ass. 0 No way plaanedthe meetng. i would lavete=d |  her
too embarrassed with that revelation.

Et han6és mother stared into the black coffee
Ethan and | have Shestlramnlged  rep at o omake pc @ant act
l ove him so much. Heds my only chil déo Her

| sucked in a quick breath. How | wanted t ¢

myself to dot. | figured if Ethan had wanted me to know, he would have already told me.
Otherwise, it was probably none of my business, no matter how nosy Thatpoor woman

|l ooked | i ke she needed some good newleves t hough
you too. |l can tell. He worried about you a
AHeds a sweet boy. O She rolled her neck as

band going to play for you?o
AThey di dél ast nihgahnt .r e aTlhleyy 6krneo wgsr ehaits. wabByt ar

gl ad we met. Heb6s become my best friend. o
She got up and pulled the carafe off of the warmer base of the coffee maker. She brought it
to the table to refildl her sasthoughslieXauldseemyw e hi
soul . How did she know? Or was it that Etha
you | i ke some more?o0
|l shook my head. ANoéno, thank you. OO I f el
carafe. As she sat dow, | asked, AHow could you tell ?0 @)
She smiled and acted | i ke she was going to |
way your eyes |l ight up when you talk about hi
explain.o Her smil e widened again. Al 6m gl a
l ove hi m. He needs that. oo
Whoa. First of all, | found that hard to believe. Ethan was absolutely gorgeous, mysterious,
smart, and funny. He downplayedbyt | was convinced he already had a legion of fans, no
matter what his mother thought. And then there was the problem that | often wondered that he
didnodét feel the same way about me. So | said
She smiled, a gentle, tendeokt hat |just touched the corner o
Et han has never even bothered to introduce me
|l grinned back, sure | was right. AnWel |l , we
She chuck e d . AYoudbre right there. |l just hope
a |l ong sigh. ALast year in high school, he h

| mean. He and Brad have been good friends for a long time, and | lidel®Brtaforming this
band was Ethands savi ng ¢ Zaaeara Nick atdund springlbreBkr a d h

|l ast year, and suddenly Ethan cared again. I
AAl'l those kids &me baciamnalley | gyod Skdelgpah. ni c e
my hand. Al hofiemdswiet lexowed to stay
I giggl ed, unable to help myself any |l onger
She kept talking; why, |  di dnmo&dlleg&atfosty . But i Et h:
| asked him to go for one year, and then if h
through high school, but college is so import



long as he wants to go, and my fatiegiving him spending money now and then. | know he
wants to see Ethan succeed in college. | never went, except for one summer when | got my CNA

certification. o She was getting close to som
madeyoleci de to go to coll ege, Valerie?o
| nodded. AMy parents wanted me to go. My
have no idea what | want to do for a living. Right now, my major is undecided, and | have no
idea what | want to majorin,butrmyo m and dad think 106l figure |
dondt go to coll ege, | 61 | have no focus and w
AHeds probably right there. o She took anot|
thetwoofyougeanys | eep at al | | ast night?0o

She wasright. wast i r ed . willit Me&kyebea Inapéi f thatds okay \
AOf course. o

AThank Yyos, i Mr i ss or Mrs. ?0 Il didndét want
t he woman, and Badadtdésexattbgubteanstell ar.

AWhi ch s ou ilhtsvashweird.tl pist Snded and shrugged my shoulders.

AJust cal l me whateverodds easi er f ormomifou. Y «
youbre comfortable widenomtohat . Brad and Nick

Maybe she didnét | i ke being called by a tit!l
woul d. AOkay, mom. 0 |l giggl ed.

Sl eep tight, Valerie.o

— N

felt a little awkward calinghemom but she seemed happy that
thought maybe after a little while, it would feel like second nature to call her that. And, if not, |

could always call her by her real name. As |
pillow, | felt myself unable to fully grasp all the surreal hapings of the last twentfpur hours.
Little did I know, it wasndét over yet.
* % %

AWake up, sl eepy head. o Et han greeted me f
Braddés?o

How | ong had | slept? I't was otliateligiktet!l
|l east sit up. What time is it?0o

ATwo ob6cl ock. You awake enough to go?0

AwWell , yeah, ddmyhair?coan | at | east

He roll ed his eyes, but | could tell he was
that take?0

Islidoutf rom his bed and slipped into my shoes.

Al d&m ti ming you. o

| stuck out my tongue and then started rifling tlylouny suitcase for my brush still
coul dnoét believe | 0d eéadié¢r Ghanted, adoecfitwailowi t hout m
because | hadndét washed Notlwartedtotohckitup,imgket bef o
sure my hair was okaynd | wanted to brush my teeth too. | had a new case of morning breath.

Less than ten minutes later, | was bounding down thies stbslid my coat on and said
goodbye tanomas we walked out the door.

Af ter we were in the truc
al ways | i ke my I ends. Sh

k, Et han said, A My
fr e
one of my friends. o

never sayeg® anyth



il |l i ke her t oo, Et han. 0O [ | ef t it at t hat .

wasnodét sure why, but she was a nice, |l oving p
didndot want to ditskoeasghhies mee al ity whewnm | wa:
dynamic of their relationship was.

AAnd dondt ask what | was doing when | [ eft.

I felt c¢onf knewvalht you were doed. Y@ saidy

Al know what | said. o0 heAdhdd alhwealy sl hsaadw itnh ahti st
agai n. | just shut my mout h. He didndét want
brought it up now.

A few minutes | ater, we got to Bradds house.
night before hadbeen exaggerated in my min¥ou can do this, ValerieYes, | could do it.

* % %

AHey, guys, I ¢ an 0 tthisishitd |i re es 2ehly, Bratlwasstil as hat h o w  y «

as hedd been the ni ghtlitefaly hot littke beads GfswWweat fotrmmg s t i m
[

on his forehead from two hours of playing
been the night before, but | still could barely understand how he could be that overheated.

He walked across the garagelanoved a couple of boxes. Then he opened one and pulled
out a bottle of twaelvepac KiAnaf | @wvle gohi Itlwiond i n t
his voice and got closer to the grthrtymsowe i Momo
cangt fuckind wasted. o

n

Ethan slid his guitar so it hung on his bacl
Uh-o h . Hedd al r ead3ywobhoggature d aadt | myhgagtdy 1| 6d
wel | . AUmmeé o God, | wacsa g od en gy auwr sdoeusnidg nsaot euc

APer f\ecltl., 0 maybe that wasnét so hard after a
Brad hid the bottle back in the box and ret.

thereds somet hing | 6VZanenoddedrut sael aothingi heoebdbsl B vy
reason why Val 6s our designated driver. Shed
she figured out something noogus other numbnuts didThe namdullet? Fucking cool,
right?0o

AHel | , yeah. 0

AfYeahéand itdés taken. o

Brad sndr e d . ASo? | 6 vsewhate ver heard of Oem

ADo rgalywant somebodyodés sl oppy seconds?0o0

Brad started | aughing. AFuckénot when you |

AExactl y. Soécl ose your e ylkullyAaomdti@toe | | me é w

Brad and Nick werguiet, so quietNo. | was sure that meant they hated it. But then Nick
nodded his head. Brad was the wild card, tho
wor k. o

AYou don6ét sound convinced. O

Al just need some timan?Po try it onéknow wh:

AYeah, 0 Ethan,maani.d, Athatodés cool

Brad sl apped him on the back. ADamn straigl

ASo | etds work out this next song. o They s
been working on I hadndt ruelavdslable tahear thesesid any
scrutinizing detail And, because tingwir soun
criticize their lyricsébut they werendt deep,



senti ment s i n hdarl dozewsoof tihes béforeh Bhddgathered from what Ethan
had told me before that usually he and Brad wrote their own lyrics to the songs they sang, but
this one wound up being a collaboration. | just sat back and listened to them work things out.
They got the music down fidtsolo include® and then started writing the lyrics.
ADown on my kneeséhowb6és that?0
Ethan said, AYeah, yeahénethaa . 668 good, and it
Brad nodded.Zaneand Nick were working on percussion, trying to perfect théhrhyof
the song while Brad and Ethan sat on two other lawn chairs. | sat next to them both, keeping my
mouth shut.
Then Ethan said, AOhéthis is better: 0l 6 m |
AYeah. o
Oh, Godél couldndét help it almémouys écdnmd bgi
you a suggestion?o

Oh, shit. Ithad come outofmymouth |1 hadnét been able to sto
gui et and |l ooked at me. Et han said, fAUhésure
| took a deep breath. They were my friends, and there was nothing wrongnsthuctive
criticism, right? Especially if 1t was given
moved forward. Il didndét want to be harsh or
so original. Some off6tbekiwnddef Bére, thoughé
AGeneric. o Thank goodness Brad said it bef
youbre rHghtooked at Ethan and then back to m
Oh, double shit. | coul dndét t heardik Ifeltn t he f |
|l i ke a |l adybug under a magnifying gl ass. But
t wist with every breath. o
Ethan smiled. Then he | ooked skeptical as |
A Wo w . Not perfect,0 butél I i ke the metaphor.
Oh, great. Like Brad needed to look even betiene than he alreadydi. But it cou

be helped. He scored points withdneot because he liked my words, but because he knew
what a metaphor was.
ADo you care if | wuseoitéeven i f we change i
ANoépl ease. 0 Et han didndét seem too thrill e:i
around the knife metaphor and wound up completely changing the words. Suddenly, though,
with just that one little suggestion, the words became riddled with meanihgd just

superficial dribble. It was no | onger a bunc
from being okay to being pretty special. And by the time they were done, even Ethan was
happy.

Bradds mom popp e dgoodhye Brald mtroduaed mayte het bguessed/she
was a nurse because she was wearing scrubs. She kissed Brad on the cheek and then she noticed
me . Al thought it was just the boys tonight.
AOh, mom, t hdasd s sf rEit ehradd VYardokr icoW®wigren He 6 d
remembered my last name too.

ANi ce to meet you, Valerie. | 6m Bar bar a. r
mashed potatoes in the fridge. I woul dndét <co
di shwasher, please. 0

A

h
ThaMks, P. o



Al need to hurry. Apparently, there are al:
give birth tonight during my shift. So donoét
Al wondét, mom. O
AHave fun. Oh, and ther ei faryo ws owmen tDVtDas wat d
Well, the guys were all over having some chow and watching a horror movie, so we went to
the kitchen where everyone pitched in. We s a

forgotten about the bottle of rum ind garage. But as we were rinsing plates and loading the
dishwasher, Brad snuck off, returning shortly after with the bottle. Ethan had only been helping
half-heartedly and was off in the corner. It looked like he was texting something. If he was
inteested in me at all, he wasnét doing a very ¢
wasnot doing a good job staying off my radar.
We retired to the living room, and someone put in a horror movie. It looked like just
another horror movie, and noneus were really watching. Brad had brought out one of the
twelvepacks and the bottle of rum. Hedd had Nic
i ce. Brad poured rum in four of the gl asses
littl e ? Just enough to get a Ilittle buzz?59
His eyes were so warm, so persuasive. Ethan sat up straight on the couch and leaned over,
so close | could feel hi m. As though chall en
donét want to. o
But | trustel Brad, and there was something in his eyes that made me wantygss&p |
said, ASureéjust a I|ittle, though. |l &dm t he d
He chuckl ed. AOkay. 0 So he pourtdrdslessust a t
t han what hedd poaup &hdn he pouredCeke iy eacheoneeuhtibtlee diguid
almost touched the rim.

Brad slid the glasses to a positiorfiont o f e ac h pse ruspo.no. Al Blo tftoounr
men drank half of their glass in one gulp.

AYou shoul dndét have put i1ice in O0em, Bradl ey.
friend.

Al thought, since we were | d shewcampanhyl ef i
felt myself blush a little.

AYeah. Whatever. Top me off, pussy. o

Braddos sense of humor seemed to be dissipatdi
yourself, cocksucker. o

ADondét mind if | do. o

At that point, wedidstartwat chi ng t he movi e. |l 6d felt a |

the two alpha males in the room, but as they downed their drinks, their emotions seemed to die
down as well.

It didnét escape my notice thatcBéaddmbeedalt
close enough that his leg touched mine.

But Ethan kept talking to me, just making fun of the movie, making me laugh. Nick was on
the floor in front of the coffee table, and o
and busbut laughing. He was getting pretty wast@ne was in a chair on the other side of the
room.

|l hadndét had much of my drink. |l guessed |
okay. Ethan sat up and grabbed a Coke, popping it open. He sainbidekcouch and
whi spered. AHow about you trade me your drin



| felt a little relief and my heart warmed to my sweet Ethan. He must have just sensed that |

wasndét comfortable drinking, aswitchadevithiians goi ng
All the ice in my glass had melted, so he slammed it in just a couple of gulps. He licked his lips
and | ooked me straight in the eye. NfBest one

Was he just teasing me? He winked and then leaned forward agatrm#&hpouring more
rum in his glass but foregoing the Coke.

Nick started giggling. AnOh, shit. This gi
Zanesai d, AYeahéwe saw her tits five minutes
The girl in the film had been jogging throutite woods but then discovered she was being
foll owed by the slasher in the movi e. It was
movies, a formula beloved by the many. The girl tripped and started screaming, panicking, and
just being stupidi  gener al . |l sat up. AWhy is it that
Why does she have to trip aadtstupid? Instead of going back the way she came or following
the trail, shebs disappearing deeper into the
Normal 'y qui et Nick was now Obnoxious Nick.
Zanes ai d, fAl donét, as |l ong as | get to see h
|l roll ed my eyes. AnReal girls areno6t | ike 1
Brad sat up next to me and put Rl® avYmudreu:t
cool . Et han has class when it comes to women
| wasndét sure where he was coming from, but
around me right in front of Ethan.
ACorr edatei oheor upt ed. the ReutPedmb er Mar y é
AOh, f ok, Nye&h broke out into | aughter and
Et han said, ACan we change the subject?o0
Al kinda | i k%pedaidher mout h, o
Al just wanted to say Val was cool . I di dn¢
Et handl d girlfriends. o
Ethan fammed his straight rum and poured anotl#anes a i d Al want a gir/l
that . o
AShut the fuck up, man. 0
Zanesighed and shrugged, then downed his drink. Brad seemed to be in his own little
worl d. |l 6d tried to igaonkyhdisdadm waowiunido me |
nor encourage it. But he started talking qui
Ethan are friends. o , and Iduoned ny headd to loogatlem.e hi m an
Holy Christ. Thelookinhs eyes was undeni abl e. He wasn¢
|l oosened up, but he wasnodt trashed. He | ooke

much, but the feeling was mutual.
| heard Nick laughing at something on the, BvidZanes a i d , hifi Ahatbych can

bleed 0 | h oefsewds paymng abtenteoto me

Brad asked, AnSoéare you and Ethan dating or
wonodét say dick about it, and | canét tell .o

Godéhow should I answéhethbhas? wHgnesfiyéahwdy
considers us that.o

Still él real Jayndc anroetdhifnogr wkatsh asnret i n stone.

want to encourage Brado6s behsmle ©henlstootlupt ook a
Al ée@mede a gl ass of water. Can | get anyone an



Brad shook his headnd everyone else ignored me, so | walked to the kitchen.

|l was so glad | hadmhgpasthad begbhanguno dri et
all their inhibitions too quicklyhanksto alcohpl and | knew |1 6d just esca
situation.

| 6cdmeto the kitchen to get my bearings. | stood at the refrigefar a good two
minutes, just staring at the handle. Finallg, b ened t he door so | woul dn
|l ost, but thatdés really what | was. |l was <co
angry No, that wasnodét entirely true. Inddgedhead wa

few minutes alone to just think.

A few deep breaths and | watarting to feel normagain | shut the refrigerator door and
turned around, ready to go back to the living room. But just as | did that, he appeared in the
door way. Bradéthe man whod6éd made me question
thosesmoldering eyes as if to say he knew everything | was thinking.

Like a deer caught in headlights, | froze. | was paralyzed. | felt my heartbeat speed up, as
though a locomotive were driving it. Thurtipump, thumgthump, thumgthump. | could hear
it in my ears and nothing else. And then he started moving across the kitchen, closing the gap
between us until it was nonexistent. | could hear as each one of his boots hit tkeefidoy
step but | was helpless to move. | felt a jolt in my bloodstresmnmy brain flooded it with
chemicals, and yet | stil!l coul dndét move.

Brad stopped just millimeters away from my bpdgd my eyes stayed locked on his. The
thuddig 1 n my c¢ he s, andtherelwadro way évwae geting away. | drew in one
deep breath through my slightly parted lips, then another. Neither of us said a word. And then |
felt something insideecide that it would be okay. Honestly, | kndwere was nothing between
Ethan and me, just some stupid stalkerish emdhahmade me feel like I loved him. And
thatdés when | decided | wanted to give in to
that was drawn to Brad. My breathing slowed just a Jigthel | noticel his head tilt dowias
though he was going to touch my lips with.hies. It was okay. Maybe.

No.l wasndét ready for this. Not vyet. Il ¢l oc¢
my head to the side. That would be okay, right? d&etp insle lknewi t woul dndt be,
didndét <care. I f he had been a vampStlrle, | wou

di dn ®@thecouddhave it.

| drew in another slow, deep breath, anticipating the touch of his lips. Instead, | felt his
breah on my neck, and everything in my body tightened. Hingtbreath caught in my thrqat
and then every single muscle in my body clamped down, but where | felt it the most was in my
feminine parts, a part of my |dgwedButthelsendatioh 6d r e
didnot feel as sinful as 1 6d been |l ed to bel.i
not unwelcome. On instinct, my hands moved to his yesudt | shoved my fingers into his
thick, soft hair.

His breath on my nd&cwas warm and delicious. He brought his lips to myaad they
barely grazed the t ende @geistdEihan, ahdaslong gsuardHe s ai d
nothingd s ghlappendetweenus. Butlwagnbu t o know 1611 wait. o

|l didnodot oksaw.whadathetr e r ealddaythatwmeddmakeitanyt hi n
okay. He had to knowwas physically attracted to hjrar why else would he even feel
confident enough to make a move like that? It was in that moment that | realized how intuitive
andworldly Brad was. He picked up on things that others usually just overlooked. He
knewé h &newhow | felt about him, about Ethan. How could he know that?



Either thator he was just drunk.

Noéit wasndét that hedd been edmyigripkihisgir. He s
His eyes stayed locked on mine as he just continued backing up, and then, as he got close to the
doorway, he turned around and left the room.

| was breathless again. And | was even mor ¢
* % %
Something had gone wrong in my absence, but | was too stupid to figure out what it was.
Al | |l knew is | had come back in the |living r
wanted, and Ethan was ready to leave. The other guys told him we slaguldhat it was still
really early, the movie wasndédt over, there wa
was ready to | eave. Brad hadndét said and did
Zane did, though. AMan, we cohbhdndhefbooray her e
Bradés mom wono6ét be home till morning, and sh
bail now. O
AWebre |l eaving in the morning, Zane, Sso unl
Zane | ooked a little pWbaedtbmé gbouggmidnd |
ATen. And i f youdre smart, youoll make sur
Ni ck was already passed out on the fl oor. .
Brad nodded at Et han nTake care, man. Sec
It was subtl e, but | saw Ethanés jaw cl ench.
ALet 6s go. 0O | found my coat and purse on the
to set them earlier. I tol d deartybfth@leateomagn d Br

off Brad then as | had just minutes earlier. It was like a-legdt secret.
It was cold outside, so | zipped up my coat. When we got to his truck, he walked toward the

drivero6s side. I said, gnRtdddédryoeer ®ant me t
He just opened the door. Al got this. o
|l hadndédt seen how much hedd had to drink, bt
me , |l 6d ask him to stop and hope | <could eith

dark in ths unfamiliar town.
Ethan was silent all the way back to his house. He drove okay, and | was grateful for that. |

tried not to be upset, but | was growing tire
seemed this out of sorts at school, butevernce hedd gotten home, heod
emoti ons. |l coul dndét keep up.

When we got to his house, he waited for me to get out of the truck before walking to the
front door, but he didnét say a \tonidthe Il just
kitchen, and | could see two people sitting a

took off my coat and set it and my purse on the edge of the couch and continued following Ethan
to the kitchen.

His mom and a man were sittiatjthe table. The man had black hair with a little gray. He
|l ooked a little older than Ethands mother. H
stood that he was tall. His blue eyes appraised me, and | could tell he was kind andugéntle, |
|l i ke Ethands mot her.

AHI , kids, 0 June said. AWhy are you home s«
| ater . o

Et han shrugged. AWebre | eaving early tomor:t



June | ooked at the man a cEthans Fhisfs hiofmendh e r . nJ
Val eri e Quinn. o

ANi ce to meet you, Valerie.o

| said, AYou, too, 0 not knowing what el se 1t

AC6bmon, Val, o0 Ethan said. He wal ked out of
acting so str ange dongnothidgbutact etnangesfer the lasetwediiyub e e n
hours.

| saidbyeand hurried up the stairs to catch up. By the time | joined him in his room, he was
already sitting on his bed taking his shoes off.

| sat next to him. AWhat 6s wrong, Et han?o

A Noitnhg . O

| took a deep breat h. ADoes it have anyt hi.
earlier. o

Hi s voice was cold, and he wouldndét | ook at

ADondédt you want to talk about it?0

ANO. O His jaw clenched. r ailbest & ejnudt dg ay Ilo
Aut omatic would already be disbanded. 0 He bI
weekend when | come back, itoéll all be cool . o0
chose to say nothing. Andinthebackof mi nd | wondered if he had
Wel | |l guess | really didndét wonder. Hi s re
a guitar pick off the nightstand and fingered
ofpi ssy. Sorry. You come home with me, and |
uhéeafter mom told me Jason was moving in here
|l eave for a while. o He si ghedmeand Ihéids nveoviecre s
Et han |l ooking that vulnerable. AShe must | ov
with her before. Jasonds an all right guy, b

Hi s eyes returned to tmethuiowagh mied k . ey
His eyes clouded with thatnevern di ng | ook of hatred, the one |
many times before. AnMy father was a real son

ever want her hurtagain. 8@ f t er mom t ol d me about Jason, I
hour, just thinking about the situation. And then, after | cooled down, | went to see Jason. | just
tal ked to hi m. I wanted to see i fdhaeetd oved h
contend with me. He said he | oved her more t
meanémy mombés the marrying kind. Sheds said
share herself with a man whd wesndaswnl|l doaegnbt
does. What gives?0

AMaybe heds not emotionally ready for that |
ti me. o Kind of |i ke Ethan seemed to be too.
it. | felt alittle uncomfortable, trying to give Ethan advice, and | had barely met Jason, but he
seemed | i ke a nice enough guy. |l touched Eth

It didndét bother Ethan, but he didndét real |\
And | figure as |l ong as momdés happy, she can
Hi s knuckles turned white, and his teeth cl en

The silence returned. Et h antomly &mildlesokefvent ual
anger dwelling in them. What had his father done to June that made Ethan so overprotective of



her ? I wanted to ask, but | wasnodét about to
it made me love him more.

| fell asleep in his arms again that night, right there on his bed, surprised that neither his
mom nor Jason separated us. Nothing happened, but | felt like | was the comfort Ethan had
needed on that cold, dark night.



Chapter Seven
Present

MY SECONDTRIMESTERwas rough. Ethan was on the road with the band while | was left at

home. My doctor had told me | could travel, but | knbe toad was stressful. That woul@ t

bethe right place tde pregnant So | did what | imagined most expectant monug diwent

shopping. | bought baby clothes, bottles, a crib, blankets, and every little thiexptnaing

your first babybooks recommended.bought neutral baby clothes, becataelike all other
womenlknewd | wanted the babyds deaéx wanbeta &wmowr w
having until he or she entered the world.

Ethan and | were on Skype several nights a week. He wanted to keep up to date with the
babybés progress. And it gave me hope. I f Et
would be on the road. But he was fine. He was sober every time wedtallextland happy.

With his blessing, | converted one of our spare bedrooms into a nursery. | found a local
artist who painted the room in rainbows, birds, chipmunks, and funfditdst scenes. That
room was so heartwarming, and it made me even
stand over the crib for minutes at a time, imagining our little baby sleeping in that bed, his little
haven from the cold world.

Ethan asked mehat it was like when the baby kicked. | wished he could be there to feel it.

It was so weird at first, feel i nBgthaopnomisedf t he
to be home before | gave birth, anemds. llwassoped h
afraid he wouldndot get home unti |l It was ti me
But hegot backin time. Hearrived homeveeks before my due date, and then he got to
experience all that heod ,bBednl mdsgr abfelhi We 6dn
the baby movingpressngi t on my tummy where |1 06d felt the I

of joy and awe every time he felt the baby mow&d we got in our natural childbirth classes,
just in the nick of time.
As my due date approached, he stey@th me day and night. He might have had an

antiqguated idea of what pregnant women shoul d
pampered a |little Dbit. I coul dndt remember t
Granted, al d@wstihliingdowhen he wasnbét around, b
although both my obstetrician and | assured him it would be all right. | took walks in the

afternoon and sl ept more than | wusually did,

commodity once the baby came along. But | was bored out of my mind. We even had the band
over once a week for barbecues and just hanging out. | did a lot of reading and catching up on
TV series |1 6d missed over t lyirgehoagb.tlwdnedthey ear s .

baby here.

Early one morning around two oo6cl ock, |  wo k¢
there, unable to sleep, but | suspected something was going on. A while later, my belly
tightened. Y e s é iright, wa \gas iaithecealndalf? desg thao ten minatés
| ater, |l had another one, and thatoés when | t

He was tired and groggy at first, but then it registered with him. | knew what to do, because

6d sbtevedhyi ng it for mont hs. I had him use hi s
[

I
time my contractions and the time between, an



more intense and convinced me to go to the hospital, the time betwesttons would have.
| | ooked at Et han. Altoés time to go. o

He tried to look excited, but | could see the worry in his eyes. He grabbed my prepared bag
from the closet by the front door and then lkeelpne up from the couch. | rubbed my belly,
eagerbeaase | knew 1 6d finally see our baby soon.



Chapter Eight
Past

FINALS WEEK WASan intense whirl, but | made it through. Between having a good chunk of
that Sunday to study as well as a quiet empty dorm room, | felt prepared.
Before | knew it, thagh, finals were oveand | was at home, caught up in the spirit of

Christmas, probably my favorite time of year.
felt al most | ike maybe | 6d domethssaidlehddi ng t o
finals to worry about and, even though wedd s

exam, there was a definite coolness in the way he treated me.

Had | been older and wiser, | might have just written him off, but even now | wonder if
t hat 0lsxardddaemy.for Ethan and worried about his well being. | wanted him to be happy
and satisfied. | would have planned on never seeing him again, except the day | was ready to
leave for home, he brought me a small present.

AOpen it.o

Ismiledandlookd at hi m. AYou didndot have to get 1
anything. o

A Oh, hell , Val . Christmas i s about giving,

My eyes grew wide. i We lltiwas asniiak gold fpibbax,r@blu t i t

remembered a time when my mother had bought me a necklace that fit in a box that size. Could
it be jewelry? | unwrapped the pretty red ribbon tied around it. The gift surprised me, all right,
but It wasnodot wunwel come .nmadectovemast ritaltwada and Et
picture of the four of them standing on a dirt road somewhere. Whoever had taken the picture
had understood rock band poses, because it looked professional. But the artwork on it had been
more recent, because the nameatavasFully Automati¢ notBullet. | knew Ethan had a pretty
powerful computer in his dorm room with a slick printer, and after talking to his mother, |
figured Ethandés grandpa had purchased it for
it to mix music more than to write essays. But what did | know? Maybe his grditdgzow.

But as | looked at that gift, | felt my heart swell up with newfound emotion for the young

man in front of me. Hedd t r usrowltk wasshatngib ugh t
with me on a whole new | evel. Hedbd been arou
|l i stened to the music I |iked over and over a
woul d decide it was n &dsponsgtoinusic, bujl.had néver diseavereda Vv i
a way to be intellectual about it. Either |

And | already liked their music. | felt overwhelmed when | realized first how much trust he had
in me b give himself and his art to me that freely, and then it hit me that he had that much
confidence in himself and his band.

| loved that confidence. That was part of what continually drew me to Ethan.

So, when my | ips had t ur nteakyaykEthanpulles ma s mi | e
into a tight embrace and kissed me on the che
what idiotic thing | said after that, but the kiss made me feel loopsesief the day until my
dad arrived to pick me upter that afternoon.

It was weird how much | 6d changed and how mi
had only been a few months since |106d lugeft for



of times with my old friend Jill, and | just
even though wedédd chatted on Facebook once or
We were now different pe oeplizeg tha chaybbetEthan reallasy b e ?
my best friend now, for all intents and purposes.

And over Chri st mas Ilaloe &kmuchliso thaeny knetrer irsibtedu t  h i 1
on meeting him. After all, she said, if he was my friend, the family shouldmmaetl promised
her she would soon. Ho w, I didndt Kknow.

And then my Ilittle brotheréhe was in a steat
cheerleader at my old high school. My brother had never been serious about anyone before, so |
was a little shoked. Ha! | thought. Takethat, Charlotte.

But Christmas break was soon owend | was back at college. It felt strange returning there
too, and | ooking back, I think | was having a
didnott remaywlyerfe anymor e. Coll ege didnot feel
Sunday when | returned, the day before classes, | felt out of sorts. | considered tracking Ethan
down and then decided against eadlputhisChdn dndét w
my | aptop and pl awaeyapportunitesto listentoat dverdreak asdlthd a s m
wanted to, so now would be a good time to listen. After hearing the CD multiple times, | was
able to start distinguishirgdjfferentelemen s bet ween Et han and Bradéds
they sang the songs they wrote. They both had good voices, no matter wapsstating
thing Brad had said about their singing.

The more | listened to the handful of songs, though, the more difiesd could identify. It

wasndét a bad thing, and it wouldndét hurt the

could coll aborate more on the music, |ike the
on everythinghat eveningand | feltlike that song was better than any of the ones on the CD |

was | istening to. I't had more polish andéwel
could gently suggest that to Ethan without hurting his feelifgs.al | vy, t he t wo men¢
complemat ed each ot her. Bradds playing was pret
groove, and even industrial influences, while
thad classic heavy metal with a lot of nu metal and alternate metal gl you might think

they were too different, but they had no prob

(which | was more easily able to identify the more | listened to that &1i2) | knew from that
afternoon with the band that they couldgheven better when they worked it out on the spot.

So the more | listened, the more | loved them.

And then | felt better about being in my own skin. | thought maybe the semester would be a

fresh start. Now t hat | Oydhore, ieveas time ® find iy pthéed n 6 t
in the worl d. My RA gave me some pleasant ne
new roommat e. Maybe 16d be lucky enough to h
semester.

That first Monday made me feettber. | knew | was going to like my classes, and | hoped
that at least one of them would give me an indication of what | wanted to do with my life. |
recognized a couple of fellow freshmét no one | really knew. So late that afternoon |

decidedtayo t o Et han tigohdn@mdbanea n dEtstagn and | hadnot
schedules before break, so | had no idea what his class schedule was like. | was hoping he
woul dndét have a class the second |1 06dfidteci ded

but | wanted to surprise him.



As | walked down the hall and got near@ihis room, | felt my blood begito race. | had
missed him a lot more than | would have thought. My hands started tq ahdKeknew | had
to getagripon myselftwast hen t hat | realized just how muc
When | got to his door, | just knocked without much thought, and | was glad. As usual, |
was overthinking it and stressing out way too much. | could hear pounding music through the
door, and | smiled asny mind identified that it waSlipknot SoonZanewas at the door, pulling
me in by the hand. 1 V a IHe embratedime inkaigebedn leug. | have
AHave a seat. How was your Christmas?o
| sat down on one of the two desk chaifislwta s é gr eat . 0 Oh, that was
Zanel owered his head, giving me a questioning |
har d. | édi scovered that my friends and | jus
Zanesat down, pulling the chairamtoud s o he coul d sit backward i
shrugged. AYou know, I think the only reason
friends are in a band together. o | nodded.
while to touch la s e . I hadndt seen my friends since | a
anyway. Maybe my experiences at c odahesagle wer e
AEt handés in class right now. bouttermmyes@soess 1| S
Anywayéwhat exactly do you mean about not hav
anymor e?0

|l tried to pinpoint exactly why | felt that
guess | donét feel IniykneorJei.l0ol andwals nadrte gboe sntg ft
di dndét get -Bradahingdt alll @f codrsehtlaanwould have meant teHiagemy
deepest, darkest feel i ng<anevanedsytotlktwe thaghdt goi

and | was gid for that.
AThat reall Yy suweks.ai dlti thdritke? a question, b
statement. | nodded.
ADondét worry about it. |l 611 get over i
have expected t ¢goimdtothecontmaniypcellege back@thesiesd | 6 m
S

going to school here, halfway across the state. She has her friemdisinew o n e s heds n
college and some of our old ones from highscbawin d | have mine. She sa
comeuponeweeknd i n February or March, and maybe 120
Maybe weol | be able to reconnect. 0

He nodded. Al hope things work out. o Il col
we were getting into talking about my feelings, bathwas bei ng a good sport
considlemeone of your friends, Val .o

Well , of course, Il did, and | didndot know i f
something he was being coy about. | was too naive to read anything too degsankqust
said, AYes, | do. If | didndét, we wouldndt b

AGood. O He scooted his chair closer to minege

| felt the need to take aevedyeneqad myrtheuglstdo, but |
easily? Everyone, that waesxceptfor Ethan. | looked down at my hands but finally worked up
the nerve to return my gaze to his. I di dnot
because Ethan had made it pretty clear to me thateveww f r i ends onl y. So |
heds my best friend now. 0O

His eyes bored intomindi You sur e thatdés all ?0



| wasndét sure what or why he was asking. N ¢
falling in love with Ethan. | would feel ridulous if | told him | had stronger emotions for Ethan
than | should have. After all, it sedehmed obyv
only considered us friends. And if he wanted our relationship to remain that way, then | would
be comfotable with it. As long as he was a part of my life, | would be happy. So | said simply,

AYes. O 't was anticlimacti c.
And that mad&anerealize that not only wase uncomfortable with the subject, so was |,
and he changed it to focus on c¢cl assesed So we
that day and, before | knew it, well more than half an hour had passed and still nofEthenl |
| already havereadig t o do for my classes, so | better
AYeah, me too. When Ethan gets back, weol |l

dinner together. o

AThat 6d be nice. o

When | arrived back at my room, the resident advisor called me and told me | had bee
assigned a new roommate who would be moving in that evening. Well, so much for peace and
quiet. | should have known better than to expect the no roommate situation to last forever. | just
hoped my new roommate would be better than my last.

She began moving in from anot her Jédiferor not |
Manders was a sweet, demure girl, the exact opposite of Charlotte. She seemed polite and
friendly. | offered to help her move the rest of her thibggshe told meshe could get them.

She was nice about it but seemed quite set on moving her things herself. Well, it was a little
possessi Vve, but | guessed | mewelénaughuatrdstmest a nd
yet, so | told her to just let me know ifeskhanged her mind. After just a few trips, though, she

had all her things in our rogrand she started putting them away. | lay on my bed reading my

new psychology textbook and tried to give her the breathing room she seemed to need. She
seemed to seeln for the perfect place to put each item, so | woed&@ow her tidy self would

cope with my intermittent phases of sloppiness, mixed with my incessant love of metal. |
guessed wedd find out soon enough.

Well, | had to check out a couple of things wittr hand the best way to do that would be
through an honest, thoughtful conversation.
ti me. So, once she seemed completely settled
movingoutofyouo |l d r oom?0

She looked down at her newly made bed before sitting down on it. She seemed a little

reluctanfbut | coul d tell she thought it was i mpor
itdéos my fault. I seem dto rmy |hagtd rtoomgmdt el tomc
she said that, | prepared for the worGeat. | 6 d j ust survived one <cr apf
had another to contend with. She didndét seem
was curious and noddedying it would urge her to continue. | had to withhold judgment until

| 6d heard her entire story. AThe first month

was going to be my roommate decided at the last minute to switch schools. Solllwas al
myself. | was okay with that, even though it was kind of lonely. But another girl moved into my

room in October. Shedd been fighting with he
called her a conniving I|hitntk evhoat Sshhee pvaaursteedd t
you know. 0 |l nodded my head and smil ed. Il m
t hat much. AAnyway, Il know now that she was

A

inconsi der ad¢ ®@téam,d Yadumadnel | i no



Hmmécoul d it be? AHer name didndét happen t ¢
opened wi de. ACharl otte Edwards?0o0

AHow did you know?o

Al was her first roommat e. | doubt the prol

Her pale face lituas she fl ashed a smile of gleaming v

good t hat mue&lletsat erpained bee Hesitation to trust me at fi&ie stood up

and started arranging clothesime of t he dr a wakeadybedndonelwokingg ht s heod

on. What had seemed like initial shyness now became ahlggiited openness. | could see that

maybe | had won a friend, and it would be nic
* % %

Al 6ve got it, o | t ollldorndreommoiafiseertheadsor.llwasr os s e d
going to haved get used to having a roommate, so | wanted to let her know | could get the door
instead of just pushing her asibeget there

When | opened the door, Ethan stood there, and at that moment, Ittheughs the reason

for the sayinga sight forsoreeyes because that he was. He | ook«
from a month ago. His hair was a little longemd he was growing a goatee. His sleepy eyes
took me in and he s bnalleto hdld rmyself Badksl theew my amms ma n . 0
around Im in an affectionate hug.

Al missed you, Et haZaneda medei rtaa gthteed raco rh.e afmG

newroommate, Jennifer Mandeos. The y oun goutdpuoldenessher sharte d
blondehai r bobbing with the moti onnferth&aaetlmoad a s
of my very good friends, Ethan Richards a&t@heCar s on. 0

She waved her hand near her hip as though trying not to draw too much attention to herself.
ANI cree etto you. O

Zanes ai d, fAWe gonna eat or what? | 6m fuckind
my new roommate know right off the bat that h
it I had to give her credit. She didnodot ev

Et han furrowed one brow. nJesus, man . We |

AWe can talk on the way, standing in |ine, ¢
somet hing here?bo0

AJenni fer, would you |ike to eat dinmer wit!l

She smil ed. ASure. o

So, on our way to eat, Et han talked nonstop.
break, he said, and he wanted me to hear them
and wanted me to check them sabn

Wewereini ne at the cafeteria when | asked, ASo
videos up on YouTube?o0

Jenni fer spoke up. A Wazanesmsiol ey ua rgdi yrso chdhevde.

you guys play?0o
Zanet hr ew up the met al d exwdisl. 6 s fiHerarnv ys imert adn b
stuck his tongue out and rolled his eyes back in his head, makaghaound. If Jennifer
wasnot s dhatynetking wduld frelakyher out. That was good.
We got caught up in ordering our fg@hd then we went out into the dining area carrying
our trays. We split up, getting drinks and salads and other accompaniments to our meal. We all
met up at a booth near a back correthansat next t&Zane and Jennifer sat beside me. It
seemed thafanemade a special effort to sit directly across from me. Why [ felt that way, |



didndét know, and then | realized it was | i kel
again.

Et han asked, AHow was your Chr i sktomidesaok Val ?0
a big bite out of his burger, waiting for my answer.

Alt was okay. o |  d-fest again. | waatedtour imeal tesbe lght and my  w |
happy because, after all, that was the way | was feeling. | was lighthearted, beindneryeet
of my friend whom lagainswant ed as my boyfriend. AHow was
Et hanés eyes moved back and forth, taking mi
little down in the dumps. You can tel/l Uncl e

| started laughingHe 6 d made me f eel UnckeEthaearo allr evodiy dn 6
mind telling him everything if we could just be alone for a while.

AA bad sign, a very bad sign. The patient
make a not e aoffr aihda,t laonldl, hlabvme t o recommend shoc
Inspiteoft he subject matter, Ethan continued to

know right this minute, when | went home, | felt like my old best friend and | have grown apatrt.
That s all . o
Ethan lost his jokey manner and sobered up. His voice was t@amdkit was as though the

other two in our party no | onger existed, eve
that 6s all ?0
Well , yeahéaside from f e evéretihhogewardslcoming dueof | o v e ¢
my mout h. ADbeen® rte?®dr e need t o
He smil eleetadga icrma.ttaking abguiChristmaghbreak, okay? Just me and
you. O My breath caught in my throat. Maybe
indeed he felt the same way about me that | di
|l smil ed back. Al promi se. 0

At that second, all the noise and rambunctiousness of the cafeteria returned, and Ethan
broughtZaneand Jennifer back into the conversatiore dtarted talking about an action/
adventure film hebéd seen over the break and p
enjoyed watching his animated self entertaining me and our friends.

After dinner, though, we found ourselves aloZaneand Jennifer headed back to the
dorms, while Ethan and | decided to take a walk around campus. | felt a tiny surge of adrenaline
find its way into my veins. Tonight could be our nigBt | needed to quit being stupid about
it. Whatif hereallyddwat me as just a friendéforever? |
dreaming that it could ever lead to something else.

Once the other two were out of earshot and we were alone on a darkened path heading in the
vague direction of the gigantic gymnasium Et han sai d, A Wh aZanételd buggi n

me what you told him, but is something el se t

What could | say, aside from the secret desi
Noét hose words had t o tves stastingdosfall ondhe didewatk infrdne s n o
ofus.iJi |l doesndét confide in me |ike she used 't
felt Ilike there was this huge fence between u

He shrugged, a mmi ng hi s hands in his jeans pockets

AYesdwdlult, I never thought our friendship wc
grade school . But ét hat 6s not whatdés botherin
Al thhame&kd s somet hing sheds not telling me. o

ALIi ke what ?0 We stopped wal king, and he tut



Hed6d asked just the right questions, and t he
Al dondt even | i ke to t hsedlkvasadingtochargetfullspeedl bi t
ahead. RnSheds had thiss b®lyd rdiecrddtf ogay icto,updrl
think she might be pregnant. o

Without saying a word, he laid his hand on my neck and brought my head to his shoulder.

Oh, Godéwhere the hell were all these tears c
to do that? And the words just kept coming.
she could come to me with idandwipedmyhbyaswitsmyme t h

hand. It was too damn cold to be doing this outside. | reached inside my coat pocket and
grabbed my gloves to slide them on.

He kissed my cheek. Ohéit would have been
mylipsmeehi s, but | froze. | was paralyzed. He
| just nodded and Ethan grabbed my hand to lead me back toward the dorms. The bitter cold

lashed at my wet face. His hand was firm around mine and gave me comfort. deyvas

gui eter than 106d expected when | said, AThank
He sqgqueezed my hand. AWhat are friends for°-
The snow was falling harder now and Ethan released my hand, instead wrapping his arm

around my waist. | rested my head against hisshoalded di dndét <care how muc

my face. Et hands next words were unexpected.
Wo w. That was weird. And | knew Brad | i ke:t
AWhy?o0
AOhéjust the way he | ookeéeddtatslyou the t bhek we
break. o Had he seen my close encbodt beewi th
convinced he had, but now | wasndét so sur e.

|l didndt want Ethan to think wkaWhattwertdadhappet
happened between Brad and me was some weird, animalistic, electromagnetic, primitive thing

that | seemed to have no control over. And i
to feel for the man ntefedl comfortabieevith our 8iendship, é 1 wan't
especially if that was all it ever wound up b
Andéany friend of yours is a friend of mine. o

lungs as I tried to relax.

Al di dnidatwanye.an ilt shrugged and feigned ignor
more was said on the subject I wrapped my a
i mportant to me and hoped this particular top

* % %

Over the next month, Jennifer and | seemed to become close friends. We did everything
togethed eating our meals, studying at the library, exercising. She seemed to fill in the gap of
my lost friendship with Jill, the one I still clung to becauseEemed to signify the last vestige of
who | was before coming to college.

Ji || never did come t drealyd & was nolbig suprisstbmed d pr o1
Instead, she wrote me a long email confessing thatathim fact been pregnant, justs 1 6 d
guessed. Shedd gotten an abortion and-someho
school Catholics, so they wereno6ét too pleased
accusations, she moved out offiendtemovepaofth@t s6 ho
|l ight of her parentsdé disapproving gl ares.



| felt bad for Jill, and | wondered how this would olga her life. Did she love Chgler
boyfriend of just a couple of years? She was now a ningtegrold wife who had broken ties
to her family, and | wondered what kind of emotional scars the abortion would leave her with.
That coul dnét have been an easy decision, and
it ? When sheiddh gion®? t Ihr oiudptichave hkeencsuppottiveant Ch a d
t hat way, but | hoped | was wrong. Godéif 106
able to talk like we had in high school, maybe | could have talked to her, felt her out. Did she
really want to be married? Could shevh tried to mend the issues with her parents? Did she
even try? As her friend, maybe | could have helped her see the rational side. But what did |
know? Maybe shedd made the best decision out
felt final, kind of like aDear Johnletter, terminating our friendship. But | felt | still had to try to
salvage what we had. So | emailed her back, but when she never responded, | took the hint. The
email was, perhaps, her last farewell.

Zan@ what wasi mpi withe hnew semester? 't di dn@é
he was definitely taking an interest in me, and | had no idea why. Maybe he was tired of seeing
Ethan piss away one opportunity after another. And, aside from just tethagl was madlyin
l ove with him, | dildondd tn ekvneorw bweheant féolcosweagrtdo wdiot. h
from an oldfashioned familg | thought it washisjob to make the first move. So | tried to at
least create the ideal environment for that first mdvaern time with him; we texted a lot,

usually about music or something funny; and h
with a sappy look on my face.

ButZan he came over to my dorm r oom. A | ot.
unwelcome. He started walking with me to my classes when he could. At first, | thought he was
interested in Jennifer, but he wasndét wal ki ng

chatting her up before | got home. And, to quell any doubts | had in my miratehiavited
me to the first dance of the semester.
His darkblue eyes twinkled when he asked me, and at first | thought he was joking. Then |
could have kicked myselfwhen he and I had talkedi J anuar vy, I hadnét conf

scope of the affection | felt for Ethan. That was my fault entirégneh ad asked, and |
told him Ethan was m3anemesedet degireé veantdBet hdnd adnot
girl friend, was to snuggle up close to him, w
before.

Zanewaited formy answerto his questionand when | gave it, | was slow and cautious.

il 6 mén odanesaur e,

He wasnodét a qui t tblakhairand eaneddoswlard. dGod) lreceldhsh i s
gorgeous, and my subconsciaiarted giving him serious consideraton A Why not ? We
friends, right?0o Hi s eyes searched mine and
word,andmys i | ence told him what he needed to know.
except as a friend. He stared at me. ATrust me on this
you care about Ethan a | ot, no maButweatwowch at yo
ithurtforyou to go to the dance with me?0

A O Zane I know Ethan wonodot ask me to the dan
Day dance. And if | go with youéo I felt th
ddn 6t want to hurt the man whodd actually grow



He knew what | was saying, though. AHeol | 1
AJesus fuck. Val , | really dondédt want to be
ofemotimal struggle in his eyes N No. Fuck it.

AWhat ?0 No way was he getting away with not

A NoO. Forget it.o He took a deep breat h. l’

He startedo stand up, sbstood too. He was tall, but | still reachext his shoulders. |
wasnot going to be demanding, because that al
withholding somethingfrommea nd | wanted to know. APl ease t
then above my head asoméehwad !l | dlehimhidndeout A&

And thatdés when | saw the change in his eye:

He looked almost sadHe sighed and thensafi,Et hanéuhéi s taking anothe
dance. 0
The breath left me just as surelyia&ould have had someone punched me in the gut and

thrown me to the ground, following it up with
they were too fresh, and I dm sure | | ooked I
Wow. That hurt morethanlwouldave expected, because |1 6d th
best friendsfmaybe relationship down the line stance Ethan had taken. But now | knew. Ethan
didndét | ove me that way, probably never woul d

accept thathe occasional arm around my shoulders, kiss on my chadkand in mine were
simply friendly gestures that meant something entirely different to Ethan than they did to me.
And that meant another thirgg well. That meant it was time to give othergtheir shot.
|l 6d t hwarted advances from classmates here an

actually have to be rejected. I't was time to
with Zane Zane an incredibly goodookingguy who was also afrieddh e 6d be a great
candidate, and | guessed he was just in the r
took a deep breatha@@ned i dn6t say a word. He | ooked | i ke
istomorrowni ght, right?0

He | ooked unsur e, as though we were venturi:
wer e. AUh. . .yeah. o

| took a deep breath and tried to smile, but
injected with Novocamen.by?itwWwhat time will you

Zanet ri ed to appear sober, but | could see th
with me?o0

|l nodded. AYeah. o

He got his bearings back. AUméei ght od6cl ocl

AYeaheo

He placed his hands on nmn.sholudmesrosr.r y filY osua i

What an asshole. o
| shook my hZared. YoiuNower eNoj,ust the messenger
time. Iflreallyd i doaré about Ethaninthatwéyas | 6 d been tZangitheng t o c

it shoultdmadt ,huwitgha? So I had to make the sm
to have a great time. o
AYeah, we are,admd Hé& mhsgged hhme sensed he shou

yet, anyway. Because he knew. Deep down, he knew. No mattel sed, it was pretty
apparent to every fucking person on the plaxeeptEthan that | loved the boy. S@newas
going to try to comfort me or, at the very least, help me save face. And | appreciated that. Sure,



| knew he had an ulterior motive,fou I wasndét going Amd hlodmd ¢ lhradg Ie
wasnodét doing his ego any favors. He knew he
enough about me that 1t didndét matter.

When he left my room, | just leaned my back against the door, trying to recover. And | was
gl ad Jennifer had a c¢l ass, weulll besabletadealavithithisn 6t b e
freshpaimn my own for a whil e. The wounds were t
them yet.

| threw myself on my bed and cried and cried to the point of exhaustlwadf filled my
wastebasket with waddeg tissues After | got over my feelings ofdartache, | then felt pangs

of jeal ousy against this girl I didndt even Kk
when | wasnot | ooking.

And then | thought é ma ydewvoudde mygJormtob t he dance
revengeénot eveaw |l muclEtheadhd kmww hme .

| took a deep breat h. No, |l coul dndét be | il

But | didndét want to act I|i kd oa lail trdzengel yc Ipirlo
andwh o knew? Maybe 1 6d have fun after all

It was another remindéhnat | really fad fallen helplessly in love with Etha@nd | told
myselfi f he doesndédt want to go to the da®ge with
yes. | could think those words, but believing them was another thing entirely.
And those feelings? was having a hard time shaking those too.
| felt so vulnerable, so much in pain that | could be easily destroyed. | needed to bounce
back, as had been my nature up to this point. That was when | decided life really does go on, and
| was going to enjoynyself at the dance.



Chapter Nine

AOH, MYGOD, Val, you |l ook so cute, o0 Jennifer said
My normally straight, shiny brown hair now cascaded in curls down my back over the flaming
red str appgsentdwears Barlieréhdioringo | 6d wal ked downt own
consignment store to look at seio r ma | dresses and chosen that |
but it fit like it had been made for me, and red always brought out the color in my cheeks and
eyes. Looking at myself in the mirror one last time, | thought that Ethan had never seen me
dressed up before.

No. | had to push him out of my head. | had to forget the emotions | had for him and start

over . Il coul dndét do ytfelwainutes.flooked dt yaaflecton a bou't

again. lrealhdidl ook pretty. | 6d never been one to ot
makeup in such a way that my eyes stooed out a
andahalfinch heelswere 6t somet hing 16d normally wear ei't

calves that were just barely peeking out from under th&etegth skirt.

Jenni fer was going to the dance with a guy ¢
came by to get heand then | was left all alone with my reflectiaaneshould be arriving at
any minute, and | had to get in the proper mi
before if | wanted to go out to eat first, but ITknéaned i d n 6 t icl@aoneampus, scethat
would mean either walking downtown or going to one of the eateries on campus. Neither idea

sounded particularly fun, so I told him I &6d |

planned.Zanemight have even planned to sgy for a cab, but | knew he was a poor college

student just I|Iike I was, so |I wasndét even goi
WhenZanegot to the door, | was surprised. He was weariagiaand it shocked me. |

dondét know what |1 6d been expecting, but it wa

have thought the same about me, because he sm

Val eri e here? | youtethtreed sd anroade . d 61 1 just take
| started | aughing. AYou | ook pretty good
He grinned. AThanks, but ébo He | et out a | «

| 61 | keep all the guys at the dance off you. o
| blushed and giggled, and | was afraid my cheekbably matched the color of my dress.

Al 6m sure theyol|l al | be plenty tied up with
He brought his hand out from behind his back to prodysekacarnation which he handed

to me. I smil ed as i Zase yadeindtn 6tto uhcahveed tnoy dnoo steh
His smile was slight and sweet. Al wanted t
Al s hosdmdthingparvoeu nd her eéo | thought Jennifer

bottle in her trashcan, and | did see one when | peeked. | filled it almost full at the sthiemnd

placed it on my desWwith the carnation in it Altdos really pretty. Tha

doing it, but | kissed him on the cheek. An unexpected flower deserved nothing less.

| grabbed my dorm kegff my desk and then pulled my long black wool coat out of my
closet tucking the key in a pocket I't was perhaps the only coat
completely ruin the illusion of a glamorous dress.

We didnét say much ommoumcwdleld t owahae tsheae dle:
ever seen that room used for banquets and conveyperactivities on campus, so | was



looking forward to seeing it used for what it had been designedmegot brave and grabbed

my hand. | smiled. Aftea f ew more steps, he said, fABet the
musi c we usually appreciate, eh?0
Al heard they got a DJ, so we could al ways 1
He started | aughing. Y e ahhe b aagnsd wodum ds ueraet ail

AThey just might. o

He laughed even harder as we reached the outsideashabhe pulled it open for me. The
student center was always darker at night, but it was just as busy. | knew there was some movie
marghon going on in théheater, for starters, but there were bodies buzzing here and there,
heading toward different places.

When we got to the ballroom, the dance was well underway. It was dark in there, but there
were lots of colored lights bouncing off the walls, and thev@3 lit up against one wall, already
playingsomeslownovi ng, sappy song | 6d never heard bei
on the dance floor, swaying to the beat of the music.

There was an untended coat rack by the doordaseslid the coat off p shoulders and
hung it up. It might not have been cold inside, but the air made my bare shoulders feel chilly
nonetheless. We looked over the sea of bodies, moving as though in tune to a breeze flowing

over t hem. AMi ght a dleduymeltolthe gdget of tisetcrawdt Ehen,h® he s
wrapped his arms around my waist.
A sl ow dance was probably something | was be¢

much reason to learn to dance. | could bang my head just as good as anyone else, and even
moshing didndét r equiSodancnd?yNotmythiogButslow! | er moves
dancingél thought placeccmy totearmstomhisgHo@ders as he drew me |

close and our motions started resembling those of the rest of the crowd.

Oh, shit He smell ed really good, andologneMasa dn ot
masculine (for lack of a better wordhd tempting and made me want to get even closer. And |
hadndét realized how rock har dWiatstguclkhnedight was un
then was a couple of thingd i r st of al |, |l hadndét been ki sse
hadnodét had much experi enc e indhe pasthuttheyweddomh ad a
my chur ch back aucahimagme thasoor kissingrwas rated@&3z:atybest.
Secondél was ready to modare® i nlt odirdantéetd kRn otwe.r r iE
felt in his arms surprised the hell out of me. My emotional response to him was strong, and |
never woull have expected that.

He said in my ear, Al wasnot kidding when |

Hi s breath right there didndét help the craz)
intact under the surface. What was going on witl? iéas it the flower&dé6d br ought me?

fact that |1 6d been pining for and rejected by
eager. was glad it was darkish in the ballropbecause Wassure | was blushing yet again.

AYou | oo kZamproe a tA ntdasmans sotndiry to him as it was to me? But he

really did look good. And just as my consciousness acknowledged it, | realized the rest of me
startedthinkinga bout Et han, wondering where he was, wh

here at this danaer if he was fucking some girl in his dorm room wtilanewas conveniently
away.
God, | was just torturing myself, and | needed to stop. | was young and vibraz@arand
had made it clear that he was i ntedamfsst ed, eve



shoulder, determined to keep our conversation light and friendly, if indeed we wound up talking
at all.

As our bodies turned with the music, my eyes took in tleegitm the ballroom. As though
fate were mocking me, in walked Ethan with a tall, thin blonde hanging on his arm. Ethan
looked cocky and maybe even a little drunk. | wondered if he and the blonde had had a little fun
before the dantwanttoknbw.cer t ai nly di dno

|l closed my eyes, angry with myself that | \
even know that girl and | already felt like | hated,lzedlwa s pr ayi ng t hat Et hal
with her wouldndét grow serious.

PoorZane lwas so gl ad he didndét know what | was
myself, so when the song ended, | excused myself for a just a moment. | felt a tremendous surge
of relief that Ethan and his date were no longer near the doors. The hallwbgigidesr than
the ballroom, so | had no problems orienting myself and walked down the hall toward the
restrooms. There were a couple of girls in there touching up their lipstick and chatting about the
dance. |just needed a place to get a grip on myiensso | walked into a stall and just rested
my forearm on the side, then pressed my forehead into my arm. And there | stood for a good

severaiminutesjust egai ni ng my composur e. Il promised m
what. Zanewas a fun gy, nice and good looking, and he was obviously attracted to me. Just
because 1 6d never considered him before didno

just dwell on himand suddenly | was transported. | remembered how he smelled and how his
soft hair felt brushing my hands when wed6d be
could too.

So, when | returned to the ballroom, | was full of hope. And | maintained that hope even
when | sawZanetalking with Ethan near the wall where thd @as stationedl took another
deep breath, praying that | could be polite. As | approached#em) s s mi | e reached
| smiled back and then looked at Ethan and baid was surprised at his response, because he
seemed frozen, asthougeh coul dndt t e aOh, shit Bid he fgebtse sdmewagy me .
| did and | was too stupid to ever realize it till nowwas he as shocked Zanehad been at
how different | looked2Et han | ooked good too, buzrehe hadnod:
hadéEt han was we-arockstagirontmeamrdeessedip getup. And that wasot
good for me to see. He looked prettydhatark tight jeans and a butta@lown black shirt. | took
a deep breath again, trying to clamp down all the emotiony tedly off inside me. How
could I bury this weird emotionthis one pretending to be lofer Ethan if he kept doing little

things to stir it up? But | couldnodét | et it
and enjoy my date. Couleéthan orZanesee through my facade? They both knew me better
than 1 6d thought, so | hoped | could pull

As | gotthereZanedeci ded to play al pha male and s
was telling Ethan whatou said, about requestingserh hi ng hardcore from th
| was okay witzanéd s di spl ay, because i twaswosdermght | y ma
where the tall blonde washo had walked in with Ethan, but she snuck up behind him and
snaked her hands around his waist, kissingdnnthe neck.That green monster inside me
grabbed me by the spleen and squeezed. In direct proportion, | fought to keep the smile on my
face. llookedafaneand sai d, Al could stand some pretty
about you?bo
AHeldh. oy e



|l grinned. AHang on. 0 krdowigydhachthed fulleatdentorv er t o
andwondering exactly whattheJc oul d pl ay here that the sweeth
much about.

When | got to his table, he pulled off his headpl®os . He | ooked bored.
request?o

AWel |l , kind of. 0 I raised my voice so0o he c

AWhat 611 it be?o0

AUmémy friends and | arenét really into thi:
pl ay with t he retcategpirg togidght now, muw o n ¢ @ hodv bigis your
selection of music?0o0

He still didndét appear to be amused, but he
| tried to quicklyinmymindthnk of arti sts who #&woulthsiasei ¢ wa s n
pop loversoff. Something a little more mellgvess gritty. | knew there were plenty of

crossover rock bandsl t hough | di dnot,andiksetvevensone oftmyem t hat
favorites had a few | ighterl tsuanieds,. 0 My iflrliédn dns
to |Ilisten to hard heavy metal, but you canoét
|l still want to freak my friends out if | can
He raised his eyebws as if trying to urge me to hurry the hell up.
|l was panicking. AGot any Kid Rock?0
This time he actually cracked a smil e. A Nai

And then a little devil jumped up on my shoulders, just like in the old cartoons. Or at least it
felt that way. Icould have picked something innocent, and | cegtainlld have picked
something leseffensive by Kid Rock, but no. My tongue let it loose before my conscience
coul d wr esHowabouwSbhMbtt 6 i

AYou got it. But ,wojrudsstd I slo 6bse ynduktneodw ,0 t he b a
AThat 6s fine. o Oh, shit, what had | done?
| started to walk away when he said, nAGive 1
| nodded and kept walking, ready to crawl into a hdlkat little devil was about to get me

in a bunch of trouble I could maybe play innocent and bl

do that either. When I rejoined my groupelt almost giddy. | had a secrand | was going to
shock the hell out of them.
And | figured it wouldadeagkéedbofiBomends attent
|l grinned and was glad to see Ethands | itt]le
have to wait and find out. o
He smil ed at me. f

Little teaseeéeo

Ethanwasquieeend | coul dndét read the | ooikghotn. ohi s f

Oh, I should have been nice. I really shoul
shit. o Wh o a . First off, |l was cussing a | ot
but thédthat éig reallybeennecessaryProbaby not . AOh, sorry. Umi
tonight too. o Hot, really, but | wouldnoét ha
to grow.

AThanks. 0 Okayél couldnét take | ooking int ¢

glint was therebut there was something else too. Desire? | looked away, o¥@m@trying to
think of something to say, but | had to break eye contact with Ethan. Yeah, | knew his eyes were
filled with desire, but it couldndt have been



St i lifelt &pull tonard him. For the first time since the first déydnet him, choosing to
sit by him based solely on his looks, | could admiinyselfthat Ethan was an attractive guy.
He was gorgeous, and he looked great in bla@aestarted to say something where thJ

switched to yet another slow pop song. Iwas hoglie®Jhadnét been | ying ear
actually play what | asked him to. Et han sai

| was lookingaZanewh en he shrugged. teUp the Wwasndt BL
about it.

| drew in a deep breath. Oh, Ethan. Why? And why nd\ten | looked over at him, his
eyebrows were raised in question. ADance?o0

| felt awkward as hell. AUm, sur e.do He di

That woul dndét have be e nisdatanyway? He ftedus wghtdorthee t h e
middle of the crowd, far away from eyesight, considering it was dark and crowded near the
center.

My stomach clenchetightly as Ethan faced me on the dafloer and slid his hands onto
the small of my back, pulling me cl ose. But
way his eyes had | ooked at me back there. |t
me out. | wrapped my arms aralihis neck hesitantly, not wanting to get too close. | was
afraid my cool exterior would blow away if | got too close.

And his gazeéoh, Lord, | could barely take
anymore and dropped mine to look at his neck i | meant what | said bac
spectacul ar . 0

Why in hell was my heart speedingup?o n 6t | ook meéahmhi mit t oo, Et
your color. o What ? |l really said that out |

ASo why did Zgam#u0 come with

Oh,IwantedtosaBema use someone el séndidandt &askamd, 0
There. There could be no misconstruing my words.

AAnything wrong, Val ?o0

Quickl vy, | said, fANope. O

He lowered his head a little, forcing me to look in his eyes ormslkéooking like a real
j er k. AYou sure?o | Zanekdk pratty goddaogdetherc Ridiyou o u s .

plan the outfits?o0
| started | aug hzaneglotlongdr thhan uhawe e Dokshoekvike the kind
of guy whodédd plan outfits with a girl 2?0
He grim e d . ANO. Guess not . o
AYou andét hat gir/l | ook nice toopolite |1 wasn?ot
We were quiet for a few momentand | rested my head against his shoulddrenThe said,
iMer cy. O

AWhat ?0

AMercy. Her nameds Mercy. o

AYodiat e?o0

AYeah. o I was painfully awar eThedfhermoveds hands

themup farther pressing me closer, and | felt like | could barely breathe, simply because | was

so nervous. | felt his breath against my ear, and hefsdidd m gl ad youdbére my fri
|l wasndét quite sure what to say. Did he ev:«

entirely? |l just said, Al am too, 0 but there

against my neck. Was | imagng that? The fingers of my right hand tensed against his neck so



that my nails were pressing into the flesh, a
i f

Il di deée
But then | hear&aneasking to cut in.Ethan let go, and | could tellhe wasuet t a nt . nSe
you | ater, Val .o But it was for the best.

* * %

Zanewas still laughing as we walked up to his dorm room. The DJ had waited longer than
five minutes to play the Kid Rock song, but h
feeling moe like my old self againZanethought it was hilarious seeing how some of the more
prim girls reacted, although there were plenty of other girls (and guys) who loved the song

choice. And | was gl adwidntedtadbddkadt t bakbseei t hasK
word.

Heb6d wanted to take me s omewhaaampasplacesweee s oda
cl osed. I told him that was fine, that [106d h
of sodas in the little fridge in hisroom,nd hed6d been told on good aut
Pepper and Diet Squirt. Als that true?o

| grinned as we left the studentcentérl s i t hates ame 9 0 u

AGuess youbll just have to find out. o

He unlocked the door to his room and turnedhanlight, then motioned me ii He y
thanks for comind with me to the dance. 0
AYeah. Thanks for inviting me. I had fun. ¢
The little refrigerator sat between the two twin beds in the room, and he walked over to it
and squatted. He pulled outsomecansd s ai d, ADi et Dr. Pepper. |
somet hind el se i f you AJiterbéditle dof Spkite. i t . 0 He pul |l
|l wal ked cl oser and giggl ed. i @dularSprite.a h . Wi
Thatdos so hardcore. o
He laughed and stood, then unscrewed the lid. He held it in front of myarakéhe smell
hit me right away. It was ligupand when | looked again, the liquid in the bottle clung to the
sides longer than water as it moved, one of those telltale sigdst cer t ai nly wasno
carbonated AVodka. o

| nodded. AOh. Well él think 1861l stick widHt
He shrugged. ASuit yourself. 0O He took a s\
ABut 1 f 1t ds gooknanya wiatkhe ytohui,s Idéanmn ti e of f . En
no time and then he said, AWhy dondét you take
Al om a |l ittle cold om he wal k. o

fr t

He sat on the side of the bedHepulédihissun ¢ o me |
jacket off and draped it on the bed.

| took in a slow deep breath. T ledrliesr was a m
encounter with Ethan to the back of my mind ever since it had happened. Why had he felt the
need to cofuse me so much? It was umfaunfair to both me andane

Well, | decided, Ethan had had plenty of chances, and putting the moves on me when | was
out on a date with someone ésehen we werdothon dates with other peo@dewas
completely uncool. And for all I knew, nothing betwaes would ever happerZanewas sweet
and good |l ooking, and | wasnoé6t thavmighgeadto s pur n
nothing So | walked over to the bed and sat nextito.



God, that cologne stil |l stibhedsbkéwlo ogdy,d .e a rltth yw,z:
yummy. ADid you want your pop?0 I shook my he
still havendét taken your coat off . 0

| smiled slightly, feeling awkward now, but | shrugged the coat off my shoulders. He helped
me slde it off the rest of the way, but his lips were on my shoulder beside the dress strap before |
even took the coat the rest of the way off my aramsl it just fell to the bed

| sucked in a breath i1invol unt anmpidlayitwas. | hadn
| 6d been suffering from rigid nipples thanks
responding to the touch of his lips. This was dangerous. | could tell that just from one touch of
his warm lips. And then his hands were aroomdwaist and he continued kissing a trail up my
neck until he reached my lips and | gladly, almost desperately, took him in. Oh, holy fucking

shit. Wo w. | had never been kissed |ike tha
been wearinfpraces and was a little sloppy, for startefane t houghéwel | , hi s m
|l i ke vodka, and that wasnot bad. I hadnot be

tentative at first, as though teasing me, and then he full on assaultedhnnés tongue. He was
in command, damn it, and | was his. That tongue of his stroked me and played with me, and my
mind wondered how that would feel everywhere else.

| could hardly keep up, and | was breathless. | had wthanfingers oimy right hanl in
his soft hair, while my other hamairled aroundhis warm neck And | was so into the sensations
he was stirring in my mouth that it took a little bit for me to register that his hands had moved up
from the small of my back to the middle, and he waging at the zipper.

But that pulled me out oFanda © and back to t he
AHMM? o
Al éuh, | 6m not ready for that vyet. o

| shoul dndét have wor de dstdpged undipping mywdressd bec aus ¢
began kissing my neck again. But as my eyes closed, enjoying his lips back on my neck, |
registered the | ook in his eyes. Godéhis eye
another wow moment. He somehow kndlttee right spots to kiss onymeck and throat
because | was feeling like | never had beforeever He eased me back on the bed until he was

on top of me, but he wasnodét trying to unzip m
way that it never had to a kiss befomed Inewé |l just knew i f | didnot
somethingbd r egret, especially since his hand t hat
upwards.

It was in that moment that | sensed a deep well of passion residing within me, something |
hadlitt e control of and something that could easi
too, my background, myaivet€¢ | wasndédt emotionally ready for
di dndét | ove. Zahebad it d overlrest dtherggye@arm . campus. But |
promised to myself a long time befdtes moment hat | woul dndét have sex
di dndét | ove.

|l must have been pressing against his chest
responding to his kiss as my brain battiath my loins. But he knew something was up.

AWhat 6s wrong, Val? You okay?o
| took a deep breath and tried to sit up. He had to first because half his body was on me, and
he did. He | ooked concerned. |l said, AThis
A smallsmile crossed his face, butthose é&yésh ey wer e st i | | dar k and

Dondét you | ike it?0



|l coul dndét help but smile back, but this wa:
problem. Ido. 0

ASo howbés that a pgraehylarmd o of his kinds continuedteroama s
my back, much like a runner continuing to jog in place &iddight not wanting to lose hisvel
ofintensitt he di dnoét wvpamdf tmad oisen twedd already hit
ready to poua bucket of water all over us.

Al need to beZasetdad ai @hd, witt hwayouhard | ooking
candt have sex with you.o

His brows furrowedb ut he acted | i ke my words werenot
throughtheh a z e . Still, he was trying to be cl assy.
| felt my mouthopepbut t here were no words. I hadnot
AWhy dondét we just see where this | eads?0
|l would have smil ed orf met. hafidnhdatt Obse ewh asto |sden

Zane Thatswhere this is | eading. o

| canodot describe the | ook that came over hi
passionate animalistic | ook in his eyes was s

ADoesfneéde|l itthat way to you?o

He | et out a small | augh. nJesus. You Ki d
much. o

| started giggling. Had | awakened a monst

Hi s hand stroked my cHKkegoe feel betteiithan you evenhasee | wo

before. o
My breath caught in my throat. After the way he had kissed me, | had no doubt that he

could make me feel |l i ke the woman | was becom
know you woulédh.ot Buwmt tlhé&mrjiwgsht pl ace. o0 Il di dn
rigid moral code | was living under.
| felt his hand on my chin, urging me to | oc¢
What the hell was | supposed tyanebstkEtha@wasl 6 d ol
able to see how I felt about the guy. So now | was considering lyigrejust to be nice, but
then | would be insulting his intelligence.
do that, | 6d harves tt oa lbeu tc ompdzahefe.l yl tidshéad 6 sl ntod
deep breath. AA |l ong time ago, |l vowed to my
didndét | ove. |l came from a pretty religious

characters woulgust have sex because they were attracted to each other, but there was no
emotional connectionSomy parents stressed that sex is a beautiful ttoagit should be with

someone you | ove. 0 dodarepewytmucmgbouhyadame | considéri s . Al
you my friend and, | think, with time, we could become even better friends. And who knows?
Maybe those feelings would grow. But right n
take that wrong. o

He didndot | ook angrndyd Ilert somrethp gt relgutst e
Youdbre a virgin, arendt you?o

Was itthatobvious?l 6 d been as honest as | could bring
wasnodét going to I|ie ow. | felt my cheeks gr

He pulled me into a hug and just held me cl
didnodt . Losing your Vvirgini ihnwalsnandthetchamcg b e d



that the roommate could show ywpu@ad waryt sttec olna
on and remember as your first time.Oo

| giggl ed. AProbably not. o

He pulled my face up gently with his h
decide your feelings are enough that | &dm

Oh. That knocked t he wiedZdneto hetso chivalrogwnd yet |
he was above and beyond. It was | ame, bu
time it was sweet and without his tongue.

ASoéyou wanwathbhhng aAntdtle TV?O0

| was getting the weird vibe that mayBanewanted to pursue an actual relationship with
me . |l would need to think about it |l wasnbo
ready. I still had the stupid Ethan hang up,
myself to someonelse. That much | knewS t i Zahe#as a nice guy and | respected him.
Hewass weet and considerate, and he seemed to ge
| should go. 0

AYou wanna take your Squirt with you?bo

|l |l aughed. AMaybe. o

He kissed me again, this time with less passht it was slow and sweet. The door to his
room slammed open and made me jump.

Yeah, it was Ethan.

| sat up straighter, realizing in that moment that the zipper on the back of my dress was still
gaping open, buhere was nothing else amiss. My hair was probably a little out of place, but
nothing crazy. AUhéido | 6m interrupting somet

Of course, he was interrupting something, and he knew itZ&uwt ever gentlemanly, said,
ANope. We wedg jtosway &t biacg te®aher dorm room
his jacket on, then offered his hand to me. 1took it and stood up while he picked up my coat so |
could slide my arms in. It would have been so easy for him to make a production out of zipping
my dress up, but he didn6oéitL.et 6kse gweas ycoaul nhm oamed 0

ANi ght, Ethan, o | said.

He saidgood nightb a ¢ k but there was somanehasnmgdti n hi s
|l ooking, because it wasnoonlytormeook he was mean



Chapter Ten

THE NEXT WEEK Zaneds af fections cool ed. |l wasnodét sur
against it, but I didndédt wunderstand it. So,
walk back to the dorms after class, ént down the hall wheredclass was and waited for the
students o get out. When he saw me, he sai d, A Oh,
ACan | talk to you for a minute?o0
He acted | i ke he was going to blow me off Db

| t wa s rnodbeconge@mymgre comfortable. We just had to talk it out. So | said,

AWhat 6s going on?bo

He shrugged as he wal ked besi de me. ALook,
back, but |l etbés be honest herid. alndEad tllhe gem
harbor feelings for Ethan, |l wondét stand an i
AAmMm | right?0

Yeah, he probably was. But | 0daneermwgmforwi | | i n
t hat . The i dea made me sad, but | wanted to

He stopped walkingand we stood under a tree with bare branches overhanging the
sidewalk. The sun was trying to shine through the clouds that wedaagrtheir lazy way across

t he sky. He brushed my cheek with his thumb
girl, Val. Youol I make someone happy someday
great. But | dondt etiwgwih sonteadeatizedeversion of Ethaninme ¢ om
your head. 0 Did I |l ook as pained as | was st
me into his ar ms. Al dondt want to hurt your
coming from?o0

Myvoice was qui et . Al guess. O

AAm | just 1 magining 11t? Do you have feeli:
into it?0

Noéhe was right. Absolutely right. And | 1
didndédt want t o pl adhe meetodanevasfaigabd duyand any girtwhes h o u |
snagged him would be damn [ ucky. Just the wa
told me hedéd be a find. But he was right. |
forgetZaneinah ear t beat . And thadat swowlkdmgt headf ai mlt
youdre reading too much i nto irandtalkabduttwsesndét g
feelings, and | wasnoO6t going to I|ie.

He let go of me and held out hishafdThen fri ends?0
God, he was being so cool about the whole thing, and | wondered in the back of my mind if
he and Ethan had had a similar conversation.
We continued wal king backon,o kuteéidsoryrmosur ridv
seeing anyone?0o0
AJenni fer? Il dondt think so. She went wi
He nodded and we continued wal king. ANo b
And somehowZaneand | made it through that awkward ph&s&ecome solid friends.
Et han, thoughéafter expressi nhgwasrowheretobed i nt er

t |
I



found. Zaneand | wound up eating meals alone, sometimes with Jennifer, other times without,
but Ethan often had reasons not to be th&@weld again.

That Thursday at dinner, Jennifégne and | sat at a table, and | noticéahewasstarting
to get friendlier with her. | was okay with that. He wanted a relationship, and | wanted him to

be happy, so | di dn dJenniferseemeddistiaated, shougm Halfwag t h e
t hrough our meal, she said, AVal, |l candt st a

| set down my for k. The girl was really up:
eaten much. AWhat ?0

AYkunow Charl otte?0

| al most st ar ttledoonmnate fyomihélg . AAs i n

AYeah. o

| nodded.She saidfi | s amalking & the library with Ethan, and they were holding
hands. 0

She could have gotten the same reaction from me by kicking me in the stomach with steel

toed boot s. It took me a f ewChanott®eOnt s t o catc
AYeah¢éo Her voi cecangortew ewelaky.ou faAnydénli ng el s
AOh, no, yewncaedt do that. What el se did
AUhécr ap. Theyéwere kissing. o

| closed my eyes and took a deep breath. No, that was okay. That was fine. Yeah, it was.
Maybe it was the kick in the teeth | needed to finally move on from the stupid alrseksid
with Ethan. Knowing that he had no interest in me aside from toying with me as though | were a
mouse to his cateéthat was a revelation | need
scooting the green beans around that side of the plate.

AYou ok adaneloweetl tsthead, trying to catch my eye.

|l |l ooked wup. I wasnot wasgoingitgdompbestmsocrel a f a k «
optimistic. AYeah. |l 6m fine. o

Hetookinabreatmnd | saw him clench his jaw. A Ok a

A Wa What? What are you hidingane? o

He | ooked shocked. He hadndt expected me t ¢
want to know, Val .o

AYeah, I do. o

AYou donot You think you do, but you donot

ADamianet havendédt wehbepestcwmpheteatfh ot her ab

ADonét play that card, Val .o I jusdet st ar ed
up to avoid what would happen next, but she stayshes i g h e d . ATheyéuheéet he\
pretty hot and heavy this week. 0

AWhat about Mercy?o

AWhat do you mean?o0

fiMercyd the gi r | he took to the dance. o0

Al have no i1 dea. Al | Il know is he and this
have been inseparable ever sincedd ad& mpei mnbe
you anything el se, Valerie Quinn.?o

I n spite of (or maybe because of) the heavy
it made me | aughéas though 1 6d been torturing

into some heavytst with Ethan. Maybe, though, he was wanting to spare my feelings.
Whatever the case, | 6d respect his wishes.



And | didn6ét say another word, but | was gr
want me, but whylid he have to pickCharlotte? Hénew about the bad blood between her and

me . Hell, hedd even defended me against her
become my enemy?

On our way back to the dorm&anea s k ed, fAYou okay?o0

| shrugged. AYeah. O

We got to our buildinggndZanes ai d t o Jenni fer, ADo you mind
mi nut es?o0

She smil ed. AnOf course not. |l have a huge

We stood outside while Jennifer went in thr

ASeridywsal yonna be okay?o0

Ishrugged. AHel | if I know. | 6m just wonde

He chuckl ed. Al 6ve often wondered that mys:¢
what 6s wrongyowiot h Et han 1 sé

fiMe?

AYeah. He hasésome fuwgkéd kpempotyioonpalbeuitn

AWhat ?0

AYeahéhe cmlste ® you hi s

Now | wa sWHatPbotber ejdu.st inodded and shrugged hi s
what the hell does Charlotte Edwards have to

Zanesmiled, closed hiseyes,aach ook hi s head. AThe guyds go
little Miss Mercy didndét exactly put out and Miss Ec
he sayno? 0

ABut éof al l peopl eéo

AHey. |l never said he was smart. o

| coul dnét hel pf arhmei gd aare rmy kfnaeove .wa s Or | oy a

AHeyél 6m not gonna make apologies for him.
really do think hebds fucked in the head when
misguided attempt to keepyouopa& de st al . 0

AThsftucked up. o

ANot as much as youdd think.o He put his at
toward the door again. ABut | etds get you in

Yeahébut | was feeling colder inside

* k%
Laterthatnightt i eci ded | just needed to talk to Eth

Ethan Richards had put a bullet through my heart, and | wanted some resdhdatibtexted
Zaneand asked him to let me know if or when Ethan was there. He textedMatkere t.
Will let u no.

So | tried to focus on reading my Art Appreciation texthodkter on, though, | got another
text Heds here and sheds | eaving.

That was my opportunity. Jenni fer had alre:
where | wagyoing. | just grabbed my key, tucked it into my jeans pocket, and raced down the
hall to the stairs. Our buildings, along with one other, were connected through a glass walkway
at the ground level, and | ran down the stairs of my building on the fawbele the walkway
was. Just as | got to the ground floor, Charlotte was starting to walk into our building. She
spotted me and stood in the doorway, blocking my way out.



|l tried to keep my voice calm whehostle. sai d, f

Charl otte wore a clingy blue satiny dress wi
imagination to see the curves of her body, and she seemed confident showing off her cleavage.

Her 1l ips curled into a sneer. APl anning to s

God, hhoewkdn osw ? That pissed me off. AThat 06s
closer to her. AExcuse me. O This time | sta

A Why ? You think if you go up there now, he:i

AWhy do vylouc cuwlrd ?foe el a fury building inside
before.

She smiled and | eaned against the doorframe.
have been able to get away with blocking the doorway, but this late at nightwteeree n 6t many
girls in a hurry to get back to their rooms.
tasted me and, believe me, heoll be begging f

Soéwas she trying to teldl me she aasdrueEt han |
|l knew she was trying to make me angry. | ha
mysel f. tadgtyf whow 6d@en&to any of your other boyfr
seconds?0

|l coul d tell from her sevyaeyse dt hcaatl m,6 dt hhoiutg ha s «

her to. | thought she would come at me like she had the night she moved out. And | had been
ready for that; | was prepared to fight if | needed to. This confrontation had been a long time
coming betweenthetwdas. i You6r e so smug. Il just want to
I know youdre just wmpseatotbegomays s oEtylbardrwantued
what he wants. 0

| started | aughing. I probmylsley fshouwlldm@dtn 6h :
really wanted youchlamydia 0

She was starting to squirm. She moved out of the doorway just slightly to get closer to me.

Il stil |l coul dndét have just gone around withou
Avati e, why does it bother you so much?0o0 She
AAt | east now | know why you thought he was s
like a stallion and gets this wild look in his e§es

Al donoheawanitt .to I moved forward so that we
didndt want to hear about her pl eawyhoyfreeddl e ni g
|l was tired of her games, so | shaomakedteany way
and she grabbed my arm to pull me back.

Al 6m not through talking to you, Valerie Qui
hard, but | hadndét been expecting i1 t, and | |

When | regained my [foloGvenghad ermouwgh Adfh ayd w.t

Nowékeep i n minimexpériengseishiangydumgn a small t own

physically fought another soul in my life. Not only did | not know what | was doing, | felt like
an idiot. But something my little brotherhadltd me once stuck with me.

the bully hit you, heoll keep hitting you. H
what | thought Charlotte wasjust an overgrown bully. So, like it or not, | thought | needed to

fight bac k . And thhatpsnwhatd hedidn the stomach.
didndot want her to think 16d just cower and r

around her stomach. Ho p i naye to dpealto ee Irget cldsdte | a s



her face and sai d, ADonot mess with me, Charl

doorway.
| 6d t hought we hegrabbed mythair frdnobelend and pulied rme onto the
floor . Ho | .ylt fedt hs thowgh timyaneedlasweré poking through my skull. When |

hit the floor, so did the back of my head.
Before | could even register what was happening, she was squatting over my stomach.

AVal erie, youdre mine now.u thArnd HEtimen®s not h
|l tried to fight back, but shedd pinned my :
Charl otte had a snide | ook on her face. AnFir
squirm, but | coul dn dirst. Hedooked good éndgh tavemath Andout t o
those eyesémmméso | grabbed his hand under th
what? | had my first orgasm right there in the restaurant. But all that did was make him want me
more, so whenwe gottoltisr uck, | | et him have me anyway he
| was repulsed. Ididotwant t o hear about myEharalnatt €06 sd oned
know how | did it, and maybe it was because s
my force, | arched my back and managed to gain enough wiggle room that | could throw her off.
And then | got on t otpt eo,f Ihedro.n 6 tilwatnotl dt oy ohue a rC

then got off. | walked away, sure for some stupid re#isainshe would leave me aloties
time. |1 was now walking down the wide walkway between the dornpaus$ed andvatched her

through the glasd o o r and even though shedéd stood up,
turned around nd started walking to Ethanods
know 1 f | was h rting worse physi cdadmetfymeor e mo
to heal wup, but first |1 wanted twasldstinmysh what
thoughtsandva s n 6 t p a yto mygurraundingsantd Charfotte must have slipped her
heels off, because as | walked past the humming sadammi ne s, I coul dndét hea
polished tile. She jumped on me from behind, throwing me onto the floor. She held me down,
with me lying on my stomach. She wormed her fingers through my hair and started bashing my
head against the floor.

Oh, Gal,thath ur t . | tried to twist my head so my
but my forehead was getting plenty. Even tho

managed to throw my head into the floor once, and it hurt like hell. The sec@d knew
what to expect and was fighting it, but | felt lightheaded and nauseous.

AWhy, Charl otte? Wh a t did |l ever do to you
She snarl ed and paused. AYo think youdre
nce, and youdbre this perfect I|ttIe fucking vi
our room mid semester with one of the hottest guys on campus. Sorry, but a littlengoody
shoes | i ke you doesndt deslkatve aYguywowladndtot |

what to do with the damn thing. o
| growled again, using the muscles in my neck to push against her hand, but it was becoming
alosing battlei An d h e meavalerie. elrdfact, he said he wished you were more like me.

He could never |l ove you. You play too sweet.
itdéoll never happen. o

Her words hurt worse that her physical beating was. And, believing that Ethan might have
actually said those words, | lost hope. Shesehs t hat and said, fiLoss fo

Slam!went my head into the floor again, and | saw a white flash.



AGet the fuck zZahedgfolhert hLhlardodd ree Os . He mus
worry when | didnét arrive right away.

| lay there and felt ér beingpulled off my body, but | was losingbnsciousnessl drifted
off, and the next thing | remembered was Ethan rolling me over, holding my head in his hands.

Myeyesclosedagalmnd | heaZade hlient :sygeti her nwp to our
remember that trip, only that they helpeddmmostly carried mé back to theidormroom.

When | opened my eyes again, | noticed | wa:
Zanew a s . AVal , are you okay?0o He rightsidesdimyd my h
head. I blinked but didndét say anything. i G

AEt hanéshe saidéo

Gently, he |l aid his finger on my |ips. nShl

Zanecame back in the room with a wet washcloth, and Ethan wiped the blood off my face.
| winced. It hurt.

Ethan looked aZane iMaybe we should take her to the

|l tried to sit up. ANO. |l cands,and ol donodt

Aval , dondt worry about it. Youdbve been thi

| shook my head, sending new waves of pain through my bones.

AEnough. Webre going. o

| sighed but then told them wedd nekid my da
my dorm room.Zanewe nt t o fetch my pur se. I gave him
Jenni fer a chance to answer the door first

chair or something. While he was gone, Ethan stroked th@side my head t hat hadn

beaten in. AGod, Valeéthis is all my fault.
ANo, 1 tds not, Et han. Sheds psychoti c. Al
AYeah, but she probably woul dndt have done i
|l tried totsmeéasshdllTdad bds
Al guess | deserve that.o
Al was just joking. o
Al wasnodt. o We were quiet then, and | cl os:¢
wrapped around Et han. Man, shedéd known how t
but | ovi cab@tutknde ones shedd inflicted on my

| was having a hard time holding onto wakefulness, but soon | was in the emergency room,
waiting for someone to look at me. When the doctor came in the room, he kicked the men out.
He believed | had a minopbacussion and said that someone should wake me up every few

hour s. I f | didndét wake up, they needed to c
sent me on my way. They said theydod bill my
nextday and | et them know what happened. I kne:

them to know the detailastead of getting the bill or the statement from the insurance and
wondering what happened.

It was | ate when we gotnibagk aot uoaalkl dor mE#€lea
you staying in our room, okay? We need to keep an eye on you likedhet or sai d. o I

protest
Zaneasked, fAYou need me to fetch anything fro
| shrugged. Al dondt think so. o0
He noddegd.nnafnlgbmshower then. o



~

Ethank nel t over and untied my shoes for me. A
wake you up every few hours |ike the doctor s

AEt han?o He | ooked up at me from where he
waiting for me to speak. AThanks. 0

He frowned. Al dondt know what for. But éy
and 1611 pull the covers over you. o0

| did as he asked, and he pulled the sheet and blanket over my body. He sat on the bed next
tome and moved my hair off my forehead. ATel |
t hat ?0

| sighed. AYou really
occurred earlier that weve
building up until he andanef ound me i n t
Charl otte said you told h
Shkkadt hat ?0
Yeah. o
e |l eaned c

O change.

i d

want to know?o He n«
n i nofthe flight of stairstinrnmey t i me

he hall way. ABut éwh
er you wished | was

oser to Imewmoulfdl nneevveerr ssaayi dt htahta.t ,
0 He stroked my cheek with his
0

t
| f t say that, I dondt need to. o
Oh, yeah, do need your forgi venesvas. I ne
go

h

<
(@)
St St = T St

S0 ddamned temptingébo

I adnoét needed to hear that either, and if
But , I n that moment, he | ooked so vulnerabl e.
openéexposed, an doseh Bledwads layioghanself baredorme,dou mepand
gone was that glint in his eyes hedéd uswually
guard down too. AEt hanél have to tell you s
longago,andhope youdl understand. 0o Hi s eyes jus
He didndét need t ask. So | cont i inthowht. Al é
you just consi de i
know and t hen, w

d me a fri ¢lomger. Isvantyputd e f t
| éwhere it goes from here
Hi s eyes searc d mine. ARAre you saying Yyol
| 6d already sa too much, so | just nodde
eyesand letoutalongr e at h. AYou have no fuckzZaneg i dea.
just thought you wanted to be friends with me
huckl ed, but 1t hurt my head. AEt hanédo
[
t

I
o]
re
el
h e
i d

n O

ti ng behnondacyomiud e mt .cd a stbat Mrepstalkilgd hi s ey
en you invited me to mé#at concert. Wh
He gr i nnedZanewasSuppoped th coms with me, but some little sororityrgirl
a miniskirtinvited himtoab ar becue. He coul dndét pass up a ¢
you told me you were into metal and | had an extra ticket. Perfect timing. What about you,
though? What do you mean sitting behindwas no accider And thenéwhy the
you o to the dance witdane? 0
AWhyybudy o with that Mercy chick?0
Al al ready t gdudndymnevere strictlyfrietdhomlyBdrs i des, youodr eé
pur e. |l didnét want toésoil you. o Had | not
hecontinued.fAndéwel | € a manés gotta do whaidma manos
head throbbed again. nAre the pain meds from

u
t
h



AHe shouldoét take anything else for a few mor e
Ethan noddedi You 6 r eg anvyo iodtihner questi on. 0O

AOhwel | , | éuhél noti ced vy daokingguyankanpus,sol You W
wanted to get to know you. o
He smilal and looked almost embarrassedhaffwasd i r st . AReal | y?o I

as his expression grew magerious, he touched my chin and lowered his lips to mine. | closed
my eyes. | had been waiting for this moment for so Idfig. lips were soft and warm and as his
parted, mine responded. In just seconds, | was tasting the sweetness of him, andstarteelad

to spin. In those few moments, | was aware of his breath on my cheek, of my heart beating, the
blood pumping through my veins. My hands grabbed-&isrt into fists, not wanting to ever let

him go.

My spinning head, t hlydugtothe bneathtakingkissn Whenhee c e s s
opened his eyes, he said, AYou need to rest.o
out his cell phone. Al &dm gonna wake you up e
eyesclosing. Butliddnot fall asleep until I felt him |
over my waist, and the weight of it made me feel secure.

|dritedi nt o a peaceful sl eep. Not only had | Kk
webdd fi nal | y hdred ouedbepesufeelingsavithlose,another, and now | felt closer

to him than ever before. His arm holding me close all night long reassured me of the new love
we shared as well as our enduring friendship.



Chapter Eleven
Present

ABREATHE, BABE THAT 6 $ . Through your nose, out your

Yeah, easy for him to say, but | bit my tongue. He was just repeating what the childbirth
coach had told him in our <cl asses. I coul dno

But as hard as the earlier phases had been, the last hour had been excruciating. The nurse
kept telling me not to push, that | wasnodt re
only way. But | was stil | tapamkllerinmglViblie pai n.
wasnot feeling it.

Finally, the fucking doctor arrived. I  want
but he was trying to be cheerful, something h
examined me, shovinglatexgloved hand inside to measure the progress of my uncooperative
cervix, and he said, AYoudre ready. o

| saw one of the nurses wheeling in all kinds of studftable for the baby, complete with a
lamp on top. | almost laughed, thinking it looked ldkee of the heating lamps at a fast food
restaurant. Then she wheeled in a stainless steel table full of instruments, much like | was sure
they used during the Inquisition. The doctor sat on a rolling stool and turned around to examine
his tools of tortue while the bedside nurse rattled off instructions. She told me to wait until the
next contraction and then to push. She and Ethan would count to ten out loud, and | was to push
as hard as | possibly could for the duration of the countdown while puatlyjnignees to my
chest. After three tries, then | could rest until the next contraction.

And then | understood why labor was so paiéfgb that when it was time to push, it was a
relief.

And it was. | heard Ethan and the nurse cheering me on while the,dadtis calm
monotone voice, kept urging me to ACome o
the pillow and tried to gather my strengt
never seen him look like that before, and mast scared me, especially because he was &ying
andfailingd to put on a brave face. Was something wrong? He brushed mysvedad hair
away from my face with his hands, and | wasno
overcame me.

Thistime,l coul dndét even hear them counting as |
had. | could feel them bearing down on that little life inside me, trying to force it out into the

hY

n. o
h.

wor | d. Al see your babyds head. g @abilBason, no
the doctor asked and then Ethan | et go of my
stop pushing. o He started doing something wi

was exhausted. When | opened my eyes, | sénarEwith scissors in his hand as he cut the
babybés cord.
The doctor | ooked over at me. AYoubre the |
doctor then placed the baby on my chest. He was covered in #ndis little face was
balling up, readyo express his displeasure at his new surroundings, but | felt a tear form in my
eye as | knew this littlenanwas going to be the most partant malen my life from this day
forward.



That night, after hours of nurses doing this, that, and the other balyy having weighed,
cleaned, and dressed the child, he was lying in my arms. He and | were making our best attempts
at breastfeeding, and | felt like | was failing miserably. My once mesiestl breasts were now
huge and trying to block his nostril®©ne of the nurses who had been annoying the shit out of
me earlier with her bossiness had now come back in the room. She was about to leave as her
shift was almost over, but she was checking in. She showed me how | could press on my breast
rightbytheba by és nose so he could breathe and nur s
And did it hurt. She promised me | 6d get u:
While | held little Christopher in my arms, | looked over at Ethan snoozing in the chair.
He6d been eanier,tcdiieg eyetyanavee knew to let them know he was now a proud
papa. Tomorrow, wedd have visitors |like craz
the people who cared about us and the daBsad,Zane Nick; my parents; my brother drhis
wife; June and Jason. For now, though, | needed some time alone.
| was tired but happy, and | knew | was begi
mother of this precious child.



Chapter Twelve
Past

MY FEELINGSFOREt han wer e more open after webdéd conf
seemed apprehensive about kissing rnibegotbut | w
close enough to me, my lips were on his.

| never did see Charlotte again. Not onceudpectedaneor Ethan had something to do

with it, but | was too stupid to ask. Il di dn
week after, 16d |l ook closely at my surroundin
managed tod®out in the open when there were lots other people, so | felt a little safer.

By midtermsZanewa s cal | i ngasmfsArfieg oot wtowo ready t o g
And he started dating Jennifer too, but that was over by spring bfeakh samrord fiended me
on Facebookknd she and | talked on Skype once in a

seem to know how to be a mother to Ethan. But what did | know¢sé¢lf hal never been a
mother before.

Our relationship started getting a littletter, but he never tried a thing on me. | was okay
with that, because | didnét know if either of
want to keep our relationship in sweet, wholesome territoryd aviten | was ready | was
going to call him ont.

One night just after midterms, Ethan and | were in my dorm room doing a little studying, but
mostly talking. | was taking a class called Poetry of the Twentieth Century, so | was explaining
to him what we were studying in class. Out of the blueghesl, A Di dndét you tel/l
you write poetry?o0

| smiled and noddedY e a h é a | o n But ltwasrjust hagmy be remembered.

AiSo | etds hear 1t.0

ANoO way. |l 6m not reading it to you., But i f
and you careadsomeof t . 0

He grinned. AOkay. |l 6m game. 0

| got up off my bedand opened a drawer at my desk to pull out several notebooks. | tossed
them on the desép. AHave at it.o

He | ooked down at the notebooks and then up

| grinned. A Ye p. I have more at home. O

Hi s eyes grew wide. AWhy dondt you pick a

Ohél 6d overwhel med hi m. So |I picked the notf
grabbed the green one and started leafing throughd.d €t hi s wa snydhestkopenr i ppi n
and |l etting him |l ook inside, but 16d promised
wasno6t the best 1 6d ever written, but it was

him the notebook turned to that page. | just watdtiedace as he read it.
How can | say the words | want to say?
My emotionsépitifully mute.
| find it impossible to express myself with words.

Youdre special to me.



|l dondét have to change for you.
Everything about me is right for

you.

My hair, my mind, ny silliness.

And | love you just the way you are.

Youbre spring to meé
A warm, gentle breeze

slowly brushing the tree tops,

making silent waves on the placid water.

You are the stars.

You give me hope.

You surround me entirely

and now | candt | et you go.

|l dondt understand what youdbve done to me
but please dondét |l et it end.

ing far too | ong. My |
ng i t. | dwpfeomthb e was
ce. o He flipped the

k

di

ni
I l et out the air in mMy |ainlglsy.ldd been hol di
He grinned but still didndét | ook up. AYou
Oh, ths was making me nervous, but he started reading them. All of them. One at a time,

he turned pagefterpage n t hat notebook. Il tried to distr

work. | desperately wanted to know what he thoudittone point, heWw i sper ed, AHol vy

|l coul dndét stand it anymore. AWhat ?0
He read my words to me this time:

AYou pl a-wildgutee once
with such emotion.
You calm her down, play her slow

And she responds, low key.

Silent strumming, whispering strings.

You sing; he guitar sings with you.
Silently strumming. o0

AThe fuck is that, Val ?0 I wasndét sure what
AThat 6s fucking genius. 0 He started tearing
time he only read a felines from one of the poems:

AYou puni shed me for | oving you,
for letting you in,



for letting you see my fire,

and each day | paid

again

over and over.o

AThis shit is raw. l'tds intense. Godéi f |

AWhat do you mean?o

AWrgtlgrics. Val, this stuff might not be |
emotion. Urfuckingb el i evabl e. 0

| smiled and looked down at my Igigeling bashful | had hoped he would like my poetry,
but | hadnothisreexgpeetciteerd. qufi Tlreanks. 0

He turned some more pages. AANnd sdewouldo us |l y éc«
you care if ladaptthis?Y ou know, change it into song | yric:

AWhat ?0

APart of this .pooenm ckanlew dt hbeScoynen,edbut | want
to use.

AFrigid hand reaches up; touch my face.

Cold air drifts across my back.

Silently, he draws me into the dark night.
He pulls me nearer.

| stiffly obey.

He is peaceful.

When hedd taken others,
my stomach clenched,;

| screamed in pain;

| gouged myeyes.

Now he is peaceful
a lover beckoning to meo

He | ooked up again. Al dondt know i1 f this i
sick. | could use parts of it.o

ASureéuse whatever you I|ike. o

For the next hour and a half, he pored thioaogy notebooks, gobbling them upmanaged
torelaxandyet some studying done. When he finishe
Youobdbre brilliant. And | canod6t believe youbve

| shrugged and sat wup. Al I i ke to write.o

Hesigled Youdve heard my | yrics. They pale in

| shook my head. ADondét beat yourself wup. o

AHear me out . O He | eaned over, resting his
canodot write lyrics for shitthiRKWMk pogdutg wbomes
guitar poem so much. But é1 &dm not a wordsmith
feel éabout writing lyrics for me? For Fully

It took me a few seconds to completely gr as|



ATotall y. o
A

Uméyeah, | coul d. Woul d you want me to j u:¢
to fit your music oré?o

AYou saw how me and Brad did it in his gar af
best way to do it. Then the words and musichmes oget her perfectly. o

ASo how do we do this?o0

AMy pl an? Once | have music written for a
what comes to you. Can you work that way?o

| gave it some thought. nMaybe. | 6d be wil

And sol did. For the next few weeks, two or three days a week, Ethan would have me over
to his dorm room where hedd play his | atest s
or drums or even the second guitar, but | wrote a couple that way anyway.

After the second song, | sang the | yrics whi

if any, melody he had intended for the lyrics, but the tune felt right. When 1 finished, he said,

APerfect. o He pl ac ahewlaisan O0H, avab disome partyoif c heeks.

campus, SsO0O we were alone. This was | ikely th

Et han. He nearly consumed me, but | didnodot c

todayél was okay with that.

His fingers were in mhair, and | decided to be bold. | ran my fingers up under-gisrt,

feeling his abs first, then slowly started moving my hands upward. He let out a deep breath.

AVal éyou donét wanna go there. o
| opened my eyes. AYeah, | do. 0
He pressed his foreh@a ont o mi ne. A No. I dondt deser v
AWhat ?0
He shook his head and pulled back, but he st

deserve you. I havenét earned your | ove and
|l |l et out a sigh. He Ildvasdeeling amareuk, a ma /hos e . At
already knew the pleasures of the flesh was b
stupid, Ethan.o
ANo, i1itds not. o That génieyes shawgd up fordhk firdbtenemot i t
a whil e. AWedbre not ready for that step yet.

| wanted to askThen when?But | thought it best to just let it go for the time being. He
made sure | dropped it by returning to the music.
Throughout spring, anytime want ed to tal k about this weir

hedd avoid the discussion. And he wouldnoét Kk
that to keep us both on the cool side. But | was getting frustrated.

One eveningon Skype,Juneo | d me | was so good for Ethan.
but I just smiled and thanked her for thinking so. Sometimes | thought she was right, though,
especially when | 6d see the bitter | ook in hi

he was afraid of sharing everything with me. It made no sense.
One evening in early April, Ethan agdnemet me at the cafeteria for dinner. They were

both more excited than usual . AWhat gives?0o0
Et han sported a cocky gsyno AMy man Brad h:
AYeah?o
AYeah. He has us booked for a few shows thi
AReal |l y?o



~

AYep. O

Zanegr i nned. ABut you havenét heard the best
her . 0o

AWhat ?0

AiHe booked us a gig here at The Cave. o0

AAre you serious?o

AYedm. two weeks. o

ATerrificl!o

It wasgreat news, but then Ethan went on to inform meitimgant, aside from studying,
allhisandzandds free time would be spent practicing.

of his dorm woul adomdbsiohdkr.practiding/enplugged dr tuvesl dawn
l ow, but 1061l be damned i f I 6m gonna play a s
prepared. o

AUnder stood. o And | di dé rdanedroveyhome topiacticen e x t

and | was luck the week after tevensee them for meals. That Wednesday night, thaZghe
came with me to dinner and Jennifer skipped, so it was just the two of us.

Zaneand | sat down and started eating. He s a
right?o

AWhat ?

AYou heard me. 0

AThat 6s kind ofZame meVdmy twd winilgd tywow asyay t hat ?0

ATruth hurts. o
AHow do youpubsPgur e h
He sneered. AHave vy
AfYeahéand he said it
weekend. 0O

noticed how heds not

eds a
ou
,pactice,paatice ¢or theshow this t o pr a«

AAnd thatdéds complete and tot al bull shit.o

| was conf usedarepl @WHiomwg ,sor?i ghtouo

fiye a h . Yeah, wedre playing. And that parté
together forthe first i me | ast weekend. 0

ABut thatds good. And | bet you all did gr

AYeah, Val , but youdbre missing the point abq

|l |l et out a breath. AOkay, I give. How i s

Al wi sh himoawdd ask

Al 6 m wgostRourbgu ght it wup. o

He roll ed his eyes and finished chewing the
anything for several minutes. | just sat there, fork in hand, not moving, waiting for him to talk.

AfHave you noticed that Ethandés cooled a Iitt!]l
Yes , | 6d noticed, but as | 6d said, I thought
AYeah. So?0
He sucked in a breath. AKnow what ? | canot
Youbre gonna have to talk to him yourself .o
Angerstarted ubbl i ng up inside me. AWhat ? Now Vyo
this?o

He shook his head and looked out at the sea of students pouring into the dining room from
the serving area. nJust talk to him, Val. T



~

Al thoughty You ewmar & | s ai deals hwas shitting Gnehd up my
messenger, but | was upséscraped off my plate and left the tray on the belt that pulled all the

dirty dishes into the kitchen and left the dining room without looking back. Tent to their

dorm room.

When | got there, it was quiet inside. | 6d
riffs. But then | did hear somethingnd the door openeaht after And there was Ethan,
along with a ravetaired girl wearing a hqgink tank top. | swallowed hard. No words would
come out . Mreeldisdwerdsahithc aalnlde dy et | coul dn.ét find a
It could have been innocent. Coydndheh av e . l
hair was mussed up. Eth® s shoes were off too. And | fel't
so |I just backed away while I could still sav
But he didnét come to get me, and before 1 ¢
Sothawas i t, huh? Now | knew where | stood.
soilme, but he could sure as hell cheat on me?

back to my roomZanewas standing in front of the door waiting for me. Withawtord, he just
wrapped me in his arms and let me cry until there were no more tears to fall.
* % %
Al t hough |1 6d spent the next two days just f¢
| still planned to attend the Fully Automatic show that Saturdglgt. After all, some of the

l yrics were mine, and |1 6d neVaneandldalbecdamee m per
close friends, and | hadndot seen Nick and Br a
as | was concerned, Ethan could fuck f |, but | wasnét going to mis

Friday night,Zanej oi ned Jenni fer and me for dinner.
show up?o
AYeah. o

When we sat dowrZanea s k e d AYoubre coming tomorrow ni

| nodded. AYeah. |l plan to. o

AWat about you, Jennifer?o

AWhat ?0

Al t ol d ydtuh ea bFOwltl yt hAautt omati ¢ concert at The

AYoubreZamd?ayi Mlg, nodded. Yeahémaybe there w:
two. That made me happy, because Jennifer was a sweet gfhaeswasa nice guy, and both
deserved each ot her. AThenémaybe. 0 She | ook

ASounds grsédethddosa¥dibhdedaitt was April and spri
planned on walking. With a friend driving, though, it wobkla lot easier.

The show started at seven, and Fully Aut omat
bands playing that night, and | didnét know w
some of my clothesnd | put on a black tank top, spkwristbands, black leather pants, and
bl ack heeled boot s. | was probably overdoing

A

in the crowd and regret what hedd done to me.
and off we went.

Theg ace was just as dark as 1 06d remembered.
back from the stage. ADo you care i f we sit
AYou don6ét want to get close to the stage?o0
Al sndt it dangerous there by the moshpit?o



| | aughed. be. iHoWwaHout we sit ltere foranaw and move up front when the
guys pl ay?o

She agreed. So we sat at the table, sipping
the show to begin. They were bl asttplayg.pl enty
| saw someone sit next to ne» | turned my head. It was Brad, and sweet Jesus, he looked
better than ever. He was still gorgeous, but his hair had grownaome he had | et a
stubble accumul ate on his face. I smil ed. i
| wanted to jump him and get al/l excited, b
keep my cool . Hestaveasdee d i d7 ely e2,d <ha jestspakziowkn Gats want
AWel | bachebbogeous. o | propped my head on my

Holy shit. There was still some weird magnetism vibrating between us, as though no time
had passed enihimcleealized dt that enantent that | felt more sexual attraction for
Brad than | 6d ev enthefprdet ifnocrl uadniyn go tEntehra nguy Wh a't
for Ethan was more permanent, more loving, while what | felt for Brad was prinialakstic,
and irrational

AUmét his i s my roommate, Jennifer Manders. o0

Ever char ming, Brad offered his hand. nJent
his, he instead brought her hand to his lips and kissed it.

AHow debonair, o | teased.

Helowe ed hi syowbdlcle. ki $is el sewhere. 0 Il | ost m
spoke louder againardai d, fASoéyou herre itso tvhdtsch use ml ay |

| didndét plan to quityod birting now. Al came

He smiled,and¢t oul d tell he was trying to gauge hov
how much wasYpuét aitsiadenrpg.me ?f

AYep. Just for you. o |l smiled back and t he
care if I was full of shit or nofye just appreciated the effort.

AGotta go. I 6m hanging at another bandds me
on the cheek and then stood. RnSee you after

AMaybe. O

He raised his eyebrovesd pointed at me AYou betndeffheviert. her e. o A

Jenni fer sai d, wastOlhgt My God. Wh o

ABrad Payne. Zbhédds biam dEt hadre sndgs part of t

AHoly cow. Hebs hot. And he really | ikes

Yeah, well é1 6d thought EttchgatmyHopek odgaime t oo.



Chapter Thirteen

JENNIFER ANDI were completely wired and ready by the time Fully Automatic came on stage.
| 6d had a mini concert in Bradbs garage month
certainly hadndét he amighthave leeem asgry feglifigie phadiy wor d s .
watch them had Brad not put in an appearance beforehandva s n 6t ready t o see
Both Ethan and Brad split up the singingtildo st of Et ham@snysi ngi ng |
words, and even though | was so angry at him | could spit naidt gdod to hear my stuff.
Jennifer fell completely in love witAanewatching him onstagand she seemed mesmerized
but she still took time to ask, AHey, i s that
AOne of many. o
't di dnoét e sthaawhen Brag coad spoe et offthe edge of the stage, he
focused on me. His gaze penetrated deep into my soul and made me feel better about Ethan. |
noticed that Ethan noticed me once and then avoided looking at me the rest of the time. Good.
Let the bastard squirm. knew t hat woul dndét happen, though,
would hit that point where he experienced a performanceaighd no one el se exi s

himdoitbeforé di sappear into Ethands music worl d.
The second to | ast song, Brad said, Al 6m de ¢
near the edge of the stage. 0 He | ooked over

ddknow it by | ooking me str ai ghaproductiontoitef ey es.
getting my attention, | made sure | gave him plenty of mirtead plenty of admiration to give
him. Heé6d stripped his shirt off midway through
hisleftar m, but | h dladaaauple dndea histshira But lhogeGmpressive than
the tats was the definition of his abs and pecs. He was covered in a slight sheen of perspiration
which just made each muscle standoutmétee 6d been weari ng -shirt Bl ack L
over kneelength faded jean shorts with black Converse shoes. | scanned his calves for more
tattoos and found none, but | knew that could change over time.

His hair, now fully past his chin, was damp, and | saw a bead of sweat slide down the side of
his face. His darkeyes, though, were hotter than anything else on his, laoilyhe was caressing

me with them every chance he got . AThis song
my attention, and | knew | hadenldad hetwateritd t hi s
since | 6d | ast seen him?

|l didndédt catch al/l of the lines, but | caugl
vocal¥t hey were all <cl ean. And even though some
described abeing gemric, they got the point across better than any other words could have.
And | wasndét the only one who thought so. By

crowd were waving their htip cell phones over their heads.
| 6d heard t heknosvivlmarhesange nough t o

AWant you, baby, be mine tonight.

| need you more than words can say.

|l 61l make you my queen, make you my whore,
But | know | candét have you anyway. o0



| wondered if the actual words were supposed to mean something to me or if hentest w
to dedicate his sexiest song to me to send a mesgagest way, | got the hint.
After the last song, one that wolldvebecome their signatuf@ad things not changed)
cal |l edThio®obMyl eStoul , 6 t hey got t haadcouldsdtupf f of f s
Jennifer and | enjoyed the third band halfway through until Brad came out and headbanged with
us for a few minutes. Then he urged us to come backstage.
Wel | éi f you c Baokstagevasddrdly even a reahiCaaimmed in therevere
several band members from both Fully Automatic and the first band. It was quieter, though, and
we could talk.
Zanejoined Brad and | could tell something between him and my roommate had reignited.
| was glad, because | wanted them to be happymbue than that, it meant | was free to feel like
| didndédt have to entertain my Zamdise nidn. a Bmiandu tse

Much as | wanna stay and headbang, O6cause thi
her e. | S0 &yaned by after ?0

|l smil ed. AYeah. o

APromi se?o0

AYes. yeslo sai d

AJust making sure. o

Zaneactually kissed Jennifer before the two of us went back in the crowd. Jennifer was
ready to leave; | could tell. But I told her the guys would want to clean up before we got there,
so it wouldndét hurt to give them some ti me.
We left when the last bandas done playing, and then we had to wait some for the parking
lot to clear out. Whenwe got#aneand Et hano s, |l knocked on the
that Ethan didndét answer the door. I still c
Zaneanswered the door. Theren@eseveral people in that tiny little roordanehad been
sitting in his desk chair and invited Jennifer to join him. Nick was passed out on the floor in the
corner, but there was a girl sitting next to him, trying to wake him up. Ethan also had a girl
sitting next to him omisb e d . | was surprised that it wasnbo
week. | determinethenthat Ethan was a slut.
Brad had been sitting in the other chair and stood up when he saw me. He came over and

gave me a hug. ¢dwas wearing freshclothesnd hi s hair was damp. He
seen himand he smelled freshandcleahe 6d al ready been drinking,

ruminhishandHe dr aped an arm over my shoamkeder s. A
quarters. I know you donodot dri nk, but wil |l y

AYeah. o
In between slamming shots, Brad asked me questions about the show, not just if | liked it,
but he asked technical questions about particular elements, like how his guitar soumdged du
certain spots, how his and Ethan styles melded, how they looked onstage. | answered as best as |
could but his arm wer my shouldewas quite distracting.
And then, when Ethan started getting more physical with his date, | felt more uncomfortable.
Bradwasprettd r unk by that point, but he was still s
Inoddedand we sl ipped out of the room. At t hat
noticedwe were leaving | sensed it was getting ready to turn into an orgywing people had
started groping each other.
Brad moved his arm to around my wai st. A Wh ¢
ALet 6s go to my room. O He smil ed.



Once we were outinthe hall, hesdidS o ét hfedadEtshham ds not even wri
lyrics anymore? That righ? 0

| nodded. AYeahéa | otlwoskéd up theoceueagevwiorecigprecateve r e
by putting my arm aroundiswa i st as wel | . Smooth Brad didno
talking.

AGoddamn, girl. Pr e totoyMeitnap r eFébsrieweeu wihat o1

AYeahéand 6Coming Down, 6 6l ntended Puni shme:
r 6Scythed was one of my poems too. 0
ANo shit. o We wa l &ne passethe place in thenvecalkwayhvere a whi | ¢
Charlotte attacked md.forced myself to look away from that spot on the polished floor.
AMaybe we need t-bi mereopgwraseoun full

fo

| started | aughing. Al just | ike writing.o
Al dm not fuckind with you, Val. YeeOre wrki-t
|l ooked down at the ground and | eaned my head

that. Wewalked up the stairs and thesached my floor and started walking down the hall
t oward my r oZanetold mekdlmut some fajht yagbt into. Your exoommate just
tried to beat hell out of you?o
ASomet hing | ike that. o
| unlocked the door to my room and turned on the light. He closed the door behind him and
|l ooked around our rather uni mpr efrsHesglda r oom an
t humb across my f or e h e a dscarsonthadprettylittleseatl ofs he di dn
yours. o
| gri Yealedndlw @l dndét want t o Héistated atuog hsi uneg éhhearr d:
Oh, shit .lottodriekd cdum,tstadght oat of thebottle, and it was showing AnCome on
i n .walkeddackto the doorand locked it. When | turned around, Brad w&sing to sit on
Jenni ferds bed. A No, not there. The other Db
He stood up and rai sed hmes ceuyrelb ruopwswi t hii Qrheé?yoc
being so silly, and | harnmdredbt want to | augh, b
Al think | need to put you to bed. o
| ooked at me and sobered up quickly. He
where to start?o0
|l coul dngmi lhe |l g@s blutgot <c¢l os
He smiled backHe had a twinkle inhiseygi Yo u | i k
Godéhe was irryeus0Ostible. Al 1 ike
ADid you know | turned twenty in March?5o
AYeah? So now youdre an ol der bad boy?b90
He | o o lesidableithéat moment, the look in his eye. | got closer to the &ed he
held out his handgalms up Il put mine in his. He said, dl
birthday present |1 6ve had. 0dalohgmyehtek and kissedn e x t
me | ightly on the | ips. Then he opened his e
t hought . I need to rest my handehd headfell bneher o om i
pillow.
| sighed. | ealkissd hpalled hes gneakersgof dnd then grabbed his legs to
pull them up on the bedAfterward,| went to the bathroom where | brushed regth and
changed into a Godsmackhirt and flannepajamapants. | switched off the light and curled up
ont he tiny sliver of bed | eft after Brado6s bod

er . AOh, Br ad.
e bad boys?0



resting my head on his chest and draping my a
need a blanket. And as | drifted adfsleep | wo n d eer getda charice readlykisse v
him. .

Pounding on the door. I startled, reali zing
Somehow during t he n anghwastwlgid lis abns.tl managedtd getd o v e
myself untangled from Brad, and he somehow managed to stay asleep in spite of the ridiculous
banging on the door. AHol d on a second! o

| glanced at the clock on my way across the r@atrwas barelysix in themorning. | also
notedthere waso Jennifer, which told me she spent the night wdhe Then again, maybe
Jennifer was at the door, having stayed up all night partymmable to fincher key.

| opened the door to none?oot hlerc otuhadm 6Bt heavre.n
out of my mouth before he was shoving his way into my room.

Al knew it. You son of a bitch.o He st or m
shoul der s. AWake up, yo@d verydturdkeBrddtiredkbatwaso Et h
still pretty out of it. |1 shook myself out of my shocked paralysis and started racing over to where
Ethan was manhandling Brad. He viasng to hold Brad up off the bed by hisshirt at the

neck. ADid you fuck her?0o

AWhat t hyeouhetlal kairnreg about ?0 He | ooked aroun
standing behind Ethan, frantically trying to piathanoff him. Bradwa s n 6t him, ght i ng
though AV®DI eril@é Did weé?o

Et han finally gave i nto umydotiunggg?iong. I askec

He turned to | ook at me and grabbed me by ¢t
her e? Did he force himself on you??od

AForce himself on me? What ever gave you t hg

| saw Brad raise his eyebrows ashe satupintbedt he di dnét say anyt hi
rememberingnybad boyc o mment from the night before. EtF

he seduced you. o
| rolled my eyes. The situation was ludicrous, and | was still quite angry with Ethan. Who
was he to be in my room early in the morning and start shouting accusatiornG2t out . 0

AHe Woudi.d. o

AnGet the hell out of here, Et han. |l 6ve had

ABut Valerieéo

|l was trying to push him out of tHmthaveom t o
sex. But i f we had, I can assure you that we

The |l ook on Ethands face changed from anger
have sl ept with my best friend?09

| heard Brad behind me. AReal | y?o

AAnd not?owi t h me

AYou asshol e. After t he wanyoslkepwithyor? Youeat ed
never everried, Ethan RichardsAndnei t her di d Br ad. But thatos
happened. Nowé o I st ar t,&d hispshdsnaderitgosdibleh a fi | £ o w
you woul dndét mind, |l 6d reall yolike to get som

| gently pushed him out into the hall and closed the door. | started to lock it when Ethan
opened it again and pusheddhidnboheasd eiep twhe hcmh
forgot ?0



APosi tive. 0 bdckoy thesdoar, gdhuthtiasd lockedgiiccklys o he coul dn
come in again.
| wal ked back in the room and Brad asked, A\

AYou don6t remember ?0

Altéds fuzzy. o

AYou fell asleep. o

AWhat were we doing?o

|l didndét know if | wanted to mention his fai
aroundand you passed out on my bed. 0O

He squinted his eyes, trying to remember sol
bed® withme, ri ght ?0

| nodded. AYeah. This is my bed. That be:
think itdéd be cool i f | came back heediigto.nd her bed, |

Al |l ost a golden opportunity. |l need to qui

|l grinned. AMaybe. Noweél dondét know about
resttooo. Do you mind sl eeping for a |little |l onger ?¢

He raised his eyebrows. ANo way in hell wil
like you did last nigh . 0

AOhéo |l was trying to figure out how to mal

ANo . You know what ? You said | was a gent |

a gentleman. 0
AYou sure?o
AShit, ydunded.t 6sl 6m not ki cki n® whadbwoucallt of it
me last night?l might be a bad boy, but | ckeepmyd o gs down. 0
Al di dhatdod say
He | au g h e ddoremefnbeo you callingg mela bad boy. And you seemed to like
that . o
|l just smil ed. io®o iI1dvMéet repdldmpyoi hadckl i € hery
| heard Do mwisatghyou Aigotta do. Il 611 éjust rol
in bed for some time, our backs to each other, and | was growing so uncoméffeddiag like
| was in an unnatural posture and aaitjiol were going to fall off the bédthat | was

contemplating getting up. But Brad started m
| promi seéno funny business. o0 |l turned my he
way? tHastndédwhat we did | ast night?0o0

|l I ay my head back on my half of the pill ow,
AYeah. o

ADo you mind if we do it again? I dondt t hi
| 6ve got a headbhebe. itl ofbisd want to

AYeah, thatodés fine.o

He tucked his arm in between lssdomerand my back, and | i magine
comfortable either, so | reached behind me and grabbed his arm, pulling it over my waist.
AThat 6s not an invitation. o

flsitokayto cl ose the gap?o0

| considered it. Al guess that would be o0k:

So he didresting his body right up against min&nd, although | was still inexperienced at
this point, | was keenly aware thatButladsd be ab



knew that, no matter how much he might have liked the idea, he still needed morarsieiep
sounded like he had a bit of a hangov8a, even though he pulled me close and cuddled me like
a lover might have, all we did was sleep.

That 6s hdoitd ntéot shaayve a hell of a time driftin
he was definitely snuggle materighndf eel i ng a man 6& hatdwhkre mimgg ai nst
was soft, hairy where mine was dotnade it difficult for me to dozefb When | finally did,
|l Om pretty sure my dreams wereno6t about Ethan

* % %

Needl ess to say, | wasnodot able to sleep as 1
simply because | wasnodt us aecidadtostartmydayihag my be
plenty of studying | had to do, especially with finals right around the corner, but first a shower.

After | extricated myself from his arms, | looked back at him. God, he was cute, especially
sleeping. He looked like he had no worries in theldvoAnd then | took a deep breath. What
was | thinking?

Time to take that shower.

When | returned to my room, | was wearing a robe and slipper socks, and while | was
covering more than | would have if | were wearing jeans, | suppose it could have hetnex
as suggestive, but I hated forcing clothes on my damp body. It took longer and was a bigger
pain, so | liked to wait a few minutes before getting dressed. So | sat at my desk and opened my
makeup drawer, pulling out the mirror and turning ondésk light to put on my makeup. Once
done, | pulled off the towel and combed out my hair and then | was ready to get dressed.

As | stood wup, I heard Brad say, AMorning. o

| | ooked over at hi m. He was sittleepg up i n
okay?o

AYeah. Thanks. 0 He took me i n, rhardfdr i zi ng |
you to sl eep?b90

No way would I tell him that yes, he did, b
asking. So | told him | slept fine. He rubbeid face and then slid his legs off the bed. He
di dndot see his shoes so he | ooked on the othe

were. Then he stood up. He looked slegmyt he still looked like the kind of guy | should keep
my eyes offof.
| think we were both feeling a little awkward by that point.

He said, Alf you can just point me in the ri
need to see what the guysare uptoé m not sure when wedre hittin

Soltookhimeé t he door and pointed down the hall.
When you get to the ground fl oor, go out the
way to the end. There youodll dees d odaddrmhajnwst
Heés on the second floor. o

AYeahél remembered that much. 0o He paused.

AFor what ?0

He smiled and shook his head. What was he
wal king in the dibuthettre d nad dadngoi nfikedl hilnme bacl

|l nodded my head. AOkay. o At first, | 6d t |

say goodbye before they left. And then | wondered how poor Nick was doasg night, led d
beenin even worse shape th&8rad had been



After he left, Igot dressedyulled my hair into a ponytaiand made my bed. Then | sat at
my desk and started reading through the next chapteetextbookfor my poetry class

It wasndt | ong, thoughprbef &ueel yheaeg &veke
already, but 1 still wouldndét hadtvewdtboagint sur pr
It was Bradélooking more awake and in clean c

| stepped back tdwasetfackednupé Zaheletimeahe nkRo i
in. All | can figure is they were still partying when Ethan came over here this morning. Nick
i snbét eYames at lehebds pretty sure he went to tha
left. He and Jemfer were crashed on his hetkcided to laglown till morning. Ethan was

crashed on his bed too. But él ooks |l ike 1 6m g
rather give him a |ittle while I onger to sl ee
AYou can hiafngy aviu t wma mte. 0 I wondered if heod
was studying or maybe we could get some breakfast somewhere.
But he got c¢cl ose to me. AThat 6s not the mai

whatever words had been on mytongueawe scurrying to the floor.
business. o
| was finally able to swallow, but my voice
He leaned over and cupped my face in his hands to bring my lips thhibreath was
shallow as he toucheddlips to mine. But although his hands on my face were gentle, his kiss
was not. His lips were firm and demandiagd | parted mine, inviting his tongue into my
mouth. | felt lightheaded in the presence of this naaal just allowed myself to enjoy tfeeling

of finally kissing him. When he |l et go of my
Al |l could do was give him a thin smile an:t
notice until then that | 6d pnudtt npyu shha nndgs ho nm haiw

took that as a signal to move forward. He moved his hands to my waist and pulled me as close to
him as | could possibly beAnd his next kiss transported me. | no longer felt like silly little
Valerie Quinn, college freshmanyiing in a tiny dorm room without a clue of what she wanted
to do with her life. Instead, | got my first taste of womanhood, for inside me he opened up a
Pandorads Box of emotions and desires | hadno
Brad wason a whole other level when it came to arousing me. Maybe it was because we already
had some flirty sexual thing going. And while |1 was confused, | wanted to venture a little
further.

| felt the hair on my arms standing on end whisgéid my hands up tbis neckto hold his
face from his jaw to his temple while his tongue danced with mine, performing some wicked
magic inside me. And then, when | moved my hands into hissoftha | coul dndt hel
yet di dnldshandsarjowng to cup mass and push me into him.

And, oh, was that a delicious sensatiomight have known, in the logi, cold sense,dw
my body was supposedtowdskut being a | ate bl oomer hadnodot
knew about actually felt like. My entireotly felt like it had been plugged into an outhatd |
could have lit up a Christmas tree. My senses were height@meéthere was nothing he could
have done in that moment that would have felt wrong.

But that stupid little niggling voice in the backmly head. | could hear it. It might have
been muffled, but | could stild]l hear it telld]
the moment just because | couldndét control my
course, my ardinal rule.



Oh, in those few seconds, | think | tried to convince myself | did. | certainly loved the way
heknew how tohandle my body. And that time, when he released my lips, he moved to kiss my
neck, and | heard a low moan escape my lips. So whld dlame him when he took that as a
signal to go? One of his hands released my ass and slid up underneath my shirt. Again, | was
surprised at my bodyods r e ssdefeltslaightullandreleatnc, Hi s

but that little voice trie ne mor e ti me, urging me to stop. |
was all over, because that little voice was getting buried deeper and,deeptre sensations of
Bradds touch were f.eeling better by the secon

And so | listened.

One of my handeeleased the hair in its grip and brought itself back down to his pec to aid
me in stopping the proceedings. And good thing too, because | detectechitlatt be feeling
his piston revving up.

ABradeéplease stop. 0O

He opened his eyes and moved hisheadt ook at me. AStop?o0
AYeah. o

He ki ssed me again, knockingthat?rloe wi nd out of
| took a moment and blinked. AYes. O

AYou dondt seem so sureéo He pressed his f

AWhat 6s wrong??o9
Bynow,lhadbdt hands on his chest as though they
handswvantedto push him away, but we were still in a tight embrace, and Is puéhing

against him. Al é1l'tds not you, Brad. Oh, God
Hewast yi ng to understand. ASo why not? I f vy
Thatgot my attention. Yeah,dhouldhave been, but it had been the last thing from my

mi nd. | 6imda.meé o I swall owed hard. Al Om aéo
AVirgin?o | tookda deep breath and nodd
AOh. o I could see his mind strwndgsmbit ng with

again. eafihOh. Uh¥your first time shoul ddibeé®&pec
give much of a shid.

In spite of the overwhelming and heady mibeofmo t i on s, I coul dndot hel
think that was partly from the relief that I
mind really was. I di dnot think | | oved hi m,
guy | gave mgelf to. T h a whatsvould make it special, | thought.

But his eyes kept scanning mine. AThat 6s n
about him.o

Did 1 ? |l 6d been so angry with him, and thet

only so furious with hinbecausé 6 d car ed so nBuucth It odibdengditn swaiyt ha.
Brad was no dummy, though. He let out a long breath of air and loosened his grip on me.

AAndeél already t olnahingleween yosangmewmsilgl arse cheeldls, i n

picture.o He | et me go and turned around to

deep breath and then looked over at me, still frozen in place by theAlbbcould hear was

his step, one after the other, as | held mytirewaiting to hear what he had to séiyS o é h o w

about we go grab a bite to eat? |l 6m starving
AUh, | é0
AOn . me

Well, after breaking his heart and crushing his balls, it was the least | could do.



Chapter Fourteen

WE FINALLY SATi n a booth at Mc Donal do s, Brad with a

of coffee, hash browns, and a small breakfast
appeared to have a |ittle money to sigesnd. It
play in your band? Where do you wor k?0o

He sneered. nl work for one of those pl ace:
smil ed. ACourse, anything that doesndédt have
concerned. 0 hBsndwichakdaabtee bé swall owed, he
so | can actwually make something of my I|ife.o

AWhat are your plans?o
Al &m pretty sure you have t Hkewahdve®moveto don ot
New York or L.A.or Seattlebut we need to amass a fan base. Nothappens nowdays

without fans, and we wonot get fans by sittin
that show her@ the sooner Ethan arthner e al i ze col |l ege i sndét their
geton with our lives. They need to feel the need in their bland.

Ohéso BradtakeeEahaerdouno of my | ife for good.
decided if college was myfutue ei t her ; it was all | 6d known i
constant so far for me had been Ethan. For him to be gone, whether | wanted to scratch his eyes
out or not, hit hard. But | tried to keep my

Al dunno. Col orado Spri ngss. Bltatwoldinvoleeo me 0 f
moving to one of those places. l Odm thinking
booked all the time.o

We ate in silence for a few minutes wuntil h e
sure my momwillbethrl | ed f or me to move out. O

AYou think so0?0

AActuall y,yonum.geslitomihderdndsehelhe deablyg does
| eave. But | 6ve been trying to prepare her f
|l ooked up ambmet yob8o Whar What big plans do

| took a deep breath. | was no more decided about my future this early morning in April

than | had been when | 6d chosen my clismeskses at
my heladhaveli no idea what | want to be when | ¢
He | auQkhye ddé!l | Aiask you what my douchebag cour
high school . 0 He sat wup straight in the boot
the rims of glasses drscrewingup his mouth. Then he talked in a garbled véia was higher
pitched than his regular speaking voice A What are your interests, N
yourself doing when you | ose track of time?o0
| gi ghhbse skemtoliereasohad questi ons. O
AYeah, they were, even though he was readi n¢
window watching the cheerleaders practice on the front lawn. And when | told him my answer,
he told me tdoe realistic 0 He used t he ,omemosesdndng Msintor oi ce a
peals of laughter.
AYou seem to be talented with your i mper son:

AYeah, but seriouslyéwhat interests you, Val



| thought about itéreally thewght abWwet| iti:

why 16 nekingal | t hese c¢cl asses, these varied cl asses
AMaybeéso have you found something?o
AThat 6s the probl em. Everything seems funéf
He looked at me hard, as though he wereipeegy i nt o my soul éand it f

writing?o

Al gQguess. O

ABecause that shit you wrote for us was phet

| felt my cheeks grow war m. Al thought you

He smil ed. NfBecause | wasrdtruoak?Hel i hkéedt
brutally honest when I 6m drunk. Scary honest

|l tried to think back to exactly what heodd
coul dndét remember his exact words, but hedd p
sip of my coffee, hoping it had cooled down enough that | could get lost in it for a bit.

But when | put the stupid cup down, he was ¢
about being in a band?o

Yes, I had, but it wateangooeneksd before greah,bhdre weeev e r

more women in metal today than ever before, but it still seemed to be a mostiglnbysAdd

to it that many guys in that culture still loveddbjectify women. They acted like we lived in

the middle ages, likewomen were theirs for the taking. Would someone like me even be able to
hold her own irabusiness like that?

| knew the answer. So even though | knew | would love it, | shrugged my shoulders and
conjured up the most bl AndtBenffecesed oh myccaffaelagainmu st e

* k k

Up through finals week, | caught glimpses of Ethan here and there, and he was always with
a girl. A different girl to boot. But | just put my mind to studying and trying my best to ignore
him.

Brad texted memce in a while, usually just to say a quiuk Hebéd tried to c
on Facebook, but 16d realized it was too big
week of school. |logged on once in a while but realized it was either Fdcebdecent grades.
| chose to focus on school worlstill, Bradmade the effort to keep in touch. | slipped once and
mentioned that Ethan was on his tenth girl of the week, and Brad just texted back that Ethan was
l' i ke that. A mdch ftorh Brad for ovet & wleekd So | réakzadrl needed to keep
Ethan talk out of it.

But then finals week was over. The last time Ethad Ihad looked each other in the eye
and had a conversation was when 16d kicked hi
passed by, the more | hated him for the way h
no | onger i nt endeestandevidat therproblemwasdanddtméade nowsense to me,
but we didndét even have a 0¢btdecided hetwas danewith si c k
me.

That Thursday nighZanestopped by my room to say goodbye for the summer. He said
Bradhadmaaged to get them some tour dates for th
sure where or when they were yet, but he asked me to keep my eyes open for Fully Automatic in
a town near me. I figured the cltegeventmadehey dd
it that far. But lwouldkeep my eyes peeled. | was happy that they were starting to enjoy
pl aying to real c¢crowds with real people, and

o



Secretly, | hoped Ethan would break his hand so hewodiltt pl avy . Then | felt
t

thatéand then | justified i with myself that
considering Ethan |l oved his stupid guitar mor
him notto be abletocaressi f or a few weekséwell, that thoug
should have.

Ethan had once said that he never wanted me to hate him. Well, if that were really true, he
shoul dndot have asked for it. I wa $e finighédl on m
ourshol i ved romance, but hedd also terminated o
him for that.

The first week | was home, | relaxed. The burden of school was off my shoulders. It was so
weird being there. | felt like a fisbut of water. Sure, | was welcome there; | was loved there;
but it didnot feel |l i ke | belonged there anym
But | spent the first week at home kind of settling in and figuring out where | fit nowweest
back there.

And then | figured | should start | ooking f
student when | was attending classes, but school took so much effort that getting a job scared me.
|l wasndét sure that I ¢ouhdehsahdobd bowhschiNow
be able to handle it when | returned in the fall.

But that was another probl em. I still didng¢
advisor told me | 6d be ok adcoré aassesd madtofocuson. year
Until my junior year, | could skate by on general classes. So | tried not to stress out about it.
Stillél found it worrisome.

And that second wedback at homgas | started putting in applications around town, |
realizzd none of the jobs | applied for sounded interesting at all. | remembered what Brad had
said, that any job outside of music sucked. | thought he was right about that. To him, though,
musicwashis life. For me, | loved music, yes, butla d n 6 t mypwhaoiekliie dn it. Hell, |

couldnét even read music without tracing i1t |
my p o althaugh&ound myself crafting my poems to be more like lyrics now. And then |
decidedéi f | wemaughanbreyeby theoendsobJune, maype | could buy a guitar

and lessont go with itin July. That would make the summer fun and worthwhile.

Being away from Ethan helped my state of mind. Right off the bat, | was away from his
intoxicating aura. Hewas6t abl e to suck me in or hurt me i
more to it than that. Il was able to think th
Ethan, just his attitude. AnBlrad and | continued the occasional text to each @émer he
talked me into getting my ass back on Facebook so | coulthikkgage for Fully Automatic).

They had some cool pictures, both color and bl
to take their pictures, but it was pretty clear the guygsheenstudyingband pics for years.
They had the disinterestand badasstares down pat.

And looking at their pictures also made me wonder about Brad. Being away from him made
me aware of the pull he had on me while | was nearby, but it faded wrendway. |
wondered why thatwad. st i | | considered him a good frien
time away.

One day | got a couple of invites from Brad to attend a couple of Fully Automatic ghews
third week | was homeone in my hometown antthe other in nearby Colorado Springs. Tickets
were fairly cheap and both shows were the sam



request those nights ofAnd then | wonderedl could | bear to see Ethan? And how exactly did
| feel about him beig in my hometown?

| wrote some lyrics about how Ethan had pretty much ripped my heart in two, and then |
wrote some love poems. Finally, | wound up writing another one about unrequited love, about
wanting what you cano6t fdyrics lddven and Hoped the bardv e . Th
coul d use. But since I still wasnét on speak
again), | sent them to Brad to see what he thought.

He messaged me on Facebodkese fucking rock, Val. Where the hellydo come up
with this stuff?

| wanted to tel]l him | came up with those |
| said, the pull wasndét there when he was far
me. He asked if he could write mici$or the lyrics and | told him towrite away! A week later,
he sent me a file with him playing the song f

i magine the song pl ug g efguttingntto mugict | wasebégthningo ne a
believe he was the most talented member of the band, and that was saying something. | was
flattered with what he did with the song, so | listened to it over and over. His voice had never
sounded better.

My mother reminded me that she still wantedneetEthanuntil | confessed to her that we
were no longer friends. When she asked what had happened, | kept it short and sweet and just
told her we didndét get along anymor e.

|l wasndét able to get a job t hosdouristiplacess f ew \
restaurants and little shops already had hired high school kids as their summer help. But | did
manage to land a babysitting job. School for the kids in my hometown of Winchester got out the

|l ast week i n May, anydarsneeded somephekosvatthdhdir ckildrenwn f o
during the summer while they both worked. They would need me until the first week in August
when theyéd take their family vacati on, and t
break with their grandpants. But it would be two entire months of steady work, almost forty
hours a week while both parents worked. I wo

fast food restaurant, but | knew with kids, | could vary what we did. One day we coucld wat
movies and then walk to the park; the next we could write stories and draw pictures. We could
walk to the library and then all read books. |thought I could handle it. Plus the best part? | had
nights off after five.

| was pleasantly surprisedwhery ol d hi gh school friend Jill
house. We caughtup alittlebit but t her e was still . $hkantl di st ar
her new husband Chad were still living in Winchesded they were both workind.wanted to
actually hang out a little with Jjlbut | wanted it to be comfortable, not awkwardly sitting

around a table at Chilids, trying to come up
she and Chad would want to come with me to the Fully Autancaticert that Friday in
Col orado Springs. |l woul dnét get paid for an

me enough for tickets and a little extra for a drink or something, promising to pay her back when
I got my fir st skipttesecond candenon Satusday, butat wauld beovorth
it to reconnect with my old friendThey agreed and offered to drive since | was buying the
tickets.

When they picked me up, | expected to see Jill looking haggard and tired, but she looked
like the same old Jidl happy, smiling, and beautifiland she and Chad looked great together.
He had short blonde hair to match her light long hair, and both looked fit. | sat in the back seat



but positioned myself in the middle so | could lean over and engagmversation. When |
commented how good they both looked, Chad told me they had started running edehatlay
a mile at first, but now they were running over two miles a day. They looked fantastic. So I had

to ask. AHowodés it diolingowith your parents
ANot good, but at | east webre on speaking t¢

so | decided not to pursue it. AHow was scho
AOhéfine. o | decided myself not to say a w

confess that | actualgpewo ne of t he bands we were going to
band® Fully Automati@ has two guys | went to school wjtéind | wrote the Igcs to some of
their songs. o

Jill turned around in her seat. AAre you ki
that before?o

| shrugged. Al dunno. Il was planning to g«
about it until you askedbao ut school . 0

The rest of the way, we talked about classes, Jill about her experiences at the community
coll ege in town and me about mine away from h
in different ways, and | realized that, while she and | migtver have an intense, supérse
friendship |Iike wedd had in high school, we ¢

We got to the venue, an eot-the-way place called Sunshine Studibsit when | started to
buy the tickets, Chad godi d,urisN®, no, Valerie.

ABut you drove. o0

ANo probl em. I know Jill s just been wanti
on the cheek. ACandét tell my girl no. o

The place was loud, blaring metal to get us revved up for the comgerfound a good spot
near the front. There were a couple of tables and sofas, but we wanted to be up close. The first
band was setting up, and | smiled, reali zing
raising my voice so she could hear me over the music mgtprough the large room.

ASo howdd you meet these guys anyway?o

| decided to just tell her the whole story, soltoldherhdowll deci ded t o sit be

Ethan during cl ass. She sai d, AWhat ? Sweet,
| nodded and gnttgdrdgeu the story, bud i waimed her tavkanow a little

about how it ended up. Al't was totally weird

matter how cute he is. Andven weirderl went out on a date withane the bassist, and

Bradd the other guitarisWocalis a n d | have something strange gc
A Wh athatssu pposed t o mean?o
Al wish | could explain it.o

She spotted Et han, poltwastE&an, all @ght.dHisshairiwds,justi T h a t
a little longer, and his eyegere lined with black kohl, but there was no mistaking him.

| nodded. AHow6d you know?o

AHeds your type.o

| had a type? That was news to nf@mieandSo t hel
Ni c k. Then sailRotsai de aliniyh .edybrble orwasi saendd gi ggl ed
|l ove Chad, but I can | ook, candét 1?0 Il smil e

The guys were testing their instruments and the sound level of the mikes. In the midst of it
all, Ethan spotted me. He came closer to the edge of the stage, btbmlstire it was me.



Then he pointed at me and threw a thumb to the left side of the stage that was blocked by a wall
fl anked with theJibandeslébomeerdc hmet.ablfiels.t hi nk he

| sucked in a deep breath. Well, if shethowgit, t hen | wasnodét | osing
Time to bite the bullet. | grinned as | realized that stupid cliché was floating through my mind of
the band that once wanted to be caBedlet ABe right back. 0

| walked toward the wall on the side of theilding where the restrooms were located and
where, | thought, | could get backstage. Ethan was right there at the opening. He pulled me into

a warm embrace. AvVval , Godél missed you. 0
| was blinking, unbelieving, but | hugged him back. He was warnfiendand smelled
good, and for a moment | forgot that | was tr

myself, because all those thoughts just melted away.

But that wasnét the only trick up the boyods
buried me in a kiss. | was shocked at first, but my body knew what to do. Damn my brain for
being too slow, because it would have ordered me to shove him away and telfingi o
But, noéone of my hands gri ppedk kils mblkoulwdherds
footing, and the other hand wrapped around his neck. My lips parted and sucked him in.

And wow. What a kiss it was. Full of passion and promise/as as though we were still

datingHe | oosened hi s ogrsiepe aynodu shaeirde,. A Qr edaitd nt6t |}
show. o

Wel | , apparteavolvdd in marketinge afrbanads pr obabl y al |l Br ad
responded to the invite on Facebook. o

He | ooked sheepish and then nodded. Al wasH

Probaly too busy getting blowjobs from cute blond&h, nowmy brain decided to kick
into high gear, but it was still a wuss. Yeah, heaven forbid | actually say whathinking out
| oud. Woul dndt Iywstshtuggedeandlsmiled Et hané

Hekissee me again and sai dHe Gt aidBnigiekditbdete n her e .
b a ¢ s hé looked at me just before he left, | noticed that his eyes were dilated. Yeah, it was
dark in there, but still éit made samethingbaodder i f
influenced this sudden warmth.

| staggered back to my place next to Jill al
pl ace had become. There was a huge crowd. J
| shook my heatlell Aitatcohf meeodt he



Chapter Fifteen

FULLY AUTOMATIC PLAYED their first four songs and impressed the hell out of me. |
i magined that theydd been pr ac Zanehadmeturngdr et t y m
home, because their sound was polish€dey sounded great all around, and their energy was
unbelievable. Ethan and Brad both took turns singing songs, and fof threen Brad even put
his guitar down to croon to the crowd.al I cou
been vorking hard.

But after the band had checked their instruments, they had a good ten minutes before the

Sshow started, and Brad had found me in the cr
you, sweetheart?0o

| dondt know why, eting tltwdsaffeaianhtd byt ndt overlg idtimate. s g r e
AGreat . So good to see you. o

AHow6s your break so far?o

AOkay. o I smil ed. ARBetter now. 0 He r ai seq
from high school J i Helnodlechtalthem amd/heh CGradpatrout hisCh a d . 0
hand, he shookith Thi s i s my very good friend, Brad Pay

fVerygood friend?l f e e | privileged. o He kepandlhi s ot he
coul dndét help but noti ce inthatdomisated tisibdthsot her e ét
powerfully. Just having him stand beside me, touching me, made every hair stand on end, and |
imagined being in hisembracé. Ni ce t o meet you fol ks. 0 He | o
backstage. See you |l ater?0

|l noddelet . diYo®ladél was happier to talk to E

So as heodoanwallkedudfdindt take my eyes off hi
in my ear , 0O Wh athisgsy? Dipd mwd tt hy oyw us ay dt Imgegaeng wa s S ¢
on between the two of you?o

| | ooked over at her. I wasnodét quite sure |
a sexual magnet that | édm drawn to. o

She raised her eyebrows. AVal eri e!dthprou? 0
that . o

| 6d started giggling. But now we were wat cl
evening. They were solid, a far cry from whe
They sounded just as good as many of the professionalbaiiddé pur chased the mu:
noticed most, though, was the new songs of Br

hedédd been wor ki ng @enerionkh&t ias geal growsh. Heywas pallslg | e s s
emotions and ideas from his heanid painting pictures with words instead of spewing outknee

jerk clich®s that hedd heard over and over in
Et hanéwell, there was nothing new from him.

the spring, sure, but nothing sinddot yet, anyway.Maybe later in the set, bufigured |

woul dndédt hear anything, si ncarnegwsengsfisteemed t o
More than halfway through thrgoart of theshow, they started playing a tune | thought |

knew, butlcould 6t qui te place it. Br adi Qo ladorbaeddo t h e

Springs, Yy o sodav.elhabks ®rwelgpmiegaus heré He stepped cl os
edge of the stage. Al want to do Beismherehi ng a



in the audience. Sheds written a | ot of the
we wrote together, and | 6d WeatlHe pointed akfiegert o hav
at me and then crooked it toward himself, urgimgto join him.

| felt a cold sweabreak outa | | over my body. Yes, | 6d hear
over enough that | felt | could sing thghttuneand | knew t he words, but
when he had me sing in his garatfea{ wasembarrassing enough). This wasal crowd of
peopl e. I Il ooked up at hi hwasfariti@aknd congidereg h e ad
walking the other way, out of the building.

But 1 06d under est i ma Paetdf merealyidBvardtd jois hinpupl |  on me
thereHe smil ed at the crowd. AShebs a bit shy,
up h erheen@ise of the audience swelled with cheendling, and whistlingand even Jill
pushed me gently on the shouldéte looke d down at me agai n. ASee,
hear you. You can6t | et them down now. 0

Well , at this point, 16d |l ook |Iike a jerk ot

breath and tried to look pissed. The stage was high, butl&bedl his hands together to make a
step for me, and Brad reached down and helped me up. He picked up the mike again and said,
APl ease give Valerie a big hand. o
He had the biggest, most devilish grin on his facd gave me another hug. | said in his ear,
AYou could have at | east warned me. | 6m gonn
AGotta catch me first.o
Icouldtellbythd ook on Et hamnsdtfnkdnenwmtt hdthilse ehd her .
if he was angryoramuseguti t di dndét matter . |l was doing th
mi crophone, fALetHes stlurdn tthhei smiskhei ti nutpo. ot he st an
sing the first verse, you do the second, and maybe we could harmonize on the bridge
The adrenaline rushing through my body was making my hands shake and my feet already

felt numb. But on top of that, I felt woef ul
ASame deal . That okay?0o0
My eyes were wide. AYeah, sure. Why not ?0
He grinnedand suddenly | felt transported. | codéeklthe music when | was onstage, in
my heart, my muscles, my veins. And | coul dn
little of the edge off.l discoveredhe acoustic version Brad had emailed naes wothing like the
el ectric one. It was | ow, i n a minor key, an
words.
|l couldndot | ook at hi m. Coul dndét | ook. Th

fucking intimate, and here he was gonnahetwhole world know how I felt. He cozied up to
the mike while striking the chords on his guitar. | glanced over and felt tremendous relief that he
w a s n Oihgatlme,ovis instead focusing on the audience.

AWhat is it about you

That makes me weak the knees?

Youdbre the only one on this earth
Never needs to say please.

But you know my weakness,
Know where | hide my soul.
Yet you kept me safe



And you made me whole.
You made me wholse.

He looked at me as he said the last line, just a sly glanbe &de, and it nearly wrecked
me. And then he started the chorus.

iBut youodre the rainbow I candét touch,
Theforbidden fruit | want so much.

Just one taste, one night together

Woul d help me endure the rest of forever. o

The emotion in Bradds voice asddkeowsmmsig t he ¢
have known | 06d written it about hi m. How cou
the song and gl oss over it | i keinmypoeagyclafss. t he m
Brad might have been a | ot of things, but he

So now | had to contend with emotion too, and how the hell would | be able to sing that
way? | tried to think of the most peaceful place | could khofi. It was a place where my
parents used to take us camping as ki ds, hi gh
seen, a place full of warm fun days and cold nights, even in July, a place where the air was crisp
and cleanand | could seeéhte Milky Way at night. | thought of myself there and tried my
damnedestott o t hi nk about what had been on my mind
started pouring out of my mout h. I hel d the
overf 1t didndét hold me up.

at youdd wait for me
6t know what that entail ed.
now my heart was diseased

AYou said th
But you didn
You didnot Kk
In all things love havefailed.

But you seem to see right through me.

You know my heartédés desires.
| donodtverfodledywold | e

When you set my soul on fire.

You set my soul on fire.

And | started singing the chorus, but I stil
anybody. | was looking into the void, the black across the way, and | felt safe there. \But | sa
Brad out of the corner of my eyand he got clos®® me He started harmonizing on the chorus
with me, even though hedéd t olBdtlcoddréda@hiswas goi n
intent. He wanted me to keep singing, to run with the brislggh e 6 d back me up wit
harmony. So I did. And, for never having practiced together, we sounded pretty good. Our
voices meshed together really well.

AYou wil |l be my heaven and hell,
My promise so far away.
Can | wait wuntil that day?o



AndthenBradmoved ut from behind the mike to play a
ver si on. It was wrought with raw emotion, an
the electric guitar as simply a loud but inferior instrument to tell me otherwise ldl ®ense
what he was feeling, and it was intense. | looked up from his guitar in the crowd and smiled at
the cell phones swaying back and forttoly shit! That praise was for my words! Well, not just

t hat . 't was f or Bnoa.ditiessong was nearly pebfdctdoymyu si ¢ wr i
estimation. And | was so immersed in the music, | almost forgot to start singing again. But Brad
didndot | et me forget.

And this time | looked at him as we sang the chorus the last time. Yes, he knew.
And, based otthe audience reaction, | think they had an inkling too. | just hoped Ethan and

the other guys didnét pick up on it. Wel I, |

to know that if it wasnoét hiwassgfetherear , it was
Brad threw his guitar pick in the audience and then wrapped his hand around my neck to

pull me cl ose. He ki ssed me on the cheek and

| just smirked at him and then tried to figure out how | was garget off the stage. |
needed to maneuver past some of the platforms and amps they had near the edge. Getting up
might have been easier. But | found a space wide enough for my butt and sat on the edge, then
dropped to the floor. As the applause died do, I heard Brad say, fAWasn

They started playing the next song, something hardcore to switch gears and move out of
ballad territory, which was good for this crowd who looked ready to start moshing. | stood next
toJiland ChadagajandJi | sai d, @Al &édd forgottenwrdtadhat gr eat
song?o

I grinned. AJust the words. Brad wrote t h

AThat was great. o

|l was glad it was dar k, because she coul dnodt
band. Well, ssnuch f or being off Ethandés radar. He |

But the rest of the time | watched them, | not only enjoyed the music, | basked in that feeling
of being onstage. It was such a highwasand |
giving my soul to a throng of people, and they were lovingitgandv i ng it backeéi ncr
Those of us onstageere joinedwith the crowdby the music. So part of me envied the guys
onstage. Il knew theyodd wor knerds thatavoultl follow,butt hi s
now | 6d gddrdaleast® and sudderilyd experienced clarity. These four men loved
being in their band more than anything el se I
wholly to, something they loved bey@wn ever yt hi ng el se. Why coul dr

Wel | | | coul dnodt. |l hadndt had enough musi
ability was pathetic at best. | might hdeeedmu si ¢, but | coul dndét writ
save sging, and evedespitethat | knew | was no Lita Ford dCristina ScabbiaSo é1 needed
to just relish the memory.

They were so good, and | was sad when it was over. | knew the other bands would be great,
but theydd pal e i n cdoindpnadrti skonno,w ntahiennt ya nbde cdai udsned
songs like I did those that belonged to Fully Automatic.

While the band took their equipment off stage, Chad went outside to smoke and Jill went
wi th him. I consider ed g oofthegguys came ontwotshyd i d n 6 t
Sure enough, Brad came out a little while | at

|l coul dndét help but grin. nYeah. A lTittle.



AThey | oved you. 0

| wanted to bel iugwe that. AThey | oved

He shook MNadpse.heald.knoiw b e tahdehe tookthatdsacuetol ed my
change the subject. ASoéwanna party with wus

|l shrugged AMaybe. I came with Jill and ¢

AOf cour se. The anorsemi ltende. meff ¥a e rc o mii gdh t t?o0
show too?0o

Al wanted to butéoh, yeah. Never mind. o

AWhat ?0

AWel | |, I didndédt think | was gonna have mone)
their own. 0O

ASo? Text me whenetyowowgeitntthlkre ebaakddaddd | o

AActually, itdéds a bar, so should | even be t

AWho cares? I f youdre with me, they candt

AOh, no. Youdre not getting me to sing agai

He paused for a moment, lookinginmy eyes, trying r ead somet hi ng. Ay
me you didnoét I ike that?o

ANo, I di d. But | donét want to get too US:¢

AWhy not ?0 No. He was getting too cl oseéni
always able to read me so easily?

Iwastryingb change the subject when Jill and Cha
to know if you wanted to pty with them after the conceit.

Chad said, AProbably not. Sorry. I have t

| didndédt want to makeaitdhemiNetel a bpdo@abeomt o i t
Brad. AYoudll be partying tomorrow night too

Alf you have to ask, you dondt know me very

| gave him a fake | ook of disgust. AAnd yol

He smil ed. estoiMhe &®dndjdined us éventually, and we enjoyed rocking out
to the other two bands. By the end, I was ti
tomorrow was Saturday, which meant | could sleep late and, therefore, stay up later.

When it was time to leave, | hugged them all and told thead night. Ethan held me
| onger than he should have, and he asked, A Wi

|l smiled in spite of myself. He had a hol d
he kissedne again, right there in front of everybody, tongue and all.

And stupi d me. Il coul dndét help but Kkiss hi.i

* k% %

The next night, | decided to play up my sexy side. If Ethan wanted me back (and | hoped to
push it that far), he was going to havemio me back. But | had to make him want me. So |
wore a leather mini wraparound skirt with a red baby dstiitt and matching sandals. My
toenails were painted pink. I knew II6d ooked
dreamed about him allight, and | knew it was because he was making me feel like he cared
again.

| decided to walk. It was a warm evening in late spramgl my parents lived less than ten
blocks away.As planned, | texted Brad when | got to the bar where they were playwas an
ol d bi ke rhas thbdughtp etohpalte Ilwent to very often, but
packed. It just so happened the gugse playing with the same two bands they had the night



before. My town was just an hour away from the Sprisgstwa s n 6t t oo f ar out o
and | thought it was cool that they were playing together twice.

Brad texted me to come to the back because there was a door there, so | walked around the
old building and, sure enough, Brad was standing outsidéengap against the wall. He smiled,

but the smile quickly faded, and it took me a
the effect my clothes would have bim. | 6d only been thinking abo
my outfit. He let out dong slow whistle, but then he tried to lighten the mood, so | had no idea
what he really thought. Al do believe this i
grinned but wasné6t sure what to dayanodoie tatl ko
into singing with me again tonight? You ki ck
| considered it. Once | 6d actually started

No, that wasnoét tr ue. ishedit daterditu@ imagnedsnyselfedaingo y e d
it over and over and loving every second of it. Yeah, Brad had put me on the spot last night, but
web6d managed to do a great job never having r

doneitand donafn e . So did I really want to do it ag

AGood. NoWorr yciamg ttatkkat V aoff mylist.eSerouslg,gonna ki | |
wonodét have to worry about being underage in t
walking,leli ng me inside the buil ditwogpongs. Mayaywlb e we
should sing OMetal Forever. o I fucking | ove

AOh, no. | 6m not stepping on Ethands toes. ¢

He | owered his voice as we Yoamte heqgoddammedy t hr ¢
song, Val. It should be your choice. 0

| stopped wal king. A few steps further and
him. He sings it. End of story. o

He sighed and then grinned. NfRodeded. Buti Oy o1
would you rather sing it solo this time?o

AWhat ywwuwltdhher do?0

Al asked you. o

| was torn. Part of me wanted to sing solo, just to see if | could do it without choking, but
the audience was there to see Fully Automatic, not Fully AuticraadValerie Quinn. | felt
|l i ke 1'6d be cheating the audience if | sang i
AThat 6s cool . 0
He | ed me onstage to wher e Zahewashelp;mghtm, set t i n ¢
but Ethan was over to the side tuningdnstar. Yep, immersed in it again, oblivious to all else.
Typica. But Brad asked them, fAGot this?0
They were just about done. | looked out at the bar fiexal there were already a lot of
people ready to rock out. So he turned around to me agaigadreclose, putting his arm over

my shoul der s. ASure | cand6t talk you into si
|l smil ed. nYes, | 6m sure. o I | ooked ar ounct
audi ence?0
AMaybe you coul d, b utyoulbdackrup heoetin asmoote fashionw we 6 d
You wanna just hang out over there by the side of the stage, kinda out of the way? Maybe we
could get a chair out of one of the rooms in
Al guess that would be okay. dnighthdvebeenhadnot
upset by it, because | had wanted to watch th

watch them from the side this time. He left to find a ¢leaid | turned back around to see what



progress was being made on the drums.tThes when | noti ced Et han | o
idea what he was thinking, because his expres
though, and thatodéds when | realized hedd seen
How would Ethanad | ever stand a chance i f he didnodt
So | walked over to hibnms, istmigloiinngg?0 fiHey, Et/|
He shrugged. A F isomething weirdvgsgion hgi bnf el Hel wkhe n

normally. He acted mellower than he slibhave been at that moménihe should have been
hyped and his pupils were dilated again, just |
worldly, but | was pretty sure Ethan was on something.

Had he already noticed my outfit? Did he notcara? Chad he just wanted t
come running? Well, if his kisses | ast night
staryeyed girl whodéd respond to the snap of his
decided rightthenthat iIwbud n 6t say another word to Ethan th
just nodded and walked over to s&sneand Nick.

AGoddamn, girl, youdre gonna steal heaat | the :
us, but they like to look at women likeya 0

Woman?That was a first. I di dnotStknwasw t hat |
flattering. AWhat makes you think I 6ém gonna
here. o

Hi s expression changed. yfolu tsh omwgg hat fBrwa & omay:

|l shook my head. ANope. Webre doing what
anot her, but |1 &d&m just doing the duet again. o

He nodded. AOh. Thatdos too bad. o

| was going to ask him why whddrad showed backumad s howed me wher e h
the chair, but he told me to move it to where

Soon, they started their show, and Brad onl
been nervous, based on wHainehad saidthatBrad mighttry conning me intsomething
more, but he didnét. A mowld, seemad sotlike It, eMerethoigh e ni g h

they hadndét been expecting me.
| helped them take their equipment off stage when it was over, and once weuc&ddtout
of the way for the next band, we then had to take it otitedagented trailer attachedttzeir van.

Brad said, fAiCheck out our tour bus, Val .o

| started | aughing. I't was a | ong navy bl uce
kitchenand bat hr oom, right?0o

AGotta start somewhere. At | edlsfusandeny c k ed i 1
extra shit we need t o. Whentwe getnmoetofouwownampsdndt i n
shit, tre little tralerwon ét coteit &oymnow, though, it work

AWheredd you get it?0

Al bought it from a church that was upgradi:!
side, but it was dark, so | couldndét see it a
letteringlhad o peel of f. 0O

AVery cool . 0 |l was i mpressed, and it was ri

He was doing everything hedd said he was goin
sure they could get to them easily. | wondered howmtloe other guys drove the plans along.

But it didndét matter. They had Brad in their
unstoppable.



We went back in to headbang to the other t we
Ethan had disappeared. | wasndét unt il it was time to | eave
find him. He was surrounded by four young gidsd they seemed to be having a great time. |
hoped that didnét mean | woul dnot .



Chapter Sixteen

WHEN WE GOTto the vad the band, me, and the other fourgrBr ad sai d, AAI |l vy
motherfuckers in back. Val is riding shotgun with me. You guys work out the detadisgst
yourselveb ack t here. o
| smiled and got in. Yes, in his own way, Brad was always a geatieWhen everyone
was in, he said, ABuckle up. o Then he | eaned
seats for all of O6em. This should be fun.o
But they managed. | looked back and could see that the two wide seats back there could
eacheasilyaccommodate three peoplBut that meant they had one exparson Just so
happened that one of the two blonde twins sat
fucking funny.
But he started the van and Itaused med Haggked, not r

AYou | i ke being onstage, dondt you?o0

AWell, yeah¢éo

He | ooked over at me and smil ed, but the dai
more often. o He | ooked back at the road. AY

Wel | | |l didnét ddkowwahb dwdt etnh) atyedbutt .| A cou
back started giggling, and Brad reached over
a CD player installed, so | figured the speakers were top oiniie Brad took his music
seriously. Buried under the music, Il 1 et my

|l oved being on that st ageallyenjoysomethinglike thatpbwtll d hav
had. | had to quell those emotiottspugh,because | knew nothing would ever come of it. It
was temporary. The summer would soonbeavard | 6d be back at school
Ethan.

Brad parked the van at one of the cheaper motels in, joatna few blocks away on the
same side afown but near the outskirtsAs everyone was piling out, Brad hung back so he

could | ock up the van. He said to me, fAYeah,
yeah, weodre all sharing just one room, but we
Aldmdt say a word. |l 0m i mpressed as hell at
He smil ed. Al knew t hHe affectionatedy toached ;yackio n | | i |
with his fist.

By the time we got to the room, the rest of
whenl saw Nick andZaneopen a dresser drawer and pull out bottles upon bottles of liquor. |
raised my eyebrows. AWhere do you guys get a

Brad wiggled his eyebrows up and down, and | knew | was in line to get a smartass answer.
AConnections. O

He closed the door behind me. Everyone was sitting in a dirstane were on the edges of
the beds, two were sitting on chairs, and Etlvas flanked byhe blonde twins on the floor. He
had a matching pair. How cute. Brad and | sat on the edge of theobestdb the door.

Ethan pulled a cigarette out of his pocket é:
| found out quickly, based on its uneven size, that it was a joint. He lit it and held the smoke in
while handing it to the girl on his lef Then he took three other joints and the lighter and handed



them to Nick who started spreading the j@ane meanwhile, had started a few bottles going
around the circle.

Oh, God. I was the stick in thernkmgdr here, ¢
smoking, and I could have kicked myself. | should have known this was the kind of thing they
were going to do when Brad had invited me to

instead just wanted to sanre.nd Andneh end d ha |trheea dyu
Before | could fully register what was happening, everyone except for me had taken a drink
or a toke or both. Brad had a joint in between his fingers and pulled on it, holding it in his lungs

unt il h e ¢ o wd then Betblevaitnoyt ma slav, lazyexhale. He handed it to me,
and | immmediately started to hand it to the girl seated next to me.
Brad | eaned cl ose. AnCome on, Val. Just tor
| trusted Brad, yes, but 106d wasedbttreadyahb:
that line. | shook my head and so he nodded, and then | passed the jditet dosed his eyes
and saidii Fu c k . That 6s nice. 0 I wondered how muc!l
addition to everything else. Atthisrateeth pr obabl y werendét making a
music, but | wasnbét going to tell them how to
Al Odm gonna get some water. Do you know wher
ADonb6bt waste your money. Theard alr@l Igl g sget

ice since none of these douchebags bothered. o
So | got up and got some water while Brad left with the bucket to find ice. | poured some

water into the glass and sucked it down, then poured another glass when Brad showed up with

ice. There was some conversation about music, some about the show itself, but Brad and | were

quiet. He had a couple more hits and one more swig out of one of the bottles floating around.

As the minutes ticked by, | felt myself getting a little lighthead@d moreminutes ticked by,

everyone in the room started getting a little friendlier, but my attention kept getting drawn to

Et han. The two blondes were now sitting on t

face, and | got the idea they weesponding to his commands. It pissed me off that the lyrics |

wrote for him helped him score those girls.
mysel f. The two girls started kissingyeach o
dondt we go sit in the van and tal k?bo

|l didndét know what his motive was for offer.]i
of horror on my face at the girls t@lt bad abouthe pot or if he had other designs. But it felt
like a rescue, and las going to take it.

He took me by the hand and | stood, and that was when | n&areshetting friendly with
his date as wel | . Yes, | was being savedéfro
being in a band meant a nightly drunken odggnew | needed to hang upetimusicfantasy right
now.

It was quiet in the dark parking lot. There was only one street lamp in the lot, and it was
closer to the offickby the street s o even t hough t he brighgBiad r e ac h e
leared over and had trouble getting his key in the lock, so he started feelingyiibr the fingers
on his other handThen he started laughing. He was feeling no pain at that moment.

He got the door open, and | could feel the stiflingthleat had beetrapped insidgouring
out . AWe need to open the windows. 0 He move
roll them down, and so | sat in the passenger
therevher e t herebés more | eg room. 0



Okay, now | figured out his ulterior motieit decided | was okay with it. Looking back, |
know lalsohad a bit of a contact high, so my judgment was impaired, but deep at the heart of it,
| also felt an undeniable sexual attraction for the man whaawi®e passenger door before |
could barely get the door open. He placed his hands on my waist and lowered me down out of
the van. And the look in hiseyeswds® a harpoonéCupiddodi dadpoionft
me with love but sexual desire.
But we got in and he urged me to sit in the seat in the very back. Iavigte bigger than
the one in the middle. Once he sat dowent to mehe started laughing again, this time
uncontroll abl y. I coul dndot f iwgsunfeetious.uSoonwhat w
started gigglingathimmnd | di dndét finish until my st omach
But then his face got serious again, and he
we put you in an uncomfort abmoek ep opsoitt.ioo n . I d
Al was accused of being prude in high school
He placed his hand on my thigh. AOh, Il don
your drug of c¢choice, and you definitely haven
His hand was warm. was staring at it and deciding if | wanted to push it off my leg or not.
As wusual, though, I coul dndét resist Bradéflir
youdre the wrong guy?o0
He smirked at me, and | wished | cowdd figur
| 6the wrong guy, but | can feel like the right one if you lettme 0
|l dondt know why, but his words were exact]|
felt |i ke the most speci al gi r | in the worl d t
because 1 6d never seen Ilhalomedwme tbbelieserhimfomeone f e ma l
|l i ke Ethan, thoughéit was eviatoéthem. WHhether Brdde | ov
had designs on other girls or not, | didnot
when | was around. It was | i ke he only had
becausé even though that sexual attractwas theré 1 di dnét f eel i ke |
at all . He knew | was hung up on Et han. He
ADid | tell you already how much | | ike thi:
In spite of my muddled emotions (or because of them), | likedhand on my thigh and a
deep, dark part of me that | would never admi
even higher. But | struggled to maintain con
AYour eyes did. o
He took his hand éimy leg and placed it on the back of my neck while his lips touched
mine. The passi@anyes, it was still there, murky artmbttomlessthreatening to consume us

o2 0o x
Fall

bothbut somehow he had a grip on himsel fw I di
down, but thiskisswasotl i ke t he ki sses weodd dHhamecdni.n (The
kiss felt |Iike an explorationénot just of my
guestioning, probing, moving slowly, hoping to find something.

And,yeah, whether | wanted to admit it or not,

think Brad couldhavebeenconsidered a bad choice for anything. But my éotlee notion |
had that | needed to love the man | lost my virginify teas thrown out the wiralv with the too
hot air in his van.
And after luxuriating in his sweet kisses for several minutes, he kissed my neck, and those
nerves must have been connected to my nipples and my pussy, lbeassesationgibrated to
those places and past them toeng r e . Oh, God, I wanted Brad |



el se. To hell with the code. So when he sai
my arms to help lift me on his lap, | went with the flow. My legs were bent at the knees as |
positiored myself on top of hipstraddling him Oh, it would be so easy, and I tingled all over
in anticipation of what was sure to follow.

He started kissing me again and, in spite of my feeling of relaxation, | could feel my muscles

respond to his touch overnymentire bodyand | coul d t el | | was breat
running my fingers through his thick, soft hair, but now | decided to act with abandon. [ felt my

way to the bottom of his shirt, butssdnh wasnét
underneath. Oh, no. | was going to take his shirt off. | wanted talfe$lh i s s ki n. | 6d

done it, and | knew he had a firm body and just the slightest amount of hair on his skin to make
him look deliciously masculinel 6 d s ewmtimestthatd waated to touch He leaned

forward to help me and grabbed it too to help pull it off. And then he thrust his fingers in my
hair followed by his tongue in my mouth again, and I felt as though every nerve fiber in my body
was ready totart singing. So when | felt his hands on the bottom of-styirt, | just pulled my

head away from him and lifted my arms. He set my shirt on top of his on the seat beside us and
placed his hands on my cheeks to pull my mouth to him again.

Ithinkhekeew | needed to move slowly, because he
though they were right therand | probably would have let him. Instead, he moved his hands to
the small of my back and, while still kissing me, moved them up, just feeling evemesqgah
of bare skin below my bra strap.

Meanwhile, my hands were enjoying feeling his chest and abs. His skin was smooth but

firm underneath, and as | explored, Il felt hi
nice, the feeling of his penigpwagainst me, right where he belonged. His jeans and my panties
were all that separated that joining, because

He moved his lips to my neck once againd | heard a breath of air rush out of my mouth.
This time, thoughhe kept movinglown and began kissingthetaps my br east s t hat
covered by my bra. Yeah, this felt way too good to stop. | was unaware of everythingflse
the almost uncomfortable, stifling warmth in the van, of the world around us. justeBrad
and me.
He slid his hands up my baaknd hisfingersstarted to grakthe back omy bra with the

intention of wunclasping it. That 6s when | he
voice. Then the creak of the metal door slidingrope
Nick waslaughingand then stopped when he gotinside i Oh . Dondét | et wus

The dome light was onow, and it brought me completely back to my senteshe present
Oh, my God. Here I was in one of the most compromising situdtidgieslerbeen in Was |
really considering having sex? d&wan where aone could just peek in and see? With Brad?
Really? What the hell was wrong with me?
Nick couldndét shut up, though. He slid the
J

seat, e the light was offigain ifnWedr e ust gonna take the sea
| think Brad knew the gig was up, biubad to give him credit for trying. He brought his lips

back to my neck, then my ear, and asked, f@AYou
| took a deep breathtokdn of stabilize noksed f and said, 0n

He chuckled, and I noticed Nick and his girl had quieted down to just a series of random
gruntsand gasps and the sound of c¢clothing being t
keep going. o



No, we coll dtphnétnowt hat | was back to my senses. Al
reaching for my shirt, feeling along the seat.

AOh, Valerie, o0 he said, whispering, and | c¢
He ran his fingers back throughmgh r at t he templ es. Al coul d
born to fly. I want to do that. |l want to show you

Oh, he was tempting. | considered iteéefor i

of my mouth. | started feelinfor my shirt again, groping beside me, now starting to panic. He
kissed my neck again. God, | had to get out of there.
ABr ad, I 6 m <£wenin the dark ds | palledbadk, .| dbuld see the grimace on his
face. But he let me slide the sheck on and even reached for bvsn.
| maneuvered off him after my shirt was on and then | sat on the seat, feeling for the sandals
that had long since slipped off my feet. By the time | had my shoes on, his \whitewas
back onand he followedmas | made my way to the door. Wh ¢
notice that Nick and his girl were attachedret hip and only partially uncloghl, bud despite
my lack of expertis@ | was pretty sure they were already romitus.
The air felt cool andrésh, and it helped me gain my beasingnd | noticed my panties

were soaking wet. That freaked me outatfisut |1 di dndt wBradtsidthe say a
door to the van closed and pull ed me they ose ag
make you uncomfortabl e? |l know that was wei-r
Al candt, Brad. Il just canbét . o | | ooked dc¢
He was still holding me pr gespeeyurcl ose t o hi
deci si onéprobadkly e mo kHe estdd anyheaddns shoulder and held
me in a tight embrace. ADoesndt mean | didno
out a heavy sigh. AHow far do you I|ive from
ANotf @ro.o Probably | ess than a mile. o
Al 611 wal k you home. 0 He | et me go but wr aj
okay?o0
| smiled, wrapped my arm around his hip, laced my thumb through a belt loop on the other
side of his jeans, and leaned my headinftore cr ook of hi s ar m. AYeah

AYou are amazing. O
| giggled, thinking that was the truth. | even amazed myself sometimes.

* k% %

Aval , the door! o Danny yelled up the stair:
the neighbors coulbdavehead him.
| 6d been hiding out in my room since weodod gc¢

prayed and prayed and prayed. | was a sinner, and | was going to burn. | felt seugditiyd
hated being in that building that day, surroundeddydgGodfearing people and a few
hypocrites. | felt like they were all staring me down like they knew.
We went home to pot roast andatepwhdt fHartedasa, one
quiet meal. But then the family asked me questions abeutigiint beforgand I told them about
the concertébut not the party afteandltoldThey ex
them if they came back to Winchester, 106d mak
After wedd done di s h evgy, daddenttolt backlteenfowv thevlevn s we 1
and mom went in the basement to work on whatever craft she had going on. I think at that time
she was into ceramics, but | candt remember.
one month, quilting the néxscrapbooking later on. So Danny started playing a videggamnde



| went to my room to |isten to music. I 6d on
hollered at me.
| figured it was either Jill, having enjoyed our time togetmsiwantingto spend more, or

one of my other old high school friends | had
Seeing him was completely unexpected. |  wa
shy, trying to forget our steamy night togethe Heb6d been so | oaded, ma
that made it easier for me to talk. ACome i n
| 6d just promised my parents 1 6d introduce th
way toos 0 0 n . So | had to see what Brad wanted an
to introduce Danny because my brother had already passed me on his way back to the family
room. ASoéwhat 6s up?09 | hoped ityforawwmanot goi
had happened between us. Oh, shit. Maybe |
my family hearing about what a slut | 06d becom
|l was nervous, wondering what the hel]l he w:
undyingl ove t o me or an yMelandmhg gugstwanped td talk to yowwabduth a t .
somet hing before we blow town. o I had alread

say so. | knew they must hagentinued tgarty hardthe night beforeand were just getting
around to leaving.

AWhat ?0

AWebre gonna eat a | ate lunch before we go.
downt own. Can you join us for a few minutes?

ASure. o I wasndt going to tel Imahdidadkdow,di dn 6 t
t hough. 0 ,an8Iloe cdme gith me. U yelled down the stairthe basement nHey,
mo m, is it okay if |1 go hang with my band fri

She was talking but moving at the same time because her voiclger as she continued.
AWhere are you going to be?b0 She appeared at

ANapol i, I think.o

AOh, is this Ethan?o

Oh, shit. | 6m sure Brad | oved hearing that.

already walking up the stajrso he held his hand out to her as she got near him.
ANIi ce t o mee shaknghis,hand s hle was dgl ad she di dnot

el se. Ad®IMNhesurkeon hatwWhat time do you think vy
I | ooked at Breamd.home ismotuuwad mhawmres hor | ess.
AHave fun, Kkids. o
On the way there, | figured out what they wanted to talk to me about. They wanted to

apologize for the activities of the night beféore he dr ugs, alcohol, and se

t he wind aild |veodld|d theandapotogizand | would graciously accept it. Even
though | would probably harbor a grudge against Ethan for my entire natural life, | did want to
remain friends with these guys. It had been a simple misunderstaaihtknewnow that |

was too straighlaced to hang out with my band buddies after hours. Still, it was sweet of them
to think enough of me to say they were sorry.

Brad didndot say a word on the way, choosing
thought eitler he was feeling sheepish about the night before too or maybe he had forgotten a lot
ofitt. That was okay, because | didnét want to tal

that hedd seendmbawi hb 6ty k § B slsth plack o oteelpe of my



had ever toucheétma de me bl ush | i ke mad. Maybe 16d be
wasnodét ready yet.

When we got to the restaurant, | hopped out of the van before Brad could play gentleman
again. | wanted to go back toibg regular old Valerie, just one of the gang. He met me in front
of the van, though, and we walked in together. Just as the hostess came to ask us if there were
two in our party, Brad said we were already véitproup and hedéd al ready spof

As we approached the tabléanes ai d, fAWe ordered one pepperor
and a couple pitchedso ne Pepsi, one Dr. Pepper. Il s that

Br ad s hr ugge dThere weré thraa eingty séatsnak in lietween each of the
guys. Brad sabetween Nick andane and | sat betweedaneand Ethan.

Ethan acted kind of surly, sitting with his back to the wall. Nick looked like he had seen
better days. | guessed he had a horrible han
waitress stopped by our table just to check inonlaskedfiCan | get a gl ass of

ASure thing. o

Brad poured himself a glass of soda and thet

Et han sat wup straight. Al will .o He | ooke
expressi on. spSaiggueems again?eMayba | looked like a slutty bimbo?
Ment al |l vy, | chided myself and told myself | n
accepting their apology if | was zoning out.
abou t his seriously, and we want you to sing f
t hat moment, because | Heacsoqnurneauled@d hd&arod pmo
know Bradds | ined up aandwewantyoudolgy svih o Ws ushios e

soon as | got excited, my bubble burst. First of all, | was already obligated to watch those two
little girls until August and, secondly, my mother and father would never agree. Staying away
for days at a time with four boysichapeoneddoing the kinds of things they were doing last
night? Nope. They would never, ever agree. | knew it without even asking.

Still émy mind couldndét help but soar just a
And then the questions flooded through my mind, and my brain toldl tiie aeasons why
|l coul dnot. Why | shoul dnot . I wasnodét good
enough. |  dMydaicé suckede ser ve i t.
Shut up!
| forced the logical and rude part of my brédnquiet itselfand just let the exted part take
over . |l wanted to indulge it just a bit. A S

AYeahésing. o
ABut then what would you and Brad do?0

Ethan shrugged aratted i ke t hat was the silliest quest.:
on occasion and ew do a duet or two, but we could focus more on honing our guitar skills. |
meanéwedre good, b Andwewneedwa fmontménerwemard wheo aan .
really interact with the crowd. That 6s harde

need someone to stir them up, make them energetic, and | know you coulddo that.

Brad said, AAnd f daandie toyourWack.hé croMds atecitauym 6t h o |
both nights. They really like you.o

AYeah, but what I fmehhtog dnflyebeotl@ee itds

AWoul d yoalreas® @ p Ethlman was tapping his finger
reason why you canoét. o

|l |l et out a breath. AOhél can give you mor ¢



Zanea s k e d , AnLIi ke what ?0
AMy job. o

Et han asked u have a job?o0
k t

: Yo

AWhat ? Li ke hat s so unexpected? Yeahél |
now t hrough he first week of August. o

ASo? Gi v e -wkerk yoouri ctew

Al candt do that. 't was a difficuwmyt deci si
water by and set it in front of me. AfBesi des

Et han was still ready to chall ebylat anfg&di ng
tell us. o

Al dondt think my parents wil/ l et me. 0O

AFuck your parewbman. ¥oubre a grown

| felt my eyebrows jump up my forehead. T h e
by a |l enient mother who di dandhadpsmEymevertoidt e sur
him no. Brad offered gentler adeic AYou c oulrstitimathat day | sawhope int he f

hi s eandamaknowledgement of what had happened between us the night before.
Yeahéif my par ent s nowihoutansdmsassipnBrad ancemeafode s ay
together for five minutes equaled danger for myiwity.

AOkay. So |l etds say for some strange reasot
and sayes Then what? I already told youwd 6m not
needto practice with mgand | doubt all your shows are Satwslanly, ané 0

AWhoa,BrvWad ,ai d and reached across the table
flailing them and making him nervouywsand i Why d
you want to do it, then we can figure dobé rest Onest ep at a ti me. O

| let go ofthe protest that had been forming in my lungs. Yeah, that made sense. | nodded
as the waitress brought the pizzas to the tab



Chapter Severteen

HOLY SHIT. THISwas exci ting stuff. | ,ardtha gugsdtarecdb r t h e
talking about the shows they had lined up for the summer, already acting like | was going to be

joining them. They had some in the big ciiesnother two dates for Coloradprégs, several

dates for the Denver Metro area, and evehawin Puebl@ but they had a few in smaller

towns too. They were going to be busy, and that told me Brad had been a booking machine. He
even had presale tickets for some of the shows thatgetat work and on their Facebook

page.
Oh, yeah. | 6d forgotten Brad worked too, a |l
the scheduléogether Unl ess, of course, his rock star p

have surprised me. | was alrgaatting giddy and hopeless, forgettinigad to clear thelea
with my parents.

So I told them I wanted to talk to my pare
would have hurt, necessarily, budets |hadBraddon 6t t
contend with, antbetweerhis hairthatwas to hs shoulders and th®lf-sleevetattoo started on
hisarm,&é d wo ul d n 6 &and evauld bavefserious teserdtions aboetkind of boys |
would be hanging with And if Bradgotthat look in his eye like he did for just that moment at
lunch, the one where | knew he could remember wiet like under my shirt whilgrinding
into hi méwel |l , t meanprinaiple. EthandndZarewéd rde rs@ty much bet
In fact, Nick would probably be the only one of the bunch that my dad would look at and think
was a fAinice kid.o But Nick probably wouldnot

So, yeahél had t o doitovetdinaet. ¢promised®Bmadl wduldc hos e t
text him later and let him know, but | told them all not to get their hopes up. Too late, though,
because | already had. Those two nigehs onst
known existed, hadwakened a dream that likely could hat@yeddormant my entire adult life.

Never mindanymoneyl was expected to make The guys s avaysplitatee y 6d do
expenses. But | didndét i magine thateyweaeal d ad
starting to make money on merchandise too.

That night at dinner, mom asked how my afternoon had gone, which provided me the perfect
opportunity to bring up whauméll nteoceldde dy otuo |a sska n

each nightatthecomcr t s, di dndét | ?20

Mom looked surprisesand dad actually smiled. Danny wa
expected him tThabesouMdosn bkiake, fan. o

AWas it a real song or was it some of that 1

displeasuravith metal unknown to me or anyone else within earshot if he happened to hear it.
| needed to win him over, though, so now was not the time to argue the merits of metal. It

might come to that, but, for now, | just had to patiently present them withhtlieppo s a | . n We |
| 6ve been writing some | yrics f ewotefshiewasa band,
l ot of fun. And, to answer your gquestion, da

He smirked as i f to sBayt, hfeY edpvoddnirtdeiacdgkeptye da a s |
eating his dinner.

Time to bite the bullet. AAnywayét hey want ¢
ti me. o



Mom smiledbut dad put down the bite he was gett.i
woul d that entail ?0

AWel |l ,nd detveei | s as yet, but theydre touring
told them I have a job through the first week
they said we could work around that. o

Mom joined in. i Sdo? owhat woul d be invol ve

it would probably be weekends, overnight in

AHow many girls are in this band?o

Oh, here was the hard part. I swall owed. i

AAnd youdd be overnight in other places wit!Hl

ATheydrenget dadstbat youdre right. o No ser
thinking, Wait a second. @aman adult now. | was at college all by myself foragearn d i t
involved lots of overnights.

Mom said, Altés not a goodllhbedharmgaroo®art t el | 1
sl eeping in a vehicle? What kind of arrangem

Al 6m not sure. We didndét get that far i n t:
When they performed their shows in the Springs and herestaggd in a motel overnight. |
could get my own r oom. That woul dnét be a pr

ADo you have that much money, Valerie?0

Al 6d be making money on the road. o
Mom | et out a deeipt by ejau sht. . Beitdwite fogr tbemdye it d e a
boys constantl§ o

AYour mother i s right. Not a good idea.o
AButoaoad

ANO. O Hi s voice was firm.

But | wasnét about to give up. Not vyet. I

was away at college for a long time. | veasroundedoy teenage boysa even guys older than
that. Thethingi s at some point you have to trust me.

woul @hiledtour i ng with these guys either.o Never
al | I had a Isbbrhia dgaad kgirrelc.oa d. A
My dad didndét say another word, which meant

rest of the meal was eaten in sileraxed | kept it together, but all | wanted to do was cry.
Finally,1 6 d 6omethind in my life thatadset me a fire, and my parents were forbidding
it But as | sat there pushing the peas and
on it. Then, tomorr ow,andI|d&al made lpimy mimde How could t |
they stop me?

So, afer dinner, Danny and | loaded the dishwasher and cleaned up the kitchen, and then |
went to my room, feeling disheartened, even with my plan in place. I tried not to give up hope

yet, because just hours earlier Idbadebeeden t hin
singing, performing onstage, dressing up, rocking out, not just banging my head but leading a
crowd of headbangers. Pl ease dondét |l et it be

wishing well, never to be found again.

| decided my mod needed a little Three Days Grace, so | played some on my laptop and
just started writing poetry, as | often did w
Brad, not yet, not wuntil | 6d given my parents



There was a knockonthedoo | at er, and when | said, fACome
entered my room. | was lying on my bed. My mom sat on the edge, and my dad sat on the chair
at my desk. I could tell something was bothe
now, and you spent the last year in college without anyone there telling you what to do. You got
good grades. You stayed out of trouble. We need to trust you. We have to allow you to make

deci sions, and someti mes t hddngtheevayn Butypw u o | | ma
wonoét | earn if we dondét give you the space to
the decision is yours. We candét financially
deci sion you make. We | ove you. o

Mom nadded in agreement.

AThanks, mom. Thanks, dad. o | hugged them
regret it, but | fiégaremmakesaovul dndédini peshl mya:
keep.

* % %

Late that night, Iwas inbed and texted Bradf u guys r s erHeo udsi,dnlédl |
text back.

Instead,B cal | ed.! AlFGum kg | a e dyoelnil ywytheessleoalates V a |
tomorrow morning, and you can let me know how thatifts your schedul e. The
all the songs webdve recorded so you can | earn

ones that we havenot recorded. 0

AShoul dnbét we practice together?0

AYeah, but él ook o wcthen maymve cao flgwedutisbree times b st , a
When | agreed, Hheds aiodu, difeSe rdieadu stloyédgo t hi s. o

AMe, too. O

| hardly slept a wink that nightAll | did was imagine myself in Fully Automatic. | pictured
myself onstage, engaging the audience, pulling timenWhat would | wear? How would | do

my hair? My makeup? |l knew from what | ittle

my makeup heavier and darker, but how woul d |
In spite of all the worries, | slept well oa | drifted off, but | had to get up early to watch

the girls. Brad texted me midday to ask i f |

to wait until | got home, because | was at work.

He must have been up half the night, because |kmewd had t o wor k too.
every piece of music theyb6éd recorded with a p
the songs. He also emailddcument®f the lyrics. Then he put together a list of shows. As |
glanced, | was glad to sghat most of them were weekend gigs, but there was one on a Thursday
night at some place in Denver. Brad must have made arrangements with his job already for that
one. | guessed that would be one they could do withouanael emailed him back to s#yat.

| also noticed that the schedule went through Octo8erely, though, they knew | would be
back in school that | ast week of August. But
that either.

So | did send an email about both those condewh$old him | thought the rest were fine.

They had quite a few Friday dates, but they w
Metro area mostly, so | would be pushing it, but it was doable. |told Brad all of tiat in
email.

| started totingny | apt op with me to wor k. |l didndt |

| did use my computer to |isten to songs. | O



subconscious could start to work on it. By the end of the week, | was already feekmng bet
about the songs. | had a week to go before my first show.

That weekend, omy first paycheck, | paid my mom back what | owed her and then went
shopping. | went to consignment shops and secondhand stores, looking for vintage clothing,
Gothtype outfits, leather, lace, and anything | thought | could convert into cool stagesclbthe
also assessed what | already had. | had a lot of things | coddsosee leather already, jeans,
concert tshirts. After shopping, | felt like | had enough different outfits for the summer so |
woul dndt get bored.

My mind toyed with the idea of g#tg a tattoo, but | knew my parents would flip out.

Maybe | could sneak in a piercing somewhere, though, and | decided to think on that for a while.

One last thing, and | texted Brad about it. Would they pick me up before all concerts, even
though Winclester was totally out of the way? Did | need to invest in a vehicle?

| stressed at firdbut then reminded myself how much | wanted to do this. Besides, | could
use a car anywayour first show was somewhere in Denaand it was next Saturday, so |

wann 6t worried about catching a ride. It was a

Brad called me that weekend. AAre you as Wi

| started | aughing. N No. Actual tagop | 6m r e
artist?o

ASeriousl y?o

I | aughed agai n. Al wi sh. Noémy parents w

He | owered his voice. Alf you got one on Yy

AYeahéright. o

ASoét he Thursday night show in Judybemakel t 6s 1
sure wedre one of the | ater bands. What ti me

Al't dependsébut usually between four and si)>
see if they could | et me go earlier that day.

Al't doesndt take flomom WionsckRestuer t dHoWehwearmg?c

Alf youdre not driving through rush hour, t\

ANot sure. Not a problem, though, because i
hoursandwe pl ayed a | i t tPughingitandaat able to sed up a merch talkdea vy .
but it would be doabl e. o

AYou know what would be easier? You guys | L

AFuck no, Val I f youdre part of the band
we dohbe dbow. 0

ABut no pressure. o

| could hear him chuckling. AThe other dat ¢

AYep. O

AHow are you feeling about tohesBras badgriteho I st
before | 6d even nfeTta khei n¥,o uo nCeo wokiigesn kaid@fdh ebde e
growl, which | knew had been done much better by Brad, but some of the words warranted it. So
| sang a few Ilines just so he knew | 6d been w

AThanks. Soél dm | ear ni ng Hhedrsngwithyogguysabut | 6 ¢
|l ittle before we play our first show. Coul d

AWhat are you doing Friday?bo

Iputaduhquality in my voice to tease him. i Wo r

He matched my tone. AAfter thatébo



ANot hing. o

ASo whwecdonda rehearsal Friday night? May b e

AWher e?0

He was quiet for a few seconds. ifGood quesHt
able to drive here?o0

Thatwas t he probl em. Al dondt know.tmetMy par el
borrow for that | ong a trip. | 6m hoping to s

AYoubre off work around five?o0

Al shéo

A F i-ish.e Nice. Maybe | could pick you up and bring you back here. It might be kinda

late. We might not fedike rehearsing that night, but maybe Saturday late morning, early
afternoon, before we hit the road to go to De
|l nodded, even though it was only for my bei
We planned to make it work. Brad shalugp Friday evening witdanein tow. Zanewas
feeling stir crazy and wanted to come along. | had a suitcase crammed full of everything |
t hought (inthaidg pleryeoticashand off we went. We stopped and got Taco Bell as
we drove through Colado Springs. Brad sped like craapd | was afraid we were going to get
pulled over, but we were lucky. After we ate, the three of us sang several of our songs, and both
guys were i mpressed with what [16d | earned.
Zanes ai d, il | i ke usbéornee doofi ntgh ek itnhdian gdsi fyfoer ent f
were singind before.o
Brad flipped him off without saying a word. It was still light out, so | was able to see they
were both just kidding around with each other.
I hadnét t hought otrwaywatele | wond be $tayimgebutwtbaught ito n
might be good to ask now.

AOh, yeah. Et han said, since youb6d stayed :
well already, you could sleep on his couch. 0

| was surprised to find | was still pissatEthan but as soon as Brad mentioned tiahad
been so good to volunteer his place, | felt t
busy soci al l i fe, would it?0o

Zanesai d, completely deadpan, fAYou know about

Beforelcouldreir t or even get an upset | ook on my |
you, Val Et han really did mean it as a nice
when he said, ABut 1 f youdre not clacenfkmowt abl e
my mom woul dndét have a problem with it.o

Yes, but he hadnodot offered initially, and |
Ethanés place it would be. Besides, it was o

't turned out t ha tthrek guysevoundhup staying up late waechingd ut t |
movieand drinking and | dozed off on the couch anyway. When | awoke the next morning, my
shoes were off, my head was on a pillow, and | was covered with a 8tadtwas spread out in
one of the chairs ardanewas on the floor, a pillow from the couch scrunched up under his
head.

| sat wup and stretched, wondering how | ong t
so | guessed he was in his own bed slegpin Since |1 6d been a guest t
the shower and towels were, so | got myself ready for the daywhen | was donesveryone
else was still asleep.



| sat back on the couch and rested my head on the back, just running the songsiyrough
head. Yes, | had this. | neededust trust myself. And once | walifun through them a time
or two to |live music, 16d have the confidence
both live and recorded, to know that the vocalist wapgally the performer who would make or
break the show. A frontman (or woman, in this case) was the one who was treiailyst
mobil e. | 6d have to interact with the audien
some light on each performerraultiple opportunities. | was responsible for infusing our show
with energy. The guys just had to play. | knew a lot weighed on my shoulders, and | hoped |

was up for i1t. |l was just grateful lagsell have
was sure it wouldndét be | i ke singing along to
music, and thatodés what made it good, but that
once or twice, just so | knew what | was doingandimache conf i dence. Il stil
perfect, but 106d be relaxed in the knowl edge

That was what | was most nervous about too (aside from just féedirgerienced
remembering the order we would thee songs in.Brad had sent the playligi me in a text.

Maybe 1 6d just have to know what song was nex
the show a few times, 16d just know, just [|ik
listening to it severaltimes or |1 6d remember the order of song
same | ist for weeks. It was just something |
| was making myself sick with woryand | just wanted the guys to wake up so we could get
onwithit. I wasndét hungry, so [Iinalyulsutned@rothe tebevistbom i n k o f
with the volume low, hoping the sound would stir the guys in the living room. There was no
sign of booze around, so | Kk nmrupafterthemséhks.had t h

hoped that also meant no hangovers this morning. | considered letting them sleep late to be sure,
but my nerves overruled any sense of empathy | might have had.

| started flipping through watthranythgbust I real
needed to be distracted for a while. | stopped on a channel that showed two women redecorating
an apartment wusing junk store finds. Af ter f

louder), | saw Brad stirringZanehad rolled over when | first turned on the T&hd | wondered
how the hell he could sleep on the floor like that.

| glanced over at Brad, but his eyes were still closed, so | looked back at the show. Then |
heardhimsayinahighppi t ched voi de, D@l ,ndmy t@Gaod | amp hav
potential ?0

He was making fun of the show. | glanced over at hina his eyes were still closed, but he

had a smile on his face. Al thought you were
He opened his eyes. AWhoogaamml agpot hrough
| giggl ed. AWhat el se was | supposed to do
He sat wup and stretched his neck. AYou tryi
find?0o
|l got wup and handed hsomethinhte dorwhilemlovaited foryod | | u st
guys. I want to practice. 0
He looked at me then, those dark egeisunder st andi ng. AvVal , you(
have a goddamn bl ast and make a |ittle cash w

| took a deep breath drsmiled.] nodded my head. AWhen can w
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Chapter Eighteen

AGODDAMMIT. WHAT THE fuckarey ou doi ng, Ni ck?0 Et han was
been going back and forth for the last hdaickering over stupid stuffEthan had accused Nick

of doing somethinfunkywi t h t he per cussi disexactidsuegplgusti dndt wun
shut my mouth. But Ethan really jumped on him this time.

| 6d been giving it my all, but | was starti:H
knew theyhad to bealready regreitg asking me aboard. While Ethan and Nick were settling
their shit, Brad stood by me and placed his h
but donét sing at top capacity. You need to
Just do what you gotta do to feel comfortabl e,

| took the hint and grabbed my bottle of water off the floor and had another swig while
Ethan told Nick he was fuckingupthesorlg. st i | | wasnoétdoogagreatnced t h
job, but I triedtonotworryBr ad sai d, AShut the fuck up, guy s
go through the settwicae nd we dr e never gonna getkthant done i
wasnodt budging, though. Haand Nick was standingto@t t he d
puffing out his chest. Ni ck might have been
Et hanbés chall enge.

Brad wal ked over and pulled Ethan away. He
real | y s umamrageltdu hehget &tHan to back off. Before Ethan had completely
returned t o posipracticeins,n 6Btr afdo rs ayi odu, giuTyhsi.s It os f
what she needs. 0

We did get through the set once, but then | was ready to cry. We sounded Brafljl.
seeming to be a naturabrn leader, told us we needed a break. We could all go out for lunch, or
we could take a break apart. If we needed a little time away from each other, that was fine, but
we had to be ready t o #Wwothikgelseoget her éat | east

Brad offered to buy, so all the guys decided to go togethéy.d j ust about had
testosterone | could stand, but | thought it was important that | be with them, especially if we
were to bond as a band. None of the guys seentedits e a beef with me; the
along amongst themselves. And maybe that was just preshow tehbmped so. My dreams
of enjoying myself this summer were fast fading. No way could | stand this kind of behavior for
that long.

Butthesecod r ehear sal was much better. I wasnot
mel | ower . | coul dndét be certain, but | thoug
down. Whatever the case, after we finished, we packed up the van. Brad said there we
sometimes places to get ready at the venues and sometimes not. He said if | planned on wearing
something else, | might want to dress before we left, so | did. | figured | could do my makeup on
the way. | pulled out of my bag what | thought would e perfect outfit for my first night on
stageétight faux | eather pants ( sschoresteéevéedng | a
tshirt. |l 6d seen a woman in a band wearing or
about one or two centirter strips, and | think it was to show off all the tattoos on her back. |
just thought it was a cool grungy look. So | had done something similar, only I ripped it and
made some holes in it, but mostly on the back. | put a few smaller holes arowntnhedrea
in front. Yeah, I had no tats, Oasoputonhoped i



pair of big black Dr. Martens boots | 6d had f
them to many a metal concert, so why not onstag@ to

The guys |l iked my | ook. I knew I 6d match tl
wasnodot ready fioralt hegiou deoakt igoresat . O That was
more subdued than the rest.

Zane AGod, you | ook hot. o

Brad: IAiNK ec etéHe s ki n. O Yeahéhedd already se

Et han: AWe gonna have to beat the guys off

joking about that or happy eithekike | cared.
Ethan planned to ride shotgun to Denver, but Brad told hite @mphatically that | was to
ride nexttohimfi That seat belongs to our muse. 0 | 6d
coul dndét r e me BHarewas funhing abomy sigingdup frontagain. Still, though,
| could tell he was low key, andaas convinced he tiad a littlepharmaceuticahelp with that.
| planned to ask one of the guys I&enaybe even the next dayf they knew what was going
onwith him.
On the trip there, we tried to laugh and joke, but | was nervous. Brad turned upsthe mu
of f and on, Il think to try to get my mind off
our rehearsals had stunk.
Brad stopped in Colorado Springs at Burger King arggdus to get something to eat. |
told him | was too nervous.
AValféiyou dondt eat, youbdbre nosomeghingwa ISaveé t
got one of their chicken sandwiches and fries and managed to eat half before | decided | was
done.
And the closer we got to Denver, the more nervous | got. | can baredynieen unpacking
the van and setting up. We were sl ated as th
hel ped or not. Knowing | could get it over w
been that nervous about anything in my entiee Various limbs on my body were either numb
or tingly due to an overdose of adrenaline.
Once we were set up, all the guys were checking their instruments. | stood off stage, not
ready to put myself out there. We still had fifteen minutes befone shwe, and the place was
filling up. It made the big bar in Winchester look like a bathroom.
| tried pacing but didndét know that it hel pe
wall near the stairs. Ethan started walking my way, still wednisiguitar strapped over his
body. He stopped in front of me. Before he said anything, | examined his eyes. | thought
maybe now he was sober, but | couldndét be sur
A Y e a hRedlly, though) wasndét too sure
With one smooth motion, he pushed his guitar so that the strap caaredridto hang on
his back, and then he put linegs \aln.dé® aArod ntdh amy
me. At first, | was taken aback and unsure, butthenlgavein. t he shortd ti me we
and even more recenfiyEthan had never kissed me like this. His kisses, while thrilling, had
never been full of unbridled passion and promise. But this one was. This kiss was deep and
hard and he held nothing back, anaddmpletely took me out of the moment. One second | was
freaking out about the upcoming performance and the next | was transported. So when he
stopped, it took me a moment to open my eyes and let myself come back to the present.
But he wasnodtt kdnoonve .i f |i tdowmas because of the
on my entire face, the one of having had my breath taken away, but he kissed me agaid then



nearly knocked me down. | might have been in shock the first time and frozen, but the second
time | was thawed and moving. | wound my fingers into the hair at his temples and let him have
me . For the first time since hedd wandked awa
just like that, le was completely forgiven and back in my gooal gre s . I shoul dnét
that easy, but he just so happened to give me what | needed in that vulnerable moment, and |
responded.

This time when the kiss ended, he again waited for me to open my eyes. And then Ethan

was like a new persontome. @onwer e all the bitter, angry fe:
over the | ast few months. 't was as though n
gonna be okay?0o0

My voice was barely a whisper. AYeah. o

He nodded and smiled and then let go of nek\&alked back onstage. | just watched him
and then I saw Brad | ooking over at me. I di
bring myself to smile.

And then it hit me. I went straight outsid:e

* % %

It was a blur, and to this day, | dondt r em
remember some details, but big chunks are almost missing from my memory. That was my
brainds way of dealing with i tseofthdifystsorm,ibate was

| let the music take over and guide me. And it did. Throw into that a frenzied crowd moshing
and headbanging at my feet, and suddenly | was part of the concert too, just having a good time.

And our earlier rehearsals were noindat i on of how wedd perfor m.
we were in sync, and we were smoot h. |l di dno
To boot, it was almost like we could psychically read each other. And it was only our first show.

As we walled off stage to cheers and whistles, | wondered wiwaetime together would do for

us. I stil |l di dn-ladged membeeof theeband, evemn tkoegh hgonda s a f
many of the words |106d been si nthihengthisveconceat mi ne .
was the first step. After all the stress, worry, and nerves, | was now ready for more. | wanted to

see how we would evolve together. | wanted to enjoy the crowds, the feeling of the music

flowing through my body as | belted out thume. | lookedorward to relishing the moment.

That night, we went to eheap ass hotel. Brad had already explained to me that once he
paid the last of the expenses (and that was usually the hotel rooméadd hd ol d back som
g a s ) splituevired was left among the band. | went in with him and told him | had to get
my own r oom. AThat 61 | doubl e the cost, Val

The clerk said, AWe can get you a cot . Thel

| considered it. | reallgid. But | knew these guys would get rowdy and party, and if any of
them picked up girls like they often did, | didtwant to have to try to sleep through it. Then
there was the sticky issue of sharing a shower and all that good stuff. So | peilégdtytwo-

shoes card. Al Mydaniosed my dad, Brad.
He | ooked at me and sighed. AAll right. o
ABut | o6l I pay for it. | dondét want to cut |
AFuck that. o He gl anced over at theatcl er k
me . ANo way. You keep doing what you did to
He | ooked back at the clerk again, this time
rooms. One a double, the other a single. Anywayyoucahgeth c|l ose t o each ot
The clerk tapped on the old computer in frort



After Brad paid and we had the keys, we st al
next to each other, tdhemerldéasi Hiemsg alhawntc ea orf 0 inse)
| raised my eyebrows and kept yaw hstnikaioght a
We got set up in our rooms, and the guys pulled the liquor out almost immediately, making
me gl ad 1 06d i nsi st e érenogirlstorgightdysth but tikeonewvere goifich er e w
to be rowdy. | enjoyed some time with them, though, until | was too tired to stay awake
anymore. But the guys assured me they were happy with their decision to bring me on board.

Ethan sai eaandiVYalwer®r aakay on vocals, but you b
exactly what we needed. 0

Zanej oi ned i n. AYeah, and you keep wearing s
faster. o

| |l aughed. They werendét ubsuetd It odisdenebitn gt hmen ki
of clothes would make people, even men, appreciate our music any more. It just enhanced the
experience.

Had Ethan decided to get chummier with me that Bigtke he had earli€r | would have
forced myself to stay awake longeBut | was tired and told them good night. Then they could
go find girls if they needed to. |just needed my rest.
| coul dnét sl eep, though. I was still on a
while to fall asleep. That and the noise from Imandmates made it difficult. But whedit
sleep, | was still relishing my new role, and | could barely believe my good fortune.
|l finally got up around eight. | 6d sl ept f ¢
guys. | doubted | would hagotten less sleep. But | jumped in the shower to get ready to head
back home. If the guys needed more time to sleep (and | suspected they would, and checkout
wasnodét until el even) , | would do some writing
| 6 d ngny makeup on but was still in just my panties and bra and had only combed out
my hair when | got a text from Brad) up?
| was surprisethewas. So | texted backrep.
Then a knock on the door. | ran over and peeked through the peephole. It watk Brad
opened the door a crack. AGi mme a second. I
He grinned. Al could help you with that.o
Al 6m sure you could. o
| closed the door and ran to my suitcase, grabbezhattand jeans and threw them on.

Then | | et ®Bismuipr.o ASo what
AJesuséthose guys are trashed. Theydre gont
some breakfast and coffee and just wanted to
ASure. o I sl ipped on s hawsvewereduttghaudo!l ed my h:

We were quiet as he drove around looking for a place to eat. He had the music loud, and
that was okay.Brad was the kind of person | felt comfortable around, even when we had nothing
to say to each other.

He found a diner just a couple of miles fronr motel. As he parked, he turned the music

down and asked, AThis okay?o0

AYeah. ltdéds fine. o

Within minutes, we were seated, had placed ¢
what we both needed. And | saw that as my opport@nity better time thanow to broach the
subject | knew needed discussion. AUméabout

Helookeda me t hen and shook his head. nNoéVal ,



Considering a |ittle over a week aglostal 6d al
fewdayslater and hedd seen me right back in Ethanos
| |l ooked at him and, my voice | ow, said, Al od

He looked down ito the black liquid in his cup, considering my words. Without looking at
me, he sighed and then said, Al knew what | wg
knowwher e your heart is, and | chose to take th
and those eyeséthey bor ed experemcedmmsyshoitlifeh afinl i nt
told youéldm a patient man. o0 I f hedd been a

knocking the wind out of me, crushing mBut | realized what he was referringtdnis promise
to me months ago that he woulditxffar me to get over Ethan. And what if | never did? Had he
thought about that?
No matter what the case, | felt as though Brad and | were becoming close friends. | trusted
him more than | hadnyone elsen my short adult life. Brad had always beemést but caring,
and | respected the hell out of him too. He was driven and motivated. | liked the other guys in
the band, but when it came to accomplishing goals, Brad had it all over them.
Et hanéhe was another story.couWhdyn éhte fhiagdu rseu.c |
did, and Brad had known it from the beginning. It had never been a secret frortene. was
somet hing unspoken between Brad and meésomeho
thinking and f eel i nbappened, buiithddh 6t know how it h
But | sat there, no words rushing to my lips. What was | supposed tdGag/?
Bradéthanks for waiting f oligrabbedformydofieedupapd ne o
noticed my hand was shak&niglL | éBuét hewahdaedex p
saw or noteéeélododm sure you didnodét appreciate see

| coul dnét read him, not right then. I saw
i maginati on. AfDoesndt matter. It was a good

Oh, God éhbdhurthha Iml. y Pretty badly, from the | o0o0
hand with mine. He didndét pull away. AYou a
up, because anyt hi ng soardfackinglamel If beawas sadrdatewhy t h at

was | shitting all over him?

I f 16d known the answer to that question, I
of the ages.
* k%
't wasnodét until Brad and | were heading bacl

Et hano6s d mighyhave beemgieexperiericed, but | was pretty sure Ethan was using
something. | hoped Brad would know.

We were hal fway back, so | knew | didndt hay
Et han taking, Brad? Do you know?o

AHMmMéwhat ?0 adEibtth ebre ehne pbary ihneg weatst eprrteitoemn di ng
catch my question. | repeated it.

ACome on, Brad. |l 6m not stupi d. What 6s Et |

He shook his head. AYou really donét wanna

AYeah, actdoadly, | really

He sighed,pulng i nto the mot el parking | ot. He d|
van back into the space where hed6éd parked bef
Al 6m not positive, but I 6m pretty sure heds t

AVi ke?0



iVi codi n. o
AHO do you know?o

He | ooked over at me, stopping himself from
reasons for why | think that.o

He started to get out of the van, but | gral

He took a deep breath, justb ki ng out the window. But t hen
couple years ago, his mom had some in the med
never used the rest of 06em. So we both took
notgoingtat he party. We were wasted. It waséhard
didndét want to do anything, just | ay there, Vv
watching on TYV. And then | just WwWenmnded akke DIn
now and then until the whole goddamn bottle was gone.

AiSo i f 1tds gone now, how6s he getti mor e

The | ook on Bradobés face told me how
il 1l egal drugs? Y o u eelis thekight amaoust oftcdstaand ah a
connection. o
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ASoéwhat should we do about it?0

Brad |l et out a puff of air, almost | ike a | :
think we can do about iit, Val ?0nolw jtihhat I|Eda dhlkea
drug use was confirmed. AiWe cané6ét do shit.
him stop, hedll just do it more. You stand b
eyes and let out another breath, but he keeptk i n g , his voice | ow. nYol
there when you need to. o He pull ed his keys
|l i ke I always have. o

* % %

So | felt no better actually knowing the truth, and Brad had probably knowwdhgd
happen. ived to Bheeld meflordit t 1t di dndot matter, thougt
know, and maybe his advice was right. Maybe all | could do would be to be there to help Ethan
when he was ready.

During the next week alone, | didat of thinking. | decided that maybe | needed to be
more forward with Ethan. More than that, though, | also thought maybe | needed to take control
of my future. I knew | wasndédt going to be a
was awakem g , I needed to be safe. Il knew, deep d
hadno6t i nt er rthahrigatd thB vaave pr@babty would have wound up having
sex. And that would have been stupid on my part. No protection mearuaf itstpossible
pregnancy. Nothing would happen with my life if | wound up being a young mother, no matter
who the dad was. |l knew STDs were a concern
an unwanted baby. So | made an appointment witfathdy planning agency in town and took
the first step. The nurse gave me a thremth prescription of the pill and several condoms, and

even though | couldndét start the pil!/l right a
We had shows eveweekend, and by the end of June, | felt comfortable on stage. | was
enjoying being the center of attention, stirr

mastersomescreaming n addi ti on to singing cl| etatad and |
doing a little writing again too, but a lot of it was done through email, simply because it was hard

for us to get together much being in different locations. We saw each other for shows, and when
the guys didnodot par tte warkodone,rout pahttying was thedr prioritydl g e t



guessed | could understand it, but we hadnot
on party favors.

Et hhan didndot warm up again |ike he had my fi
again, but our relationshipas boyfriend and girlfriend or even as just friehdsa d n 6t r et ur n
to nor mal . Webd talk now and again, but it w
never work between us andngbatlotoBrdd. Heiardhbdth i mme d
knew | was Ahung upo on Ethan, even if nothin
systemfor good Brad was off limits. It was a neunspoken agreement between the two of us.

By the time we got to the Thursdayh ow i n Denver, the guys were
without me. | 6d suggested a couple of weeks
resume their previous roles, but they wouldnbo
work, and we sped to Denver. After the show, they drbaekto Winchester, dropped me off at
home so | could get a little sleep before work on Friday, and then found a motel.

What suprised me was how thatsummeb d f al |l en i nto tha routi ne
every moment | was onstage. It was magical. There was an energy that came from the audience
t hat fueled every performance. It drove me a

life. And I tried to ignore the voice in the back of my mitite one telling me not to get used to
it. | wanted to just enjoy the feeling, live in that moment.

One show near the beginning of August, we were playiregsmall rural sleepy eastern
Col orado town. Knowi ng what shallremaneameléss,l k n own
hadnodét expected anything great. But they tur
us and the other two bands we were playing wi
back.

We were staying in another rundowngh@as s mot el , just | i ke all t
staying in, places with worn yellow carpeting, faded beige drapeglamibing that had seen
better days. The guys were drinking again, a
round brown table in the corneand | saw Ethan put what looked like a pill in his mouth before
knocking it back with a beer. That was my op

walked up to Ethan and asked him if we could talk outside.
He agreedandwe stepped just outside the door on the sidewalk that served as a buffer
between the parking lot dirt and the rooms themselves. He seemed guarded. Maybe he already

knew what | wanted to talk to him about. i Wh
| took a deep breathand forcedmysf t o | ook i n his eyes. A Wh
AWhat do you mean?o0
Al know youob6re taking something. o
His eyes grew dark theand | could see him shutting himself off. He narrowed his eyelids
and got his face cl| os enessiow? omi ne . AAnd t his i
|l hadndédt known what reaction to expect from
cold and closed in, already unwilling to tal§k
friend, Et han, and vy o uoweWhatlys do akectsdeaaffécts thee my
ot her guys. |l 6m afraid of what youdre doing

Altds no worse than drinking. o

AYou dondt see me drinking. o

He raised his eyebrows. i leithérotm 6t see you | ¢

Well, hehadapoin t her e. | wasndét ready to give up
not saying | approve, but youodve sswHEtmmgh to fu



ltos | i ke youdre numb, Et han. é¢far@way | i ke youbo
somewherelse 0

Hi s eyes har dsomtethdnk mayb@étYhoaut éesv etrhe only way | ¢

| was at a loss. No words wanted to form on my tongue, and | heard the door open behind
me. But | ignored it and decided to try a toughlave pr oa c h . AThat 6s bul | s
youlovedt hi séand i f youdre not giving it your al/l
reach your fulll potential. Youdbre not just |

He grabbedmgr m j ust above my el bow. Hi s voice w
Val , Il know you thinklydw kmow mé,jtbtto pwoauwuvidae
right? The day | dondét perform, thhd eddy me dd
| et you do wa heletgdofmyarn thee and started backing@vayh ot anot her
goddamned word about it.o

That 6s when | noticed Brad behind him, Br ac
enough that | could clearly tellthatss who it was. He put a hand o
AEverything okay here?0

Et han gave him a dirty | ook. AYeah. I was

|l raised my eyebrows and nodded my head. I
Ethan wanted to setfestruct and the rest of us be damned. | might have been naive, but |

wasnot stupid. | knew about rock stars whood
point of death, theydd done st egnéedhadTha t t o da
DoorJssons Morri son been | ate for? Hedd been the

letting drugs wreck their lives befotieeykilledt h e m, and I|hamdtdbetoniefjustwant Et
another rock star cliché.

For now, though, | had to letgp, so | just walked over to my room, leagiBrad standing
al one. I didndédt slam my door, but | coul dnot
giving up and I think I might have been even angrier that his friclegsned to bgist leting
him flush his life down the toilet while they watched.

So when | heard the knock on my door, | was really not in the mood. It was Brad, carrying
t wo bottles of beer. I didndédt even know what
of amusementrchappinessi Wh at ? 0

He di dndt seem too amused lordihdanpbpty seaiyt haenry.t h
stepped back, pulling the door open further, letting him walk in. He sat at the chair up against
the desk, so | sat on the edge ofthe begl.tli | | di dndt say a word. n W
bottleto me, the neck tilted toward my handsshook my head. He placed the bottle on the
desk and then twisted off the cap of the othe
Vabbut what youdre doing nowéh eméetstoraalizé onhit ow vy o

own what heds doing. o Il rolled my eyes. A |
that i s a bad idea. o I suckeldd hinma biikeaddnof
overdose on it. |l 6ve never seen him go overb
ABut can he become addicted?o0
Hi s eyes | ooked sad then. AfHe probably alr:¢
AAnd you just | et him?o0
AWhat the fuck i slletham?suhpphbke,otbarecahyms a m@ m
contr ol over what he does?0 Il just kept star
|l 6m not the fucking cops. yiuhastwoelktdhben. I0i ke



At first, | w anly knewth Etham foitlesd than enhyeam that Brdd and the
other guys had known him for much longer. But then | realized Brad was right. Eth#rewas
only persorresponsible for Ethan. No one else here could control his life. Even I, with my good
intentions,couldonly hope to reason with himl shrugged my shoulders and made myself look
at hi m. Then | nodded. AFair enough. 0o Il s
him keep doing this.o

AWhat t hesupppded oade? we

Wellb,hehad me t her e. Et han wasnét ,an@Bradevasough g
right. Unt i | he admitted he hafdl ag upersosb|tehrer acd
not hi ng. I just feel so helplesséand | ame no

AHow do kifoeuelt?hi nl 6m his best friendtusediond you
encourage a lot of thahit. Hell, we used to do a lot of shit together. First time | tried meth and
coke were with Ethan.o

| coul dndét help that rmy de yreest hg?roew wi de. AY

He shrugged. AYeah. o

AAre you crazy?o

AProbably. Yeahéwe did stupid shit, Val. :
Et han dAodf£Lmadt .| rmt@ocoked dnsdnsthing like medh. He took a | ong
hi s beer . beheBdorhinw &/e geeditd catch him when he falls, because he will.
Hedl | fall. And thatodéds when hedll decide he

| felt my expression soften. ARSo whatods t h
you stopandhexn 6t ? O

Al dondt Kk nowmoreatitictvd persamadity thada sd @ . Hel I I  don
Seriously, Val. The mands been through hel]l
does to cope. o

So Ethan hadnét be esaidkexidthegdeugestiniva g wlheln nee &d
forget that, but | wasn?otifludhelphm wndlwactediol d he
know what Brad knew, but | also knew Brad wou
and | also knew E#@m would only tell me when he was damn good and ready and not a moment
beforeéifnedeed, | etting Bradds words sink in.
knew he was right, and | hoped I could be strong for him.

AOf fer on &ahd?beer still st

Brad raised his eyebrows. AYou serious?o

Al knowéstupid. o

He | aughed. ANah. I f youdre gonna drink, t

twisted off the cap and handed it to me.
Itook asip.Yuck.l 6 d had ,aedr | I6eenakmgefaa.r Judb reot a flavor that

made me want to drink more. But 1 06d asked fo
knew way too many of my thoughts. Il didnodot Kk
knew just the same. HesaildT her eds somet hing el se we shoul d

| squinted my eyes. What now? Hadnodt we c

AYou and me. I want you to know I respect
band, i1tbés handsseofyfoou flordoFudtl ywaAnutt otnoa tlioc . Y
needed. No way am | gonna fuck that up. Soé

worries, that 10611 keep my hands to myself. o



Part of me was crushed. | bBekwleen asgdsomething It . Br ¢
couldndét name, but 1t was even stronger than
that. But he was right. We needed to maintain a professional relationship, and even at that
young age, | saw the wisdom in that dgmn. Brad was driven, determined to see his band go as

far as it possibly could, and a flingéwell ,hk t
muddy the waters, and | respected his call. | held out my hand to shake his, and the warmth and

electrictyi n hi s hand reminded me those feelings we
ignore them now. Al respect you too, Brad, a
band. 0 I didndt even think amceshbol stastedtupm e f act

again. | was just living in the moment, enjoying it.

But we shook on that agreement that night, based on the hope that the band could get far.
And | awoke the next morning, refusingd to ack
was to keep his hands to himself, | had to ke



Chapter Nineteen
Present

| ®HAD NO ideawhat becoming a mother would nmea Even wit Wdomd, the t he r
connecting with goups, anda t t e n d i n dhad dcctusweha bwouldibéfacingl t di dn ot
help that little Christopher had jaundice, so we had to take him in to the doctor frequently until it
cleared up. But that first mont hgeimalnhow nsane,
my baby and figure out how to be the bestmomlcouldd deci ded to breastH f
figure out how to do that in addition to all the other things Ethan and | were so new at and
clueless about.

But by the second month, | was startiogpelieve Ethan, that he was leaving his old self
behind. He wanted to be a loving father and husband.

The first time Christopher laughed, it was lasugh the world had stopped. Ethan had
placedhim on the floor on a blanket to change his diaperjaed was ki ssbelpg t he b
rubbing his beard on him, just enjoying the feel of our ch@tiris laughed. | got down on the
fl oor too. My baby | aughed! AnDo that again,
with his beard agajrand thebaby laughed again. We spent a long time there, with Ethan
tickling the babyés tummy ovVveranawedvoulmlaeghatagai n
his cute little giggle.

| was in love. That baby was now my life, and no matter what happenedskhacfore me
was clear. My job was to love and nurture, protect and cherish this baby for the rest of my life.

After a while, we were on the couch watching a movie, Chris in my arms, having fallen

asl eep. I wasnodt real hygy wat mhi bgbybe mewcefu
dr eamed. Et han paused and said, Al stil/l can
| pried my eyes away from the baby to | ook ¢
He too was staring at the baby. hisheadcoul dnot
AJustél guess 1Itodéds better than | thought it w
|l | et those words wash over me. ADid you t|
ANoél justécandét wrap my mind around the f at
| s mi | ehddthenbfef ou e . 0
Heshookhi s head. ANot | i ke this. OO
| was starting to suspect he was feeling trapped, and that was not a healthigrghaoeto
be. Il knew Ethan too well by this point, and
happy?o
He smil ed. anbCeh., nlo.am.l alm,6sb justeédifferent
agai n. | knew my baby wouldndét, couldndt ©bre
just by his words, | feared Ethan was feeling
about it or just brace myself for what was su
i s good. | 611 justémiss the old days. You Kk
| coul dndot hel p t he i iighting ®rune®dYowshardyewem d of my

fought for me. o
He | aughed. Al didéin my own way. o0



| sat there with him for a little longer, but then | decided to put Chris to bed. His crib was in
my bedroom, so | lay him down and covered him with a light blanket, and thdowayon my

bed. |l coul dndét sl eep, though, because Et han
A while later, Ethan came in the room and lay next to me. | could feel as he shifted in the
bed. Well, at | east he was stway. [Solavas h o me . H

surprised when | felt him move again, this time pressing up against me from behind, his warm
breath on the back of my neck.

| was surprised. We hadndét made | ove since
because the doctor had saideve ul dndot for a whil e, and we wer e
new parents that sex was the last thingonour midds.d , fr ankl| y, Il hadndét v
about it, because past experience told me Ethan would find it elsewhere if he felt his needs
werendt being satisfied. So, feeling him behi
aroused and made me forget about the feelings

AMmmeé o He started Kki,andlireachedtupover imyheakitoouh my n e
my fingers through hishairHi s hand moved up under my shirt t
sensitive to his touch as it had been, but his touchriergéwas welcome and wanted. | could
tell he wanted meaow, and knowing | was awake and willing justearaged him. He slid his
hand under the back of my panties to pull them down my leg, but my weight had pinned them
between my body and the bed. He just tugged harder until they were down my thigh.

| felt his other hand slide under my sj@ad he kept mving until his fingers were between

my | egs. He coul d tell | was ready. Of cour
mont hs. We hadndét been together much right b
he was usually under the inénce. And then, whemaspregnant, he tended to treat me like a
piece of porcel ain. Yes, I needed hi m; | wan
tell he didnot pandlwastokaywitbthai,s on f orepl ay

| was a little nervous n't i | | felt him thrust i1 nside me,
ther e. And even though we didndét say a word,

making me hope it Madndéttijld2tanbeodn @& odhrgedm.d w

sunmer after my freshman year in college kept rolling around in my head. But one line, just one

l ine from that song kept haunting me: Al tho
But | was afraid to say it out loud.



Chapter Twenty

Past
BEFOREI KNEWi t , I was back at home preparing for .
to save up some money and had avoided bl owing

really need. | was feeling down, though, knowing my tenure with Fully Automaticusgs |
about over.

| didndét want to go back to coll ege. I di di
do there. Iheldno interest for me, andvas beginning to think it was a waste of time and
money. Worse yet, d i d n 6BtharkorZarnewvere planning to go back. | supposed | could
continue to sing as long as the dates were weekendsdibiyt the venues would be a lot
harder to get to, especially in the winter.
work, and | really dicheed to plan on hanging up the mike after our last show.

So when the guys picked me up on our lasbt@mother show in the Denver Metro adel
tried to put on a happy face. No matter what
beinginthebadandboecomi ng c¢cl oser friends with the guy:
spent with them. It had been an exciting journey otdisifovery.

As we drove down the mountain from Winchester toward Colorado Springs, Brad turned
down t he mwesiwant eidVvatloob broach a pretty serious

good a time as any. o He | ooked behind his sh
They all made sounds of agreement, and Brad looked over at the passenger seat to look at
me. Why did this make me n@us? It soundetbos er i ou s . AOkay. 0

His arm was bent at the elbow, resting on the door. The window was down, blowing air
through the van, helping the temperature inside be a tolerable level. It was blowing the hair on
the left side of hisheadaradn e mphasi zi ng how much it had gr
Hedd al so gotten more tattoos, oneOeotof his rig
everyone in the van at this moment, | knew that Brad would make it. Music was his life, and
everyhing he did played into what he perceived to be his endgame.

He was grinning, because he could tell how | was takjribat | was a little on edge
AWebve been talking, Val, and web6re not ready
know werbeveedya got dates <clear through November,

that . o He kept his eyes on the road but kept
Youbve become one of wus, andnymoe ocandt see doi
| nodded and looked out the front window myself. This was going to be a sad conversation.
AYeah, but |1 6éve got coll ege soon. o
AYes, thatods what youdve said. So youobve d:i
AWell, no. o
AYoubve narrowed it down, though, right?09
| knewwhereb was going with this. iANoéo

ASo why candntlyse hlbodwwait

He had a point. Whwasl so hellbent on doing it right then? | was in a hurry to get it
done so | could be out of school, but to what end? | had no idea what | wanted to ohy with
life. He was right. | could go to school anytime, once | knew what | wanted tw.gb\Vfaiting
would make sense.



| 6d just have to talk my parents into it. 4

But then | have to get my parents on bah . More than that, though,
do then? How do | support mysel f? l'tds not

ABut what i f we were playing four or five ni

AYeahél can see how that mi ¢galtongas]tdough,p . But
woul dndt you?o0

ANot i f we moved to where the shit is. o

It started to sink in, what he was saying.
and play all the time?0

Heb6d started grinning. i Y maostly pldy araundoDenver,h a t w e

so why not find a place that fits all of us? | keep booking shows, and | could do more if we lived
there and didndét have to dri ve adrdundworkend t he p
if we could make it to a slw on time, | would jushave to make sure we had the tifrese.

There are | ots of shows we could do, and Denv
couldnét do shows somewhere else, but it woul
| noddel . It was a great idea, but | really di
been uneasy about my At ourwi rhgpow wihtely 6tdh  egedy sa,b
shar ng | iving space with them. Brididgabignt i nued.
audience, maybe even of getting picked up by
more shewsoald sense my hesitation. AWoul d i
and dad, | et them know youbre safe with us?o
An d thbvwathedngn of Fully Automatic got invited to the Quinn family barbecue the
foll owing Sunday. | 6d t ol d mandpamosaicives | want

wanted to talk to them about something importarit.aldtnd@t d t hem yeanninghat |
on returning to school.

We were all out back that afternoon after church. Mom had finished making coleslaw,
baked beangornonthecolmnd pot ato sal ad, and 16d hel ped
table, along with condiments, papg®ates, and plastic flatware. Danny was sitting at the table,
texting his girlfriend, while dad stood at the grill, checking for the doneness of the steaks on top.
| heard the doorbell ring and went into the house to let the guys in.

Afeelingofdreadc enched my gut. I hoped theyodéd ton:«
them t o, d i d n 6requdstatbut | had gently augigesteid they try td be
conservative. Brad told me hewasonit,solkheeedb d ok f i ne. | suspect e
other guys into shape too.

And | was glad to find that t henyeyeslaitanyl ook ed
rate. aBmowa lefiveen thaaind shouldelengttd he 6d pul | ed idnnt o a poc

spite of the warmer weath&mwas wearing a whit, longsleeved buttomown shirt. He almost
looked like he would fit in a laiback office setting. But | knew what was under the shirt, and
the weather could force him to roll up his sleeves if it got too warm.

Ethandés hair had Igof @momthsam v was lorgishebut ktid isotthec o u p
length that would make my parents freak out. Hikitt, jeans, and sneakers made him look like
any normal college guyZan& s hair had al ways been | onger, b
was not theeyalinar mediad been during shpargl the new tattoos he had were high on
his arms, so hisshirt sleeves covered most of them.

Ni ckéwel |, Nick was still the shy guy and h¢
verbally, but he seemedtoneve want to draw attention to hi mse



wouldpulleyes t o hi m. He | ooked | i ke the most fAnc
hair and plain blue-shirt and jeansone small tattoo on his upper right arm that was covered by
the shirt sleeve Assessing my bandmates as a group, | felt a huge wave of relief washing over
me. | knew then that they had a chance of my father not just dismissing them summarily. They
could win him over with their personalities.
AHey, guymel. 0 Foll ow
|l noticed Brad was carrying a bouquet of f 1
over that wayéuntil | realized he was going
try to capture momds heart. ldss aceangsinartyas Sh
hell.
Zanes ai d, ANice place, 0 as we wal ked through
AThanks. |l 6ve | ived here alll my | ife.o
We got out of the cool house and out into the bright sunlight shining in the backyard. The
picn c table had an umbrella, so wedd be saved f
at its mercy. My mom was already playing hostess and welcoming them to our home. Dad was
at the grill a ways away and wasnodét in any hu
iMr s. Quinn, 0 Brad said, handing her the bou
overéand for | etting us borrow the vocal skil
Mom smil ed. AOh, youdbre certainly welcome. ¢
Dannywho actually bothered to look up from his phone for two seconds. But he seemed to think
the guys were cool and wound up sliding the phone in his pocket after one last text. Mom said,
Al 6d better get these in watyewr fYaheri?eé, cou
As she walked into the house with the flowers, my dad was making his way over to the
picnic table with a platter full of steaks. All the guys looked cool and composed, but | was

t
ou

nervous as hel | . That 6s petteotham théyylid. bMhenalads e | kK
made his way over, | introduced each of the guys to him and had finished just as mom was
heading back out. Dad didnét give anything a

We sat down to eat, passing around plates and bowlsdffooand j ust as ever.y
got full, my dad asked what we had wanted to discuss with them. So | told him asahatter

factly as | coul d. Mom said, AYoubre not pl a

A Mo m, | 6ve thought bBonwaahdnbayduabmobhewyhi s|
|l want to do with my |ife, and so | dondt hav
year of attending school, |l 6d know, but 1 d&dm n
And |l wanttodoth s . It might not be for a | ifeti me, l

who travel around the world for a yeartwo before going to school. | went to school for a year

and now | O6m going to try somelt hamgannd fWwRatnlt .\
Momés eyes told me she understood but dadéwe

seeing the rigid expression holding his facial muscles in place. He looked at me and then at each

of the young men in my group, carefullyaspdu i et | y assessing them. Fi
tell you my concern here. |l want to know wha
Jesus. Of course. |l knew that would be wher

been thereHis coldeyes stared each one of my bandmates down.

Thank goodness Brad acted as spokesperson.
had a conversation about that earlier thissummden.d | 61 | be honest with vy
probably won dall Vakeriepnd et a titiée $riendly but when we invited her to
sing for the band, I told herthatoul d be a | i ne that we woul dnot



dondot work, so thereds no way | O0Om ¢ieilng to ru
want to assure you, sir, that we respect your daughter and value her contribution, and we have
and will continue to treat her as one of wus.

My mothergiggled but dad was not amused. Stilgduld tell that what Brad had said had
eased hismindalittlebifi Just so wedre on the spankgangage, t |
one of you so much @asucheamy daughter without her consent, | will gladly go to prison for the
restof mylifeforrmr der . 0 Il noticed | was holding my b
blush again because my father just had to go there. But then my mind did a double take. Wait a
second. The way he spoke, it was like he was already viewing it as a done deal.

Myvoice was quieter than | 6d meant for it to
dad?o

He cocked his head to the side, but his expl
t hough, and | saw his eyes sredta youwhatiotlou dér e a
anymor e. Al | | can do is give you my advice.
need to tell you that | dondot think this is a
a degree and figuring out what yaant to do with your life. Wu said that much yourself. And
| dondt know that traipsing around the state
department . O

|l coul dndot stop the smile that waesarfsor mifinSgo «
youdre saying | can go?0o0

That 6s whelackd a dfi ¥end | edal eri e, you can go. E
place to come home to. oo

* % %

The next two weeks whizzed by as | made preparations for a new life. | had to contact the
college and pt an end to my involvement theeend then | had packing to d&rad asked me to
head up to Denver with him twice in his hunt
events for September now that he kspeaefoweodd be
work.

Everything was expensive, but we managed to findldedroom places for low enough
prices. We wanted a thrbedroom apartment, btitose wereut of our price range. | started
feeling nervous, becausewduwmledmdtgsc avedrd dward rue@t
of the other expenses | knew wedd encounter.
going to go with a twdbedroom fornowa nd we 6 d ind a way to make |
enough to find aplace thatwhsur ni shed so e wouldndét have to
bedroom had a doubl e bed and t he ootthbsedetais t wi n
either,t di dn,Ghougmat Wedéd found a place tleawke was ce
had alreadylayed and would play. We were closer to where the work was.

f
W
n

On the way back home, Brad said, AGuess wedol
The couch | ooked comfortable. o

| s millkeydusaid,® 61 | make i tk nwow sk?. Manydb ew hwoe wo n 0
for | ong. o

He and | had pooled our money f oandalsthe deposi

spent some time (and more money) setting up the utilities not covered in the rent. | was nervous
and discouraged by the tirhgot home, but then | thought to myself that if we all had-pare¢

jobs and had regular gigs, we could make it, and maybe we could even look at bigger places
down the line.



I f Brad was con
webd have no prob
the short tidnkonde
of the worry.

The day came that it was time for me to kaBrad and the guys had already hauled all of
their stuff to the apartment (ihoingthevah t he day before, but they
the bare essentials. Their paréntike my owrd were okay with them leaving unnecessary
items behind, theirld rooms becoming storage.

| 6d expected Brad to pick me up that Thur sd:
my parentgoodbyehat morning, and Danny was off doing something with his girlfriend, so it
was just Ethan and me putting my thingsha back of his truck. I too just brought along what |
thought to be essentéalsome clothes, makeup, mudaptop,writing supplies. | knew space
would be I'imited, so I didnodét want to bring t

As we started the trip, Ethan told me the otingys were spending the day buying things
we 0d nsetepdourthawr@ef ood, cl eaning supplies, and thi.
trashcans, towels, sheets, and things. di dndét have much money | eft,
could when | got therdgut | knew Brad had to be getting to the bottom of his money supply too.

At first, driving down the mountain, Ethan just played theragio d we di dnét say

cerned too, he di ¢gosibve s how it
| ems. Hi s attitude ohnel ped a
de kenrowtnh ihngn hedd set his minc

each other. But then he said, fAiThe past few
Oh,wel , this was a newsfl ash. ARYeaheo
AWedbre good friends, right? Or were good fi
AYeah, Il thought so. 0
AAnd we kind of starteandelt tsorgtohoft kadk die ac
| nodded and looked out the side window. This was startingto gssm f f . | di dnot

be reminded of what an ass hed6d been to me.
fitThereds a reason for that . o

| |l ooked back over at hi m. AWhat would t hat

Al éuhéstarted to care for you more than | st

A Wh atthbast supposed to mean?o

Al candt éshoul dnodt . I meanéyoudre my muse,
word again. RnSo | shouldndét touch you. And
dondét want to ruin that.o

I

started | ahpybgdausengetal is full @ happy e soagsl everything is
all happy and brighéind innocent 0

He | aughed too. AYou know what | mean. o
AYeah, but | dondt think you get where | 0m ¢
willing to take chanes. It hurt me more than you know when you just decided you were done
wi th me. D o n 6 t moyethan just fetiting ks expllora wherk aur rélagionship was
goi nilg?was | ooking at him, waiting t?0 slesenowh aitt

worth just trying?o
He was quiet for a while. We sped down the road, and | started thinking maybe that was the
end of the conversation. o BHée t beketbeosardati
great friends, Val. Wegodowntimto adéany way you can keep your
| wasndét sure what he was asking. AWhy woul
ASo you didnét get hurt. o



It was my turn to contemplate the conversat.
hi m. AWoul det?lbat be inevitabl

He kept his eyes on the road, but I could tell from his expression that there was no humor in
his words. AWith meéprobably. o

| was getting upset. I't was | i ke hedd made
would end in di dasvteenn .0 bfel tl i keesrm@t , makdth an.
that way. And that would be a shitty thing t

Thatgot hi s attenti on. I didndédt curse |ike t|
noticed. He looked over at jfautitwas | i ke he was at a | oss for
Ethan, then we move forward from there. And friends care about each other, take care of each
ot her . Our friendshipiiS® mhtoualaysi snbdthaist 2 d
andcalckht ed ? Why canét nature just take its cou
told me?0

to see whe
y ? Il coul «
same as f e

why do we have to be afrai
t hit a nerve. Was he ang
next. ACaution is not the

t you see that o6s wdutaousnestdr sparsignyejyoug, Et hat
p hurting me worsen.tthanHiisf jwew dwagsusctl dr
are if you donét want to hear that. I
say ut donét pussyfoot around and then p
warm. 0 hadendétt iddi d a word, so now was my chanc
me your fucking muse, putrt rngnthe mpdohbém pebda
|l Om an equal, so please treat me | ike one. o0

He seemed to think about it, andwe satisi | ence f or a whil e. We
the time Ethanés truck made it to the Springs

ANope. | 6m good. o

Wewereon25 heading towards Denver when he star
then?o

Did he really mean it? He seemed sincere, a
moment hé gulled away. Deep down, yes, | wanted to try it fresh. | wanted a second chance.
| wanted to make a real go of it. Rational or not, | loved EtHamew it was stupid, but it

didndot matter. Stupi d or not, I wanted hi m.
damagedéand | think that part of me al so want
chance. I nodded. AYeah. o

We were another® mi | es down the road when he said,

bet ween you and Brad?o
| felt my eyes grow wide. What the hell had Brad said? Was Brad part of the reason Ethan

had shied away from me? ANoO. O The |l ess | sa
AYou sure?o
AYedM.m sur e. Ther edmtwaectnBit ng rtuleer e Td e r We lwla
sexual attraction there that | didndét think w

feelings for Ethan blinded me to anyone else.
ADoknow that?0
A Wh athatssupposed t o mean?o



Hi s voice was quiet. il see the way he | ool
I

Oh. didndédt know Brad | ooked at me a cert :
AEt han, whatever happened between Brtamdy and me
dad, and he meant it. He didnét wanthams r el at
off policy. There isxothingt her e. 0 Wowéwas | protesting too
Valerie.

He wasnodt saying much wideawhatyotexpech gittleesprinkleg r , at
hit the windshield as a light rain cooled the early September air. | looked out the window at the
gray skies. Finally, he spoke again. Al kno
Did you sleepwit  hi m? 0

|l dondt know why | told him. AYoudre right.
sl eep together. o | sighed. This conversatio

| saw him let the breath out of his lungs, almost k e what 1 6d said was a
hit me with a curveball. ASo why are you on

My voice probably got higher than | shoul d |
that ?0

~

AWe toured together enoughwiclkedveld&ememoyo@ant
Fair enough. I wanted to

e
i be safe. 0

AWi th Brad. o

I had to be honest. AYeah, with Brad. We 0 ¢
window agai n. AThandsl gwanaedi tbl béheafedo

ADIi d It adoydiuad

| felt my cheeks growing hot. AfDo what ?o0

A Make yheate?®foe el

AYeahéyou did. o

He seemed satisfied with my answer. We di di
Denver. Throughout the summer, wedd been dri

by the bright lights against the dark backdrop. Seeing the city imthetdi me, t hough éf |
me. Itwas huge. |was asmalltowngil.ut D e nsire¢.ched ontand on. To the west, it
butted up against the mountains and to the east, it sprawled and stretched as far as my eyes could
see. And to the north? | had noadéthe city ever really ended. Yes, | believed Brad was right
when he said web6bd have so many places to play
noticed, though? Would we be able to make it? It remained to be seen, but that he had that
unshakablé ai t h hel ped me believe it too. That di
overwhelmed by the sight of the metropolis spread forth in front of me.
Ethan navigated the traffic like a pro. It was before rush hour, so even though the traffic
seemed crazy to me at the time, it was actually pretty light. After a while, we reached our
destination in @malldark parking garage. | was glad to be ablgebout of the truck and
stretch.
Ethan joined me on the passenger side of the
itoell take wus to haul all my crap up to our p
He smiled and shrugged. A We 61 | mdtkeegapt he g u\
between us, his hands on my hips. His touch was aggressive, and | felt breathless. My back was
pressed against the warm, smooth side of his tauwtk | noticed my hands were cupping his
bi ceps. Al just wantlditdondnakmakda yduwrardad Uany
smothered me in a seskarching kiss that | felt clear tioe tips ofmy toes. The muscles



throughout my body grew taut, aching for his
Ethan. Iloved himand maybe,i nal |l y, we coul d explore the rel
As my tongue fought against his and my hands wound through his hair, | at last had hope that we
could try.



Chapter Twenty-one

| CAME TO the conclusion that | had been a spoileainpered child my entire life. Why?
Wel | |l hadndédt been i mpressed with my dorm ro
minded the austere, plain feel of the rooms. After all, | was there to learn, not to feel like | was
staying in a resort. Buhy new digs were anything but comfortable.
| knew | had no right to complain. We had a place that protected us from the elements.
Everything inside worketdl the shower, the toilet, the lights, the oven, you name it. But it felt
old and uncared for. Thealls were supposed to be white, but they were dingy. The carpeting
in the living room was rust colored. It was worn and had seen better days. The kitchen table was
past the point of lookindistressed It was just old. The linoleum in the kitchen feduips and
dents in it and, around the stove, there were burn holes. The fixtures in the bathroom were all
green and looked like they were thirty or forty years old.
| tried to keep a positive attitude, but | could tell the place could get me down. My two
pieces of luggage and three boxes sat in a corner of the smaller bedroom, and the five of us met
in the |iving room to discuss our arrangement
di smay. I hadndt had enoug Mt andiBmaeknoticed. wor k on
AWhat 6s wrong, Val ?0
| let out a breathfi |  k n checked eut this pladeefore, and it was all we could afford,
but am I the only one who thinks itdés depress
His smile was gentl e. i Noe whht évé makesit, right?t t he g
Besides, we donodot waanywayt \We wamn te becbut playinghgigdailthee h er
ti me. Am | right?o0
| forced a smile back. Heasr i ght . |l nodded. AYeah, | kno
Il dondt knoow ihcoew weuéclhl pbrea abl e to get in, ¢
e to check with our neighborsébo
We dondét have to crank it.o
It just gonna be harder to write new stuf
ner of the brmund dplhgg ism ardd werda et igoe It
guys agreed. ANowél i vishald Baverthe littg beareomt s .
one withthe¢ wi n bed. o
AThat doesndt seem fair, B r aaddnsleep dnhtree corighs o n e
and you guys can share the raon®
ABul | shit. lwedd Mk seepd oywrurh armdls of f . 0
AThat doesndét mean | need my own bedroom. 0
Al t dnymisd. Yoo need a place where you can feel safe, where you can have some
privacy. You wondét have to worry about one of us wzs

h a

A
v
A
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e
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staring at you while youb6re sl eeping.o
| started giggling. AShould | have had to \
Brad smiled, but he was all business now. He agmsntaking on his role as our natural
l eader . ANowéas to the ot herUsheslargmmasharave 6 r e
We bought two cots today at an army surplus s
we can store themintheclogsev er t her e. Not the best plan, k

Ethan said, ASo wedre just gonna use the Dbiq



A No One of wus will sleep on that bed, one
Webre gonna get a c ailgentlkdedroomathe dame amountobdays o f u
every month on a rotating basis. o

Nick said, Al dondét give a shit where | sl ec¢

Zanee |l bowed him in the ribs. AYeah, but i1f vy
youeéeo

Quiet Nick made myjawdropil don6t give a shit where | ft

Zanest art ed | aughéminggh.t . 0 No, bu't

Brad started in again. AWedll arrange the
chores too. Dondét give me that fl ovmek ,d oEbtbhta map
who has to take out t haedValwildgetstudk bleaningupejast | | 1 v e

because shactuallygives a shitRi ght ? 0
| smiled. Brad always seemed to have my back, and | was beginning to appreciate how
muchthoupt hedéd given everything.

Ethan said, AFine. Whatever. But donodot ex|

ANoO oneds gonna expect that. Soétherebds a
out who needs what. Val, if you have extra space in yamunor clothes, would you mind
sharing?o

ANo probl em. | §lilrsainpack my cl ot hes

And so, even though the place wasnbét comfy ¢
itéto at | east get used to it. Mat plovengd coul d

lot of money) maybe some cheap prints or something that reminded me of home.

So | knew the first step to making this place home was to unpack. The second would be to
find things that made me feel comfor@abere, but first things first. lad a little closet space
and two empty dresser drawers that | said the guys ceeld Brad stressed that vevar
decided to use it needed to make sure not to
wastrying to protect me. My dad would hakeen thrilled.

That first night, on a new bed with a thom mattress and new testiff, unlaundered but
brandnew sheet s, |l coul dndét sl eep. When | | et ¢
about the future. | had no idea what was going t@éapbut | was eager to find out. And my
dad had nothing to worry about. | suspected even after what Ethan had said that he was more
t a | ekpéciallyafter | found out how he really had put me on some stupid impogseibiles-
up-to pedestal.

| finally did sleep, and when | woke up, | was motivated. | decided | needed to find a job.

Yes, making money playing music was the ultim
than just gig money. I had faith obwouklrad t ha
help.

So | got up and showeredhilet he guys were still sleeping.

crazythe night beforand having a few beers. | think they were just as excited. We were adults
now, living on our own, responsible for everytipimnd even though it was scary, it was fun too.

| was glad the guys had stocked up on food. | nosed around the kitchen for a few minutes,
trying to be quiet because Brad afmhewe r e on cots and Ethan was or
wantto wake them. [ fond a packet of instant oat meal but
microwave, and | wondered if we should get one. But we did have two pans, so | heated some
water and then ate sorhet oatmeal | just thought it was funny how much | had taken for



granteau nt i | | di d n OAfter datng,leput ontmalewpyamdalid my. hair after
getting dressed.

Brad was sitting at the table when | came o1l
cof feemaker before. AWhat 6s up?0 he asked.

Al 6 m gopergd ttohe day | ooking for a job. o

AAl ready?o0

AA good idea, donét you think?o0

He smil ed. il was gonna wait for a day or
motivated. O

| shrugged. Al need a head s taeyaudoingup donoét
so early?o

ACandét sl eep. Too much on my mind. o

| heard Ethan mutter from the couch. AKI nd:
making noise. o0

Before | could even respond, Brad wha@ei d, A Shi
band a solid. o

Ethan said something else, but | couldndt m:

walking around our neighborhood. | could have gone through the want ads, but | wanted to look
for work within walkwvebgidietandedi dhodi dvadt k
around. I wanted it to be simple. But I 1i ke
know what  &dlapgpliedadtiedtayranbsguding fast food places, because | knew

| 6 d Hecenechamce at getting on with them. | also applied at retail places, where | figured

maybe | could get a job selling things. | ev
many janitors cleaning a large office building. The problem thi#h job was it was after hours,
and that would interfere with shows. I f 1 we
down. But I figured even filling out applications was good practice for me.

By the time | got back home late that afterndon, was ti red, sweaty, and

some French fries and a drink in the middle of my day, but the September sun on concrete and
asphalthad beernot and exhausting. All | wanted was a quick meal and a nice long cool
shower . Ik Irtomight, éspediallysalftex lespig s@ enlich sleep the night before.

It was my lucky night, because Brad and Nick were cooking dinner for everyone.hl said
and then went to my room to put my purse away and take off my shoes. | also replaced the
blouse wih a tshirt.

| came back out tgaysknbwewhdedthendamstldun o mMBoO VvV e @ O

a

Brad said, nAWedll have to |l ook it wup. May b
I nodded. AAnot her thing | didndét think of
AYou | ook tiredax. Si Wedlownbeandating in a |it
Al't smells good. What are you making?o

Nick turned around from the stove and said,
k youbre home againéan exoti c transporeyowi t h |

e

another world. o
Brad smil ed. AHamburger Helper. o
| started laughing. The more | got to know Nick, the funnier he was. He often had a joke or
a retort, and he was turning out to be quite a ham. | appreciated the humor, especially since |
was feeling worn out. AnWwel | |, | 6m not compl ai
AAnything for the | ady. o



AAnd wedre having a salad and baked potatoe:
tomorrow, so | figured we needed to make a | o
Nick acted serious ADondt expect this every night.

him anymore. 0

Brad rolled his eyes and walked to the refrigerator, fetching out a couple of bottles of salad
dressing. | was becoming quite impressed with his organizatiotial e kept surprising me
with all the things hedd remembered to do or
move.

Et han showed wup i n t beat Whatthe Helewere you duvdaihg.all Y o u
day?o0

Al was |l ooking for work.o
ADog what ? Singing not enough for you?o
AOh, 1tds plenty, but want to make sure we

behind me and started rubbing my shoulders. It made the kitchen a little cramped but his hands
on my shoul der $justbedadse hg was tbéchingde.n o
Dinner was served soon after, atahebrought in a chair from the living room so we could
all sit at the table. It was crowded, but it
home. Gatheringaroundatalleal ki ng and | aughi ng, sharing fo
thing | knew was important for us to do on occasion as a group. Not only did it make me feel
better about our move, but it also reminded me of how much | valued these f@aumnotgnst
as friends bt as bandmates. And based on how we all acted, | knew they felt the same way.
After dinner,Zane Ethan, and | decided to clean up since the other two had made the food.

Zanes ai d, A Damn, guys. Why didndét vyledupthe nd a p
sink and started washing anyway, while Ethan rinsed and | dried. When | finally excused myself
to shower, | felt happyl awashokef édldi Mgdsa ol
anymore.
My brain turned off in the shower, anfuktrelaxed but | deci ded 1 6d tr\
|l yrics before going to bed. I knew | 6d sl eep
When | got out, | wrapped my head in my towel and put on a robe, then carried my clothes
to my room. | was using a trash bag for my dirty clothest r eal i zed 1 6d want
carry tothe laundromat. And | could hardhait to wash the stiff sheets on the bed. | knew it
woul dndét bother me tonight, but it was going

| decided to get something tirink and then just lie on my bed writing lyrics until sleepiness
overcame me. As | left the bedroom, though, | heard the guys laughing and carrying on in the
l' iving room, and | hoped they woul dndwast ake i
still wearing my robe and the towel over my head, but | was covered from neck to knee and
didndét think much of it.

| walked to the kittchenandguest hey di dndét realize | was the
That ol | give meuseme to put it to good

Zane AYou trying to find Angelica?o

AHel | , yeah. She gives good head. o

Et han: AWhat makes you think sheé6ll wanna

AThey all want Nick again once theydve tast e

Brad: AOkay. Youbre fourth.o

Et han: ASo whods tonight?o0

~

AMe, | guess. 0



Ni ck: AThat 6s cool, though, right?9
AWhat ?0

AGuests. O

Zane AFuck, vyeah. I thought that was the wlt
why bother setting up a schedule or even having the room te buksse s ? 0

Ni ck: AYou dondét need a girl to take care

A Mayybugd ondt . o
They all got quiet when they heard the cabinet door close and the water running in the

faucet . Brad, ever the gentl eman, said, #ASor

Itumed ar ound and wal ked into the | iving room.
get used to |iving together, and just O6cause

| got some scoffs from that, bdanes ai d, fAHey éwhat éashafeguys i s f ai
over too if you want. o

| could tell from the somber feel that dropped over the room that that idezotv@say with
everyone. | wasndét going to touch it, so | |
and then hitthe hayé6lm t i r ed. O

Et han said, fiSure you dondét wanna hang? Br :
Movie night. o

AThanks, but you gQguys can resume your converl

AWebre done. Donbét go. 0

AThanks, really | &m just tired. O

They wished megoodniggind | went to my bedr oom. I hop:
| said. I didndét want them feeling |ike they
because | was there I knew they | i ked sex.
themstill technically teenagers for a few month
coul dnét do, and sex seemed harmless compared
engaged in.

Once in my room, | slipped off the robe and put on a ghightie, one that barely covered
my bottom. Itwasstillwarmand | di dndt want to perspire all

over the folding chair in the corner of the room and combed out my hair, then lay on top of the
bed with a notebook and peinand started probing my mind, looking for ideas that wanted to be
written about.

After struggling with a few lines for the better part of half an hour, | heard a soft knock at

my door . | 6d been gett realgheaddritoow got yp arsyway.ll wa s n o
wasnodot exactly decent in my tiny, strappy gow
whatwhoeve it was want e daughinglabwhatdves mavidthey Weze g u y s

watching, so maybe they just wanted to ensuretr@talt | y di dndét want to | oi
When | stuck my head out the door, | saw Ethan. Oh, goodness, he looked extra cute in the

shadow of our tiny hallway. His hair was growing out, adding to hismysterious look, and

over the past fekwi wgekns,ahgoat been wodi dnodt e:

but | wasndét decent. Il was in one of those p
was okay. It was just my head out the door.
AEverything okay?0o
AYeah. Whty bveoud dnoét i
He was quiet for a moment. AiCan | come in {

I hesitated. AUmésure. 0



| think | took his breath away. He must have been expetdisge me ithe robe. When he
walked in, he took me in for longer than he should elosed the dodyehind him. But then he
said, ASeriously, Val. Sorry you had to hear
|l smil ed. ANot a big deal . o
He got c¢close and wrapped his hands around m
right now. o O h é IHe hraughthils lipgs to anine imeassft, siveetkiss, but that
only lasted for a few seconds. We turned passionate guanidybefore | knew it, my back was
pressed against the wall. My hands that had been spread against his chest soon slithered up to
hisneck and I slid my hands into his hair. His hands moved to cup maaddis touch sent a
shiver through al/l my nerve endings. I was b
was enjoying them.
He lifted me upand in a natural motiomwrapped my legs around his so he was pressing

right into me. O hpér heisss i pnegn ii sn t waosh Bhaat rhda haenlda d e h &
ignore and deny my entire life. | had put it into a figurative box, locked away, trapped, and the

onl y thiame cloondt act with it was in the shower wh
myself in the most clinical of ways, blushing
upcoming science tests or thecdcol we at her when | 0.dButnawsWwasmy vagi n
awakened. Il 6d f el t tdgetted averlysfriiendtyitnBgad buhthiss b ef or

was an intense sensation. He was pressing infamgeit made me feel desperate, urgent. |
didndét notice at first that my breathing had
Ethan broke off our kiss and looked me in the eyes. He looked like an animal, fierce and
needy, and | wanted him. Just seeing him like that made every single fiber in my body stand at
attention, and | wondered if | looked like he did. | thought | saw dmopbkf a smile in his
eyes. AYou | i ke that?0o
| knew what he was talking about, but the words were gone. | was breathless.
He ground himself into mand | gasped. Oh, yes. Otell, yes. | liked it. But I still
coul dndét say anyh, byithe gharp intdke of &rm® my lungshhatu rgore
than liked it and he buried me in a kiss again.
| knew then what my body was made for, and now | knew why my mother and father had
tried so desperately to hide it from me. Sweet heavens abovetddvaothing else now, and as
t hat boybés manhood continued to awaken my hid

forgotten.

Ethan broke off the kiss again to | ook at me

My voice sounded foreign to my own earthroaty, hoarseil wand. oyou t o

| saw it registerwithhimand | guess | was |l ucky he didnoét
But he restrained himself. ANot now. Your f
Hi s eyes | ooked tendem whhen thenesaisd,rifgdhda .

Now I feltdesperatdbout | hoped | didndét sound brazen.

Hi s eyes searched mine. i Slekissed me again@ndo mi s e .
then held me close, my legs still around him. Hezedmy neck, and that di dn
|l ooked at me again. Al should go. o

And then I wanted to ask him why he had to |
then and there. But | knewél knew lhredi dnodét w

other guys in the next room in an apartment with p#perwalls. | was going to have to trust
Ethan. He had a plénl could see that in his eyesle lowered me back down to the floor and



held me close, willing his hard on to go down, but he kisseadnce more. Then he touched his

nose to mine. ASoon. But get your rest.o
Yeah. Like | could sleep now. Instead, | lay in bed for hours, now intensely aware of
Ethanbés near by presence. | coul d hea@ghe his vo
was there, so closeéwell, it was next to impo
alert, and | couldnét calm them down enough t

out for days.

| did sleep eventually, though, and the next morning, | slept later, but I still continued my
j ob search. | spread my circle a |ittle wide
employers were too far to walk to, but that would be a while,and lHoged f i nd a | ob &
then.

|l continued my job search all week but hadnq¢
though, was spectacular. The best part was being closer by. And Brad had lined up two shows
that weekend, so we were busy, and | wiasl. But | was happy.

Sunday afternoon, Ethan asked if | wanted to go for a walk, so we did. It was the first day
since wedd moved that | could tell Jarfdéhhe f al |
day was sunny but not too hot.

He grabbeany hand as we took our time wal king dowv
Pl an B, 0 he said.

| grinned relishing the feel of his skin touching mine, even Wasjust my hand AnOkay.
And what would those be?0

APl an A i s t o c on totakeZaaeear8l Niakchonte fomatdayloredwonvisie d s
family. Plan B is | take you out somewhere, and we find a place for @nigitel or
somet hind. o

| shrugged. AOkay. o
APl an Céwe just go for it.o
Al dondt want you to haveEtthoans.pe nWe 6ar eb uanlclh s

He looked at me then, an intense, hardcore gaze, one that reminded me of why | was so
smitten with him in the first place. | saw his pupils widen just a touch, and that was enough for
my breath to stop for just a second. e took my face in his hands and brought my lips to

his. He drowned me in a kiss, one that took
remi nded me that | walgrabbed hisishint ie raydists atrabouttpecmo r e .
level justtoty t o keep myself in check. I didndt ren
my life, and my breathing was shallow when he removed his lips from mine.

AFuck it.2o0 My eyes were questioning him. [

Alt?0

AYeah. Let yneu.m@ake | ove to

ASeriously? Tonight ?0 Now, though, | was ¢

excited, but Ethan talking abootir roommates the other room started making me feel a little
weird about the whole thing. But he alredmd thaffigured out in his head too.

AYeahs just dgo somewhere. o | know the | ook
confusion, because | was thinking a park, a bathroom stall, or wherever. But thenihed , 1A We 0 |
go to one of the otels we stayed inwhilwe wer e touring this summer.

Thats ounded much better. I felt a shy grin s

AWould you rather go out to eat or just get

ADo havet o eat ?0



He s miNbéd. )

ATakeoutds fine. o

As we walked back to the apartmémjuicklyd | mentally whispered a silegbodbyeo my
virginity. S h e 6 ,candwwas neadyto lecoimeearrealwenhan. d coeld hardly
wait.



Chapter Twenty-two

TRYING NOT TOmake a big deal out of it was difficult. Brad af@newereworking out
some music in the big bedroom when Ethan and | got back, and Nick was on the computer. |
coul dndét be sure, but | guessed he was checki
his face when we walked irAt least | was able to séws hands.

Ethan followed me to my bedroom, giving me another long, luxurious kiss, maybe to remind
me that | really wanted to follow through. | grabbed a small bag and put a change of clothes

inside, but | didndét i madi e din®d reeed runolw o ff
to spend the night. Et han sai d, AWait just a
mi nutes | ater. He had half a bottle of vodka
bag?o

| shrugged. ASure. o

We left a few minutes later, and as we were walking down the stairs toward the parking
garage, Ethan said, Al didndét say anything, e
wait up for us. o

| |l et out a |l ong, sl owbbyt egoiugh. breat h. A

AStop 1 t, Val. This is gonna be fun. o

When we were in the truck and on the road, Ethan suggested Chinese takeout. And |
recognized the motel when he parked there. A

He looked at me for a second as though considerirfg K.a h . Wait here. o

I hated being | eft al one, because thatodos whe

The anticipation and not knowing exactly what to expect had me feeling nervous and hyper. But
Et han didndt seem to notice.

Whenwegotn t he room, we used the plastic forks
the cartons. |l didndét even know what he got,
anyway. He wound up eating a | ot mor ebatbheano I
He got the bottle of vodka and persuaded me to take just one big gulp. He promised it would
help take the edge off. Then he sat behind me on the bed and massaged my shoulders for a
mi nute | ike he had a fewxdays Hearmpluildre.d mySdrnmii
him and stadd kissing my neck. | tilted my he#te other way so he could kiss it more easily.
| exhaled, enjoying the feel of his warm lips against my skin. My nipples grew rigid fast, as

though it were cool inthe o o m. But it wasnoét cold at all ; i
up.

He brought his |lips to my ears, sending anot
want you to hawmeowéwe doydhing i f you dondt wan
any pressur e. Justéstay with me tonight. o

| nodded and turned my heahd he kissed me on the lips the@h, | wanted to do
everything, but it made manyliueyaln da hlei twtalsen 611 e tgto
force me to do anything. He moved his |lips b

| didndét have to think about iit, even thougl

pondering it. But | saidkay:.
And heled me in that tiny, plain bathroom with the bes@ored shower curtain. He leaned
over and turned the water on, holding his hand under tsanstto check the temperature. Then



he stood upand his eyes driéidinto mine. He grabbed the tiny bar of &p off the counter and
ripped the paper off, then set the bar on the edge of théHeiteturned his gaze to me and
pulled his shirt offletting it drop to the floor. | felt my mouth filling with saliva, hungry for
him, but | felt awkward, not knowing/hat to do or where to start. My inexperience was
showing, and that made me feel even more out of place.
But | didndét mind |l ooking at his naked wuppet
a priority, but he didndti nhea wehytsd.queHe amald hae
He already had theack star fitlook down. Not thick and muscular, but lean and solid. He had
very little hair on his chest, but he had a line down the center of his abdomen, leading down
under the waistband of hsjans, and | al most bl ushed, thinki
He smiled at me as though he could work out what | was thinking. And mayhe Kreow,
because as he kicked off his sneakers, he was unbuttoning his jeans. My eyes were riveted.
Fot unately, he didndét seem to mind. 't was | i
hell. Before | knew it, he was peeling off his underwear too, and there it was, big and thick and
engorged.
|l 6m sure my eyes gr ew wdhhekbeenshelenedk fHeenty, | wa:
peni ses | 0d ever soeteeroccésiardl fldskeie anmovien Aral those dneso k s
wer e f | adalwayswondéed@xadthdphow theyudd fitinside me Yes, | understood
the basi c c otexpectatpenis b u b &if. Sd rdycthardousness ratcheted up a

notch b u t I knew 1t was natural. And, besi des, I
bigger, so surely it was okayéright?
Yeah, | 6d been staring, gatclose dhd stichhis hasickogeme d f i |

my cheek, pulling me into a kiss. Then he steppeddaast a littled and started lifting my

shirt up over my head. | raised my arms. | know | was still kind of in a state of shock, but it
woul dndt hav e dlenrgmningsldrdlly mas alblefto mowve again, and | started
fumbling with the button on my jeans. He smiled at me, ever patient, and reached behind me to
undo the clasp on my bra. He was pulling it down my arms befmeld even stagshimmying

my jeans down my thighs.

AGod, youdbre beautiful .o

| swallowed and felt my cheeks grow warm. He pulled me into a kiss,agamy nipples
brushed against his che$dh. | liked that. That feeling was nice. It was stimulatiagd | felt
a shiver traveup my spine.

ALet 6s get these off, 0 he said and started
pulled them down to my ankles. Then he slipped first one of my shoes off, then the other. Like |
was a child, he took off my socks and slid mytsahe rest of the way off. Then he stood and
kissed me one more time. He turned the knob to start the shower stream and pulled the curtain

closed, then leaned overto pullbisns oc ks of f . When he stood, he
need to be ashame of your body. You are fucking incre
| wasndét sure why hebéd said that until I 6d 1
holding them tightly against mychesand, real ly, heod cal led it.
but they weretheesr y def i nition of puritanical. My boc

Anything potentidly prurient or arousing had to be covered updatitusd bikinis and

revealing tops were out of the question. Yes, | was young and probably would have chosen to
avoidclothing like that anyway, simply becaus&dsyoung and shy about my body. But even

thinking about it had been out of the question, so | koevering my breastsad been a
subconscious reaction to Ethands overt admir a



acknowl edgement of it, | didnodét i mmedi ately r
embarrassed or ashamed all he wanted, but | had to get over whatevarphaaxg | had fir st
also had to accept myself as a sexual creature.

| gave him a small sn&) and he pulled me close once more, immersing me in a scorching
kiss that took my breath away, and by the time he was done, | had relaxed my arms to return the
embrace. He led me into the shower where we both stadaayunder the cascading water
andl was buried in a flood of sensationde just kissed me for a few moments, maybe to help
me relax. Oh, but it did nothingtorelax me. lwaswourdlup di dndét know t hat
been so full of foreign chemicals before, and swad6t g u i to Bandleuhe telitg® w

He reached over to grab the bar of s@aq he rolled it in one of his hands to work up a
lather. Then he rubbed his soapy hand across my collarbone at first, sending new tingles
throughout my body, lyuWihdnethedbroddrsttoke, He ramhgsehand t h e r
over the tops of my breasts and then in another sweep ran it across the center, brushing both
nipples as he passed over. | was immersed in a flood of sensations, overly stimulated, and |
couldndét hhkdept upeenl t o udcelhed ot evanibg myseH,goithet f or e
good but confusing too. | decided to try to focus my attention on him instead of the weird way
my body was reacting.

| wanted to touch his chest. It had been beckoning to me angway,placed my tentative
fingertips on his pecs. | liked the flesh th@reow it was smooth butfirmAnd | 6d had t he
idea. Yeah, | was still aware of how his hands on my naked body felt, but giving myself
something to do somehow grounded me, nraddeel like | could keep up with what felt like a
crazy race.l continued a path, working down to his abs where that tempting trail of hair was,
almost like an arrow pointing down to one of my main points of fascination, that body part he
had but | didd t . It was then that, while | could sece
noticed the stark contrast between his skin and mine. His was darker but mine was milky white,
and | wondered if it was because this skin now exposed to the man about t@ lbegdoner
had neved literally neved seente s un. Ther erablemsshantmy skinandé c k| e
was oh, so pale. But then | noticed my nerve
off him and back to myself and that delicious but unfeamfeeling of having a man tease my
nipple. So I ran my fingers over his abs a few times, trying to zero in on the feelings | was
creating.

AYou can toach me there

| looked at him. Oh, that. Yes, that. That gigantic cock that kept poking me, kept wanting
to find its way inside meOh. He was giving me permission, encouraging me. He wanted me to
do what | knew |1 6d been conshadcemdtnghad d hmo rmhear
fully process. So why the hell not?

| |l ooked at him and grinnedéjust a small one¢
tiny bar in my right hand and then put it in the soap dish jutting out of the shower wall and
touched him It was a tiny touch at first, because
was hesitantand | also wanted to relish it for the first time. | touched his cock with both my
hands, loosely holding it at first, but then taking first one handlathe other down its
length.

| looked at himand his small smile was overshadowed by what | could see in hi& eyes
desire, hard and furious, ready to consume me. | might not have quite known what | was doing
back then, but | waeiatddimy leands gn ihislpenis, no mattarédlow he ap
inexpert they were. ALIi ke that?o0



AAny way you want, babe. o

And | felt another chill climb my spine | iKk:¢
mebabe like it was a term of endearment. It madefeed special, even though in the darkest
corners of my mind | suspected hedd call ed ma

stroke the length of his penis, now with more controlfamehess. Then | looked at him to see
most of his hair plasted to his head and neck from the water of the shower, and his eyes were
dark, almost possessed. He pulled me close, enveloping me in a deep, powerful kiss, my hands
still wrapped around his unrelenting cock.
He turned off the water and grabbed one ofwthée fluffy towels hanging othe shiny
silver rod next to the shower. He dried off my front first, with little pats all along my body, but
he rested on his knee as he dried my legs, and then he kissed my belly, just above my navel. And
as he wrapped ¢htowel around the back of my legs and started to stand, he licked one of my
nipples and then drew it into his mouth, and | pulled in a sharp breath of air. He kept drying off
my back until heédd reached my necriostafrhd t hen r
water dripping off the strands on the end.
He toweled himself off too but without the :
Gone was the notion of not doing anything, of the pretense earlier of just spending the night
together. He and I, at this paitoth knew that the shower activities were about to culminate in
one thing, and itv a s going to be just lying next to each other on the bed like a couple of grade
school kids watching TV.
Still, when we got to the bed and he pulled back the covettingpnme to lie down and
warm up underneath the blanket, he gave me the opitiospite of the fact that the weather

wasnoét cool, I felt chilly. My wet hair was

he slid under the blanket right nextrtee. We lay on our sides, facing each athed he got

close to me, wrapping his arms around me. iy
AYeah. o My teeth were al most chattering, b

my excitement.
He kissed me agaiand the headnd passion from his kisom his skin, from his body
warmed meupNo él knew | was as ready as | was goi ng¢
nervous and had no idea what to expect, really, | wanted to. He kept kissiagdes penis
was pushing againste again, making me want him.

And he was so patient. Aval , you sure you \
I nodded. AYeah. o
Wel | | I hadndét even noticed that hedd prepat

and he grabbed it, ripping the package opdowwast he moment of truth, th
been waiting for. He sheathed that beast and then moved on top of me. My breathing had turned
shallow as my nerves thatened to turn my entire bodyo a puddle of jelly, but he kissed me

again, helpingmetorelaxnoc e mor e . AReady?0
Why would he even ask that? AYeah. o And |
desire yet filled with a tenderness |1 6d never
but | h amylegydapart g beatéhdm or amyhg. | felt awkward again and
embarrassed by my inexperience. He kissed me again and | closed my eyes, allowing myself to
be consumed again by the desire | felt, and t
expected itto hurtthatbadlput it did, and it felt |i ke heod
ri pping as he forced himself against it. i Oh
He stopped. ADoes that hurt?o0



AFuck, yes. o0 I swall owed, now feeling a wa\

eyes agaimnd took a deep breath. In thedryes,onlyintheond | 6 d known it woul d
known to expect pain; I just hadndét been prep
knew it would have to be done.avigh. wasnodét goin

ADo you want me to stop?0

Anot her deep breath. ANo. O

ADo what yomakegtthiougta bableo Bite, scratch, claw, screamat ever . 0

| didndét plan to take out my pain on him, bt
he forcedhimself through that barrier that, once broken, changed me from child to woman. | felt
it give way, but my walls had to col lthauptse t o
wrought fresh pain. And it was like he was moving in slow mosort felt prolonggd My
breath becamejaggd as |1 tried to fight the pain, and I
be done soon.

He did stop soon after, and as he lay there catching his breath, | noticed my fuggers
digging into the flesh of hiback. | pried them off, straightenitigem out and opening my eyes
He was stil/ i nside me but not moving, and |
relieff. He | ooked at me t hen. AYou okawgtobringl pul |

a new wave of raw pain, but then the healing process would begin. For now, it was like a
splinter stuck in my foot. Yes, stepping on the splinter had hurt and digging it back out would
cause even more pain, but it would start to feel bettee eemoved. So | nodded, my lips
pursed together, braced and ready.

|l didndét cry out, although my natur al i ncl ir
mylipas he pulled himself out. He watasmuch goi ng
as |1 6d been expecting. I |l et out the breath

| just lay there, concentrating on my breathing, focusing on relaxing. He removed his
condom and then rolled on his side to face me, so I rolled ondayasiwell. Thatfelt like fresh
hell, but | tried not to let it show on my face.
And the | ook on his face happy raarde tdhrad é weaaswntdi

typical | ook for Ethan. He | ook ed opkeaayc?eof u l
| nodded. The way he was looking at me made everything dkayiled at him, letting
him know | was fine. NnYeah. Had to be done,

He gr i Mopnetdeally f You coul débve decided to becom
this, you knowo

|l smiled again, sliding my arm under the pi/l
painful .o

AHow?O

| shrugged my shoul der s. | didndét want to

| 6d been experiencing s olkew,kllignswerd throughitablkite ni n g,
maybe | was a late bloomer. Whatever the case, there was a sexual creature inside me that had
been trapped, and once shedd discovered there
Il knew s ex hublikeltodighbagaine hkreew there was some sort of sensual nirvana
waiting for me, some revelation | had yet to discover. Inside, | realized that. And to deny that to

myself my entire | ife would have dédaopassiht@ar wor
womanhood. And | wasnot kidding myself eithe
woul d soon pass. |l |l ooked in Ethands green e

maybe that was due to the shitty lighting in the haiem, but he seemed open and vulnerable



then. Part of me wanted to tell him all my thoughtg | too felt too exposed. And after all

webd been through, another part of me felt 1|i
al |, Il Bdmt wushedne of the most sacred parts o
tell him of my growingsela war eness, of my awakening identit
tell anyone, because Myghmiledvasshyif uduynonde Cotua
i magine spending your whole |Iife not having s

He stroked my hamyfi againhi meiwasahnotbhiing | i ke

and kissed me on the forehead.

Al &m okay. 0

He rested his hand on my neck. There was someithimg eyesb ut | j ust coul dn
What the hell was he thinking? il | ove you,

Oh. Oh, wow. Yeah, I loved him back, but for himgayi t € a nd firsb Haelyecskap. i t
Everything |16d ever heard abodt sdgpreenedi ovealh

made me believe |1 6d be the only one to ever s
said it, and it took my breath away. |l donot
overwhelmed. Butlsaiditbacki| | ove you t oo, Et han. o And t I
| did smile.

He pulled me closer then, holding me in his arms, and after a while, | heard his breathing
grow quiet but rhythmic. His chest rose and fell slowly at the same intervals, amdd knh e 6 d
gone to sleep. | shifted, but just a little, because every motion below my waist reminded me of
the pain that was still with me. | wished he was still awake, because | wanted him, needed him.
| wanted to talk to him, but then | realized | alastjneeded time for me.

| was overwhelmed with so many emotions, the first of which was my feelings of love for
this man that had intensified. Before, yes, | had felt love for Ethan, but nothing like this. It was
multiplied now and heavy, stretchingirttoh e deep caverns of my soul
process it.

And then | was also almost giddy that | had just made a passage. | was no longer a girl.

Trul vy, | 6d been moving to womanhood already.
than a yar, what with living on my own at school, but somehow losing my virginity not only
symbolized that process but affirmed it.

Lying there thinking about that, | then thought about my dad of all people. | was no longer
daddyodés | ittl e igprecidus pearllandvha uldno lorige prgestrme fnom the
world, from the beauty and wonder nor from the pain and torment. | wondered what he and my
mom would think if they knew. | knew from the experiences over the past summer that they
trusted me.Whether that was due to realizing that they had to let go and let me make my own
mistakes or if they just thought | was a young woman of incrediblesels t r ai nt , [ di di

There was no clock in that hotel room, so | had no idea how longhéag. Ethan rolled
over after a long while, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Between them and the pain, | lay
awake until what | was sure was early morning

| heard that annoying ringt onwasmyceélltphomeoul dn 6t
on the nightstand next to the beBy the time | had my bearings and sat up, the ringing stopped.

Oh, the bed was too soft. I didndét want to
anymore, and | wondered where he was until | heardrunning water in the bathroom. |
blinked a few times and picked up my phone to

number, so | wasndét going to worry about it,



and founditwasamanfrom sub shop 1 6d applied to the weel
interview with me.
Il smil ed. No, I di dnotdidwanhajobt Sexually Fnkightf or a
have started my journey to womanhood less than twentyhours ago, but iterms of worries
and t he ne ebecone asHiledgedaduk the weak before. A job, no matter what
kind of job it was, would make me feel like | had more controt owg destiny. Until we were
earnng serious money making music (which ntiglever happen), | wanted a backup plan, and |
was starting to wonder why | was the only ér&side from Brad, of courewho seemed
concerned about it.
| deci ded webdgoctalblacwkhetno t he apart ment . Il w
state of mind tat would allow me to sound professional or capable. | was still half asleep and
emotionally charged.
Ethan came out of the bathroom. AWas that
AYeah. Il need to schedule a job interview. (
nght before, but the pain was still raw. | 6d
wash my face, and put on some <cl ot hes. Yes,
and the air on my skin felt strange. | found my bag on a deair the front door and picked it
up.
AYou okay, Val ?0
| stood up and smil ed. nYeah, |l 6m fine. Wi
As | made my way toward him (and the bathroom door behind him), he met me halfway.
Al 6fm ne, but | didnoét g oweshbuldgetghsomwehTglénolgrou di d.
somet hing. o
|l | et out a small <chuckl e. Al ol I be fine.o
He grabbed me around the waist. Unlike me, Ethan had jeans on again. And, truth be told,
he didndét know how desperate | forehead tHeloogeelt c 1 o
worried. AYou sure?o0
AYes. |l just want to get cleaned up a Iitt]l
While in the bathroom, in spite of the discomfort, | allowed my mind to drift back to the
night before. Il knew it was anmasidgexfEthanithatn c e |
| 6d never seen before and that, frankly, Il do
sweet, tender side, one that waasticipategeginguti t h be
very often either. Thatwasalgiht , t hough, because |1 6d seen it
in my heart.
And, so, while | brushed my teeth and fingembed my hair, | found myself smiling more
and mor e. I was glad |1 6d done it andstthel ad it
beginning of a beautiful journey.



Chapter Twenty -three

| WAS LOOKING out the windshield at the red light. Ethan had asked if | wanted any

breakfast. I told him | didnét, thedrive- cof fee w
throughat a McDonal dés and ordered two coffees.
even with the creamers |1 6d poured in.

AHeyél wanted t o as kodyhewasbehubifultnthesumight hi ng. 0
filtering through the windshield. His eyes looked like a paler green than they usuadiyndiide
hadgorgeousstubble on his face.

Il was stil/l i n a partial dream state. AHMM’

AHow woul d you f leedthetaocelerdibr te stafit thettuck robing through
the green | ight. AUhéhowdd you feel i f we ju

| cocked my head and | ooked at hi m. AWhat ¢

Aust éwith all of us underetwe shmel daodét . sayL
the guys for a while. o0

AOhéyou measfAéabout

AYeah. o

|l thought about it for a few moment s. A Why "’

AWhy not ? I f we make a big deal about it,

ASo?0

ASoél 6m not in theomobld s$pbpgHbedl wiekporel dnodt i
things without being under scrutiny?o

AYou think it would really be that way?o

He grinned and | ooked at me. ALet 6s just s
h a v éle torned the cornerdite next bl ock and said, fiBesides,
in the face with this right now. 0

| thought | was okay with that. | was still in a state of hormioikeiced happiness. As long
as | knew we had days, weeks, months ahead of us to erplorelationship, he could be as

under the radar as he wanted. And he was rig
exchange with Bradéeven though the guy had se
And it wasnodét hard, at | dherrwhemvwetgottothgg ht t hen.

apartmentand the other two guys were still sleeping. Ethan squeezed my hand and then |
walked to my room. | wanted to shower. | felt like | needed it. As | unpacked the bag, | came
across the bottle of vodka Ethan Hmadelytouched, and | set it on the kitchen table before |
went into the bathroom. Ethan was nowhere to be found, so | thought maybe he was in the big
bedroom doing somethidgcomposing music, maybe.

| felt free and alive as | stepped into thedudixcept for thabne area, but even that was

starting to feel a l|little more nor mal. Il di d
should push through the pain. |l knew | didno
but 1 6d | et Ihavéte dodbased oa & tey pvdnadall. | 6 d

When | got out of the shower and into clothes, | called the manager of the sub shop. Lucky
me. He scheduled the interview for the next day, so | decided to take it easy and hope my body
felt better the next dayl. lay on my bed, writing out new lyricand drifted off to sleep, and |
knew it was because | hadnét sl ept Nekll the n



Zane and Ethan talking in the kitchen, so | got up. | debated about going out theéheand
decided to walk as normally as | could, and our place was small enough that | thought | could

pull it off.

Zanewas tal king. Al think he actually starte

AThat 6s stupi d. Heds set up so menwhenf ucki nq
does he plan to practice?0

AYou know Brad. Hedl |l figure it out. o

Et han said, ANick, you should talk to him.

AThe f uck yourmang, ErthhaaA Brad does what Br ad
andactd guilty that 16d overheard hi m. MHe shoul
althoughquieddi dndét s ayZartemn \tt thiamg amel woul dndét say to
have been quiet most of the time and obnoxious and out of control when drinkibgut he 6 d

always seemed upfront and honest in all his dealings with his friends. So | just smiled and
shrugged my shoulders and sat at the other empty chair at the table.

Altés probably my turn to cook dinner, ri ght
Zanes hr ugged. i HteHd gifave kdroiweratnsdd not here t
do it.o

That was enough. We hadndét been
ot herds nerves and holding grudges yet. |  wo
Brad,tte  guy who seemed most | i Kk to be the alp

u
el y

ping at each other. AHol d i t, n

[ edg

r

' i ving tog:t

they were yip
al | do our fair share wkiZandsea attmeg i Awouf d
do it all yourself?0

He raised his eyebrows. ANo. O

AThen shut the fuck up already. 0

Hi s raised eyebrows told me my words had hac
big a problem with it, I thought he should talkBoad about it instead of complaining behind his
back. And I actually appreciated that Brad was trying to keep some kind of order in our small

home. Il knew hedd already , Llanmdbewastwihgat t o expe
preemptive strike to prevemisunderstandings and spasanest art ed | aughi ng.
When the helldigouget so mout hy?0
| wanted to tell him he had no | Beaétl hatshad:
going to. AGot your abutactedlikedewas dbmedomlaining.? o H
ASo |1 ol I cook dinner. What all do we have?0
AYour meal éyou figure it out.o

| let out a laugh and shook my head. The guys started talking about music and wound up
going into the big bedroom to play out a coudlsangs Ethan had been working on, leaving me

to my own devices in the kitchen. I was gl ad
noticing -huwdsedtpemeent vyet. We di,camdat |ave
never beenmuchfo a cook, so | wasndét sure what | coul

For now, though, | had to make do with what we had. | found potatoes, hamburger, lettuce,
and tomatoesand acouple ofpackets of brown gravy, so | made (kind of) Salisbury stealked
potatoes, and sal ad. | determined then and t
shopping myself and |l ook for recipes online.
The guys liked it, though, and that was good enough for me.



| hated siting so close to Ethan and not being able to touch him or stare at him or even talk
to him about ousecret | longed for the day when we could be open about it, and | hoped it was
sooner rather than later.

| slept alone that night, but | thought ab&ithan the entire time.

The next day | had my interview at the sub shop that was just three and a half blocks from
our apartment building. Il did okay, but |1 wa
walking. | was still a little sore but nothingk e | 6d been the day before
manager told me hedéd call me by the next day

We had three shows the next weekend, all in
anything new in a while. Ethadane and Nick ran a song past Brad and me. It was different,
butitwas harandheavyand it was fantasti c. Et han asked,
it pretty quickly?o0

AHow quickly?o0

ABy our next show?0o0

AWel | éprobabl yébut gedrtyi.ng Wb Ildlo wne ad tam oprha
some | i ke we always do. 0

Brad was qui et. Al need some time tooéunl e:

| saw something in Ethandés e Yherswaséflagh,ahd wa s n
lknewBad saw it too, but then it faded. inNah.

Brad took it in stride nMe too. l'tdéds fucl

for next weekend. 0
We all agreed that would be the best idea. | wanted to know vasatj@ng on between

Et han and Brad, but | thought 16d Il et it go.
didndédt want to be. As much as | was growing
Brad as a friend. Outofallthementime band, he understood me bes

along. | never wanted there to be anything awkward betweefAngsthat too was part of the
reason d i daaré for keeping my thing with Ethan under wraps. It felt dishonest. But | knew
that Ettan and Brad were like brothers, and Ethan probably wanted to tell Brad when he was

ready.

That night I lay in bed working out words to the new music. It was in my head rolling
around, so | tried thinking of shandes g¢gdoede pl ytroi
solidify my ideas. Il 6d want to work with the

do more job seeking. Sure enough, Brad had already found-@npaijbb working in another
ol-changing pl ace, khoneetlfeltbal, thoughe lechusd ibseeeneddile c
Brad was doing everything.

Those were my thoughts when | finally shut off the light and lay my head on my pillow to
sleep. A few minutes later, though, | heard a slight tapping on my door. Beforel leseul get

out of bed, Et han peeked in the door. He whi

ANoét hat Hesleftthe lighe off@nd closed the door quietly behind himY o u c an
turn the |l ight on. o

| heard him gettid.go clHe efrel t AfNor. t He nb egd oan
gonna | ay down next to you. Can | get wunder

| grinned, even though he couldnét see it.

He slid under the sheet and that was when | could tell he was just wearirty jeasisirt,
nosae k s . I felt excited suddenhbndsooniouldhavd ndét be



started wondéei hggebhéderwagadai n, but here he wa

room, but it sounded like the guys were watching movies orvideosBr ad6s | apt op.

Al miss you. O

|l giggl ed. Al édm right here. o

Then his voice was serious. AHow are you f¢

AYeah. I think so. A little sore, but not|
like the second time.

He kissed me then, a sweet, gentle kiss, but | felt myself growing amorous just the same. |
wasnodét nervous anymore, because | knew it wou
after that, it would be evergyntdminged 6ldamae.ar dl
talked much about sex with any of my girlfrie
about in magazines and online, and so | knew
disinformation as well. Iwaslesshes ant t hi s ti meéeager, in fact

wanted to be filled with Ethan over and over, wanted to spend all my free time with him, have
his mouth on mine most of the day.

| knew none of those fantasies was even remotely possible, budtiféusest felt comfortable
coming into my bedroom a few nights a week, | could feel like we were truly growing together.
More than that, though, | had my awakening sexuality | was going to have to contend with. | ran
my fingers over his solid pecs, thed that he was here in my bed, lying next ta riiéhen he

ended the kiss and | took a big breat h, I sai

Al just wanted t o s pseifedana@dslidmytandseptdhismsek wi t h
and he wrappedths hands around my wai st, p u-Bhirtiandg me ¢
these tiny things. o He slid his hand around
l' i ke that. o He ki ssed me agai n sandthespgushd hi s

my body into his | sucked in a deep breath and thentbngue wrestled with mine. | may not
have experienced anything earth shattering in the realm of sex yet, but | was still feeling some of
the most intense sensations of my life. tJike the other night, | was revving é@pgfor what, |

didndét Kknow, b eecxaaucstel yi ts pheacdtnabctu | baere.n Oh, vyes,
enjoyedoneof the most amazing, overwhelmingonslasght f eel i ngs 1 6d ever
knownthefr st ti me would be difficult, but it ende

it back, | wanted tary more,feel moreto know what the hype was about. So to feel his hand
begin to explore started that overloaded feeling again, and it wasnamddd to enjoy for as

long as | could. Like the other night, my nerves were standing at attention, every piece of flesh
on my body primed for his touch.

He wa s n §dny tima isotvandh he slid his other hand up under rshitt and found
my naked brast. | gasped again, feelingprepared for whatever was going to happen next, but
unprepared or not, | wanted to move forward. | wanted Ethan to touch me wherever he wanted.

My fingers were coiled through his haand he began kissing my neck. Heedline onto
my back and started grinding up against me, just like he had the week before against the wall.

My legs were spread apart with his legs in between, and | hoped this time wdatidye No, |
knew it would be. B wff. InEe¢ath, eaningloved to Kiss md agdinghe h i s
slid his hand into my panties and began feeling his way around.

Just having his hand in that forbidden place made my arousal jump through the roof, but
every little thing he touched set me on fire. Findlly,made his way down my slit and found the
body part 16d read so much admwtclbiutormiag. ne®lece
soon as he touched it, | knew what all the hype was about.



His lips were on my neck as he first touched me there, justcodsl stroke across its
surface. Holy fuck, was that incredible. St awthéast t he bi g deal 6s about
this was headingWhew. He kept sliding his fingerp and down. It was deliberate and
rhythmic. He kissed me on the lips agaiat bhad a hard time keeping up because all my focus
was on that tiny little spot between my legs, the one he was gratifying beyond imagination. Each
stroke feltwonderfyand | di dndét want him to stop. |  wo
| hadleft, if | would know when | climaxed or if it would just be over. How would he know
when to stop?

That thought flew out of my head as my attention again riveted on what he was doing to me.
He was kissing my neck again and that felt wonderful too bihimgpcould beat the climbing
sensation he was creadiwith each caress of his finger

| noticed my breathingad growrdeeperand | took another breath deep into my lungs.
Then | noticed that just by taking that breath that | getingc | o s e r thing.éAnditrfedt
so right. So |ust let my body tell me what to do. | continued sucking in theaat | tilted my
pelvis too, adjusting myself to where my body told me to be. One more gulp of air and

Oh. My. GodiOooooohhhh¢éo Ausidetmly loodyg I heard a hauel mean
escape my mouth as my mind was jolted with perhaps the sweetest sensation it had ever felt.
Ethan became a god in my mind at that moment as he brought me to heaven. He just kept up the
pressure, and every stroke bgbtia new wave of pleasure. And it seemed to last forever, but
when it finally did stop, I noticed my | egs ¢
never be able to escape.

It was then that he kissed me on the lips and pulled my panties back up on my hips. Then he
ki ssed my neck and whi s per endfeelthe otheynigataand,l A Tha't

wanted you to know what that was | ike. o0

| was still catchingmybreatond trying to focus on reality.
al most | ike | wasnét totally in my body and d
was somewhere else entirely. So my first thoughtiwaade you feel likthat? He hadndt
seemed to completely |l ose it Iike I had. But
l'ittle world of pain. | 6 dAlHave ctoau | pda ys acyl onsaesr

AYeah. o He p | a c e dandahemralledcoK of kmont fis side, facmg | 1 p s
me. He pulled me c¢close and, even though 16d p

* k% %

't didndét surprise me the next morning to fi
sat up and stretched, | wondered how big aetécwould really be if he decided to pay me a

visit now and then. |l knew now in vivid retr
throes of my very firstorgasm. wasnot fully i n my own mind, s
|l oud | &wd He&mewb | hadndét been qui et. I had t
because | otherwise wouldndét be able to | ook
Everyone was asleep when | got up, though, all except for Brad, and | heard him closing the
door to the apartment as | made my way into t

anyone who wanted it, so | poured a cup and then got in the shower, ready to search for a job

again. But when | started putting on my makeup, | got a call frém,ibe manager at the sub

shop, asking me if | could start work on Frid
Al might need you some nights, o0 he said.

Al understand. | jolblodl nd wyooruk il n gh aavreo uanndo,t hreirgéh t
ASelmMpl oyment, right?0



AYeahdodt | wain twhdtleovastdanig,lat lelast mot right off the bat. Once | was
working there, | might feel better about telling him what | was doing on thé sidtually, the
work | wantedto be doing full timé but for now, all he needed to know wasat there would be

nights | wouldnét be able to work.
So | started work on Friday, learning how to prep all the vegetables and assemble the
sandwi ches. There didnét seem to be much to

boring pretty quickly.So | hoped we could start making real money with our music. | trusted
Brad to lead us there.
Friday, | got off midafternoon and walked home quickly. | wanted to shower before getting
ready for the show. A lot of time, shows would leave me feelingvaron and sticky anyway,
so | 6d probably want to shower again, but | w
| 6d already been doing this | ong enough t hat
We were playing in taverns, lounges, theaters, and all mahspaces, large and small. And
we were starting to play with some of the sam
master list. | just got in the van when it was time to go.
We didnét talk much on t he wasaggrettingtensove, Br ad

regretting his entire life. | was sitting in my usual spotapcgol ot . AWhat 6s wr ong

He shrugged but woul dnét make eye contract.
t his. Not really liking the day job. o

AWel |l , rmwkeidmge owo getting rid of the day | obs,

AYeah. o

Except he didnét seem too sure. Il coul d tel
enough to know that no matter how he felt, he

Once we got there and settled in, Brad aske:q
never done it before, but Nick had,Ildmnew | was just going to be the backapn d 1 6d try t
|l earn what | coul d. 0 kell gomething andollect theirhodey.6lt be t h
didndét know what we had, though. We hadnodt r

that would be next. We hamostlyshirts with the logo Brad had had designed. It was just the
words, but the letters looked like they were faskd out of polished black metakdi each letter
was part of a gun, with bullet holes through thée had tshirts of various sizes and colors,
but the logo was either black white, and there were also baby doll and latgeved tees,
beanies, anddodies. There were also buttons and bumper stickers, and | thought it would be
really cool to see one on a car someday soon. We needed CDs, though. | was convinced of that.
We had a few people approach the table, mostly girls wanting to flirt with Xicle of
them asked for his autograph. | almost laughed out loud when | saw him write his cell number
next to it. He was flirting with those two girls when someone else approached the table.
| peered u@t the guy in front of me. He looked familidlewa s a b o sheighEdndh a n 6
several years older than | was. He was definitely a metalhead, though. His arms were painted in
tattoos from shoulder to wrisind he had shouldéength dark brown hair. But as | continued
taking in hs details, | rememibee d  wth sen &im bebore. It was tBeake bites that gave

him away, just two small studs beneathlbiger lip on both the right and left sisle Yeah, | 6d
met this guy before, less than a year ago.
Il smil ed. AYou guys playing tonight?o0

Theguitast from Last Five Seconds yesuwardiread bacKk.
band. 0o

Oh, God really? Herecognizedne ? AYeah. Been with these g



Al 6 vrd a little @uzzaround yourbanand | 6ve seen, 6keumt olncleawen

hadt he pl easure yet. Il t hi nKresywewerey Wewerear e on r
second in a lineup of four bands.

| remembered | ast fall when 16d gone with Et
guy standing in front of me had been nmakeyes at me at that concert, btitoughtit was
bizarre that hedd remember me.| hadreowkbBowot
you actually remember me?0

|l loved his grin, and i f Ethan hadmhihis been
guy a | ot mor e. Ay bluomere totally intathelshoveyad yay evére wytto u ?

the other guitarist in your baédnot Brad, but the other guy¥ou dressed the part, but you
|l ooked soélLittle Bo Peep. 0
A Wh athatssu pposed t o mean?o

fiWwhere are your tattoos, your ©piercings, the

|l grinned. Al o6l 1 be working on the tattoos
money. o0

AWhen youdbre ready, | et me knodws. f ulckcianng s e n
br|II|ant.<‘) He moved his arm to halfway betw

front of me. Itwasgreat work and beautifél lots of color and detail.

AYeahs, 0he

ANamebébs Clayton, bylJdethme way, but they call r

AJet ?20

AY e a h . Speed of Ilight, you know. 0

|l nodded and grinned. Al 6ve seen ylowas pl ay.
warm and dy and reluctantto letminegéi Val er i e. 0

AGot a | ast name, Valerie?o

AQui nn. What about you?bo

AAs a nhaatctter lofdo. Youol | never forget 1t.o0

AYeah?o

AYedhSdnsi t h. But even if you find a thousanc
find one | ike me. 0

Oh . That gazeéstruck somet hi nApdlibelievedde me, 1
him. Wow. Etha was a lucky guy, because had it been anyone else, | wouldbéendlirting
with this guy hardcore. I smil ed. Al think

ASo what do you play?bo

Al sing. o

AReal |l y?0o

AYeah. o

Al o6l 1 be front r ow.pullhistalet ouechhistpacket. bleehadan d h i m
large silver chain attachedtoégnd he whi pped out ashortsieevent vy . Al
bl ack. o

| reached over in front of Nick where the r

needafivebc k. 0

| handedhe guitarishi s change and he said, fABe right b
wondering what he was doing. He had captured my attention, but | was back in the moment.
Yeah, hedéd been flirting wi tverhearmgandthinkingl di dné
something unsavory was going on. | looked around while | waited for Clayton (or Jet?) to



return, but | couldndét see Ethan anywhere. A
our table.

Clayton came back, black shitriamd, whi ch he handed to me.
wear this onstage. 0 At first, | 6d thought he
when | unfolded it, | saw in biged letterd AST FIVE SECONDSThe lettering design was
intricate and arstic, almost gothic but not quite.

AToni ght ?0

He grinned, small di mples forming in his che

| coul dndt help but smile back.dClajgt@loay . 0 H e
Jet ?0

n
0

He shrugged. AYou deci back Lpgo bByHabet A. go¢
tonight. o

AYou too. O I |l ooked at the s,Bndtusuallywdreaal ded i
medium, so | knew it would be snug. I f 16d h
probl em. St i lol askedNick iphe conid coverdhe tableSor a few minwdes
he said he coul d. |l went into the bathroom.

that. | knew, though, that I could make it cooler and more comfortable with a pair of scissors
| went to the front counter, and there were a girl and a guy selling tickets to the show. The

gi r | |l ooked at me with disdain but the guy sa
AEverything okay? Need anything?o

Il smil ed. i Do sysoour sh alv ec oau | pda i bro rorfo ws?coi

Al think so. 0 He rifled through a bunch of
handed me an old pairoforargea nd|l ed sci ssor s. Al dondt know

6em a shot. o

He was right. Once in the bathroom, st art ed modi fying the shir/
sharp as | was sure theybéd been back when the
through the fabric. This was me andlbesidds,dr God?©o
di d aw & lotlof time to play around cut off the arms and then | cut a slit down from the
neck to my cleavage. Then | cut a few triargfi@ped patches @ubne in front of my navel
and three on the back in various plaaad put a few fake rips in.itAnd as | finished, | knew
Clayton would either |l ove it or hate it. He 6
it with pride onstage, advertisiigrt he next band, or hedd think I ¢
the guys wouldndét ask about it.

They didnot . They were used todbeeaweamngr i ng

justanothert-shirt that night anyway. Before we took the stage, Ethan grabbed my hand and
squeezed it but didndét say aOh\wlhtrHeé was fudckedlum o k e d

I di dnot know what he was on, but he was mess
could hold his own onstage if he needed to, b
his mind.

The first three songs were spt. We were on fireand the audience was eating us up. It
was pure magic. But then, in the middle of the fourth song, Etaatedmissing notes and just
flubbing up i n gener al . ,andBradimdimained, Qutitwask t he a
throwing meoff. So, in between songs, | looked over at Brad. Fortunately, he knew exactly
what | was thinking. He gave me a look of assurance, urging me to keep going and just
di sregard Et han. |l | ooked ovebDasasualduinga man t o



concerbhe wasndét with us. He was off in musical

didndét know, but he certainly wasnodt there wi
We persevered, though. The next song, I 6d «

could, tying to ignore the guitar. That proved to be impossible but not unmanageable. It was
duringthatsong i Met al Forever, 0 a song t dthdatlindtieed becon

Clayton/ Jet at the edge of the stage. Oh, God, was he cute, and he smiidteveaught me

looking. | was in the middle of singing a line, so if he caught my acknowledgéaektit was

through my eyes only. But after the song was over, | winked at him.

No, | domybdiditk now
When we were done, we hauled our equipnodéinstage to make room for Last Five

Seconds to set up. Ethan was too far gone by that point, and Brad cornered him off stage. Ethan

wandered off somewhere while the remaining four of us emptied the stage.

Clayton/ Jet stopped me before his band stdo&ding their equipment onto the stage.

ANIi ce show, Valerie. You stayind to watch?o
AWe usually do. Gotta support our friends,
AThat 6s what |1 | i ke to hear. o He started w:

you 0O
Whoa. Thatwas leev vy . And her sdcretbhovrieed ithahwaswhatly a

could evercallEtha® pr esent ed some troubl e. thatewasi | dn ot

seeing someonas he was walking away from me and my friends/ bandmates were right beside

me. But chances were this was the last of it. | was just nice flirting material for him for the

evening.
The four of ud Brad,Zane Nick, and mé stood near the front. Nick had his arm around
t he girl hedéd been tal kiwas nbéot ealrrldady naankdi nlg

knowing his track record. | noticed the guitarist onstage looking aramache kept it up until
he spotted me. He pointed his left index finger at me from under the shatft of his guitar and
grinned at me.

Brad noticed b ecause he | ooked over at me, but he
him and tried to deliver as innocem$mile as | could.

My God, could those guysrock. det hat 6 s who he was whén his g
was one of the best I|ive guitaristsHsdd ever
fingers were like liquid, gliding over the strings, even when he wasldimg He was amazing
to watch. H was sexy tooThe energy he exuded, moving around the stage, singing backup
when needed, looking down at me on occasion. Those looks gave me chills.

But | had to push those thoughts out of my head. Oh, my God.s lirue, everything my
parents had ever told me. Jadddnow | was dull df lyst. g i v e n

Honestly, though, | would have found him gorgeous before; in fact, | had. And, no, I still
wasnot to the poinedavhlee el i k e odiddpprecei thaviel o , hb u-
was a fine specimen of man.

When their show was over, they were lugging their equipment off stage so the last band
could set wup. Brad said to the three of wus,

Yeah, wheravas he? Brad was still gone when the fourth band started setting up, and after
a few minutes, Last Five Secondso6sangduiheabrd srtun
his fingers through it, pulling it away from his face. He was swigging on a lobttlater as he
approached me. AWhat 6d you think?0

|l smil ed. RNEven better than the | ast ti me |



AYeah?o

AYeah. o

ACan | give you some advice?o0

| was curious. AAbout what ?o0

AOn stage. O

| was hesitant but wanted to know. His band had been penfgifior a couple of years. He
had oodles more experience than | did. I  wan

AYou have a great voice, Val erAndyoudoSome a | o't
great stuff with your voiceBut é1 6d | ove to bear you scream mo

AYeah?o
AYeahétry a deep growl or just a crazy scr e:

thing, but it could really punctuate a | ot of
head. AYou ever bhasadmykyebwlshi s fiome rktndDdav, Mar i a

AOh, yeah. o

AThereds a woman knows how to do metal .o

Al 6l 1 see what | can do. Thanks. o

Hi s eyes twinkled. Al ol l be |l istening. o

| looked overfor my remaining two bandmates. Nick had disappearedZandwas
talkingtotwogi rl s besi de hi m. Rl8&wmnorJetd i ousl yédo |

He got a huge grin on his face. nWwel | , It

AOn what ?0

ADo you want me sweet or dirty?o

Oh. Wow. He reallywaspushing all the right buttons. But | was a good girl.
AWel | écroomsgi de have a, uh, well , um, Il 6m kind o
you sweet. o

He rai sed bhkindofegéelhgow® mebiddy?0

|l 6m not sure why | t ol dsedratboyfrieddwt | sai d, AYe

Secreboyfriend? I f you were with me, the who

| wanted to change the subject. My relati ol
wantZaneover hearing our conversation anyway. nYo

Hiseyegr ew serious, but | <couUhedlgseest jeupdapkt
call me Clay. You want the bad boy, ask for Jéte 6 | | come runningg secre

Well,ifthatdi dndét make me just | ove dstwinded,bbtoy, not |
t hen Brad showed up. Aval , we gotta go. o

AYeah?o

AYeah. o He noticed Clayton. AHey, Jet. H ¢

AThanks. You too. 0 He tipped his head t ow:

Brad grinned at mefi Y e a h . We t hought so too. o

To me, Clayton saidBy the way, | eally ikemys hi rt on you. 0

Brad noticed the shirt then. nCool . Di dnot

you around. O

| gave Clayton a tiny wave and smiled. He smiled banH,then | realized he probably
t hought Brad was my boyfriendénot that it mat
and me, no matter how cute he wakthing.



Chapter Twenty-four

ETHAN WAS SERIOUSLYmes&d up. BradZane and | stood vtside the van while Ethan
was passed out i n t hendBraddhddtoldhhiAogleepijoffst t hr own

Al dondt know if | should take him to the EI

| asked, AWhatoéd he take, Brad?o

ANo fuckind idea. o

AWhy the hell does he do this?0

Bad gave me a | ook, and | kmaew wrey.wasWe&dd wdi

talk about it again, no matter how much it bothered Zemebr ok e t he i ce. ANi c
Nope. Hebés got a ride.o
Yeah, | bet heds gberédubé&lelruva ri de. Luck)
rad asked RnSo do we take him to the hospi!f
[

Howdés he do

Better than before.o

Can | talk to him?0o

|l guess. 0 BZamedh ¢ wmoli@adk over mat AnGood | uck.
| opened the van door and stepped in. | heard Bradamet al ki ng qui et !l vy, an

know if they were trying to keep their conversation from Ethafinoon me. But | knelt in the

tight space between the driverodés seat and the

oDt g S

put my hand on his forehda It was cool and cl ammy. I whi
He moved his head toward my voice. AHMM? o
AHow are you?o0
AOkay. 0
AYou su to get hel p?«

re? Shoul d we take you
He was quiet for a moment. i No. Il 6m fine.
AYou dond6t seem fine.o

He opened hiseyes. ldod see them only becaufne 6of Htehe d

took another breath, but it didndt seem nor ma
home. 0O He seemed halfway coherent, but | sti
| ki ssed hiworcrhye eakb.outilyguw.st I | ove you. 0
AThen just take me home, okay?0
|l dondédt know what kind of response |1 06d expecd
under the influence dfomething and | was willing to | et the r

back outside the van and told Brad &@hewhat Ethan had said.

So we made the trip back to our apartment. We were quiet. Brad even had the radio turned
down low. | sat in my usual seat but kept turning around to look at Ethan. His head was rolling
back and forth with the motion of the van, but he seemed to be passed out for the most part.

When we got home, Brad adéinehelped Ethan inside. Both wrapped an arm over their
shoulders to help him. | was still worried, but Ethan forced a smile, sogdthaqu may be heodd

okay. Once upstairs, Brad said, Al &dm gonna p
him. o

AThen | d&m sl eeping out here too. O

AYou can have my cot. o



A NoO. |l 6m not taking your bed. Ithee fobm. jl ust s |
didndét plan on sl eeping much anyway.

Bradinsistedo ut | wasno6t going to budge. Il just s
off my boots, and changed from jeans to sweats. H&Zanewere in the kitchen talking, but |
walked pastth@ i nt o the | iving room. I sat on the <c
al | right?o

He blinked at me. He had a |ittle more col ¢

AWant something to drink?o He nodded. i Be

| went back in the kitchen and gralbbe a gl as s. I poured him s om
still seem okay?o0

AHe said he wanted something to drink. That

He shrugged. He looked worried, and | knew why. Ethan was like his brother, and Brad
was torn. | was too, but Eh talking and looking a little more coherent had alleviated my
worries a |ittle bit. When | got back to the
water here. o

He opened his eyes again and lifted his head a little. | placed my hand ackief his
neck and brought the water to his lips. He sipped and then rested his head back. He focused on

me . AWheredd you get that shirt?0o

| wasnb6t going thereénot now anyway. AAt t |
know.

AOhél ooksogood &le Yay his head back and, wi:

Idi dnét sl eep well that night. Il woul d drif
Et han and sit back down. Someti me several ho
completely normaland | started to relax. And, at some point after that, | drifted into a deeper
sleep.

The next morning, I woke up feeling stiff at

couch. Brad andanewere still sleeping on their cots. | got up, hoping Ethan was okay. As |
moved to the other end of the apartment, | heard the shower in the bathroom. It might have been

Nick, but then I realized the big nbdeadr oomés d
AYeah?o It was Et han.
AEverything okay?06 | asked through the door.
AYeah. Be out in a minute. o

went to the kitchen and started a pot of
AHe said hebds okay. o
There was an uncomfortable silence between®r and me, and | wasnot
of it was Looking back over the past week, | knew it could have been caused by anything. But
Brad had become my closest friend here. So, after | poured us both a cup of coffee and | sat at
the table, laskedi Ev e r y t hwithnygu? @ k a y
He nodded, but his eyes said something diffe

seem too sure. o
Ailtdéds cool, Val 't is.0
|l knew it wasnot, but lonlywastedaim to gnow Iicageditio pr e ¢
just éworry about you too. I know youbre doin
He smiled then, but it | ooked weary. AThanl

Without even thinking, | grabbed his hand and squeezed it, but | wrapped that hand around
my coffee mug as | heaithan open the bathroom door.



He wal ked into the kitchen
| get fucked up |l ast night. o
AJesus, 0 Brad muttered.

How are you?o
|l told you -hoamdfiene per Ne ihdwalkell over tolthé cabirfet ne . 0
and pulled out a mug, pouring himself some coffee.
AWe were worried about you. What did you 't :
ASt opChristal .Youdre not my mom. 0O
That struck a nerve. |took in a deep breath. | so wanted to say somethinglitichy,
telling him to take care of his own darself next time. Instead, | just bit my targ Brad

, Wwearing jeans oIl

1 R 1

| ooked at me as i f to remind me otfedtoftyxget conver
about it but every word came cletris moment.Bradhadai d Et han di d drugs t
cope with some kind of hell hedd gone through
him coul dndédt save him. But maybe, |ike Brad
| just hopeedpfahlel iwogul dnwyt heart coul dnodot take i
* % %

We had another show that night, and late afternoon | was putting on heavier stage makeup in

my room when Ethan rapped on the door. I did

in. When he came in the dobee closed it behohhim and eased up closer to mevteere |
stood in front of thdull-lengthmirror, putting on blush.

He rested his chin on my shoulder and | ooke:q
you. o0

| smiled then. | loved when he was swee But he wasndét only swee
all decked out for our shqwnd he was even hotter than usual. Having him press up against my
body from behind, remembering how the other n
accentuated my attractidor him.

|l turned around as he wrapped his hands ar ol
c a r ketassed the blusher on the bed.

A | Kknow. o He was wearing eyeliner. Il wasni¢
made Ethan look sexignan usual. He kissed me firmly on the lips.

| decided to be honest. AYou | ook really hi

He grinned. AYou think so0?0

AYeah. o

AYou think I &dm hot ?0

AOh, God, yes. o0 He backed me up against thi

AWhen are we | eaving?o

| suspected lknewwhy he was asking. AHal f hour maybe

AWhat have you got |l eft to do?b0

ANot much. 0O
He started kissing my neck. Oh, that was nice. | let out a small breath and tilted my neck.

Al'l was forgivenémy fear and ups ebreastspushedvor r y .
into his chestand | let out a small sigh. Remembering when he had me up against this same
wal | not | ong ago pressing into me, making me

me feel better than | ever had in my whole life just\a §hort nights ago made me wet with
desire. | wanted him to touch me again, to make me feel like this was what | was made for. Our



lips clashed togetheand | groped for the button to the leather pants that were molded to his
skin. | could feel his ak pressing against the fabric.

| wanted to touch it. Il 6d only touched it
fascinated by it. How would it feel inside me now? | wanted to know. And so | unzipped his
pants and found my way inside his undermvea Ohéit was hard and thro
and it was that way for me. All for me.

His kiss was harder theand he unzipped my jeansinresponse i You want me i n
babe& 0
| opened my eyes. God, his were on fire. i
He assaultg me again with his lipsnd | grabbed his ass to press him intq I his hands
were in the way. He grinned. nGood things ¢
until he stuck his hand in my panties. He ran his finger down my slit, bgiskier my clitoris
and feelinglower and he said, AFuck. Youbre ready, a

He knew just by touch. | nodded, now serious, as | gasped at the motion of his finger. 1
closed my eyes and realized | was almost panting.

Al dondt havYeo uad rreu bobne rt,hevapli.l I , right?0o
AYeah. o So it was stupid, especially in 1i:q
partner s, but | |l oved him and wanted him, and
AYou okay going without?0
Wel | | di dndt Maaywee a 6cdh chiacvee, tdoi cstlaxrt keepi
be a little embarrassing to buy them myself, but | knew how stupid it wes/unprotected
sex. AAre you safe?o0
AYeah. l 6m fine. I swear. o He mernctuated

against me, making it impossible for me to deny hivy gasp told him all he needed to know

and he pulled my pants halfway down my thighs, then pulled his own down and lifted me up
against the wall, my legs wrapped around him. In just a few shonemts, he was inside me,

filling me up. At first, | still felt discomfort. But as he continued to drive into me, it began to

feel good, and that was when my desire ramped up again. | started breathing heavily once more,
enjoying the sensation of him ide me, driving me wild.

But, perhaps because | was new at the whol e
Ethan came inside me before | even got cl ose.
breathing in my ear. ADi dnbét vyou | ike that?0o0

AYeéalh | oved it. o As he pulled out and set n
that hedd come inside me. He was Kkissing my

| cleared my throat. AnYeah?o

Zanea s ked, AHave you seen Ethan?bo

FortunatelyEt han di dndét make me | i e. Al o6l 1 be ou

Guess it wasnodot a secret anymor e.

He was whispering in my ear again when he s:

promise. 0
He zipped up his pants while giving me a hasty kiss on the lips. &iggened out the door,
leaving me in that state. And the rest of the night, | felt like | was on edge, and my damp panties

just reminded me that hedd been inside me ear
empowered, free, and fully feminine. It made fael sexy, wanted, and for the first time ever, |
felt Iin control of my sexuality. |l 6d have to

changing my singing voice, but this night | was breathier, cooing some lines, adding seduction to



my words | hoped Ethan could actually hear me in spitéheftiold his guitar had over him,
becausdén e dodhe that to me.

|l got the rest of the bandds attention, thoi
people said, AWhat ddiendgewilt wayso urh avto iyoeu tweerriec

Zanej oi ned i n. NnYeah. That was some cool sh

Bradwas AlBut just make sure the audience can

Zane AThey coul d. o

AWas | too quiet?o

Brad: AMaybe a |ittle too breathy. o SoéBr
to do with the cont rlikedit. dt heeds w littie wdrko hutrkeep doiagn . i B
it. o

| smiled. Still nothing from Ethan, the mahadreally wanted to hear from. He was being
gui eter than usual . I shoul dndét complain, th

Once we got to the apartment and got settled in, the guys wanted to talk about the show.
There had been some weird thingsigng on wi t h r hyt handlwastited.i t di d
And, based on Ethandés reticence, I figured he
up to me the following day.

So | changed my clothes into another short nightie, but | left théepant. Ethan could be
with me all night longn that way and part of me was pissedthatd not only | et hi
acondonb ut t thea beenlfutider aroused by the evidence of it.

| was thinking way too much, danade myself get up and takeshower. The guys were
still discussing the concert over a round of beers in the living room.

After my short bath, 1 |l ay in bed just thinl
| heard him rap on the door and open it before | could even sayra av. AYou asl eep?:

ANO. O

I heard the smile in his voice. il pr omi s e

The fact that my body was already tingling at the sound of his voice assured me that |
definitely wasnét too to.rded. I felt bashful

He turned on the | ight. God, he was gorgeo.l

smudgedand his hair was a little mussed, but he was a vision. He looked wild, untamed, like an
animal, and he was hungry for me. He peeled off-bisrt and droped it to the floor, then

pulled off one boot, then the other, followed by his socks. Then he walked closer to the bed,
unzipping those goddamned tight leather pants that were wrapped around him like skin, and he
peeled them off next to my bed. | sataupttle, anticipating him, wanting him.

He slid under the sheet and | aid his hand ot
even | ook under to see that | wasndt wearing
hand roamed upward to find myke a s t . Ohénow that was nice. F

and | felt my entire body respond, my pussy getting wet again, hoping he would finally put me
out of my misery. After the long, sensual kiss, he mdwusdipsto my neck and then to his hand
to lick the nipple that had pebbled up at his touch. My back arched, pushing my nipple farther
into his mouth, wishing he could consume me fully. | heard a loud sigh escape andips
shoved my fingers in his hair.

His mouth released my breast to mgrday, but he began kissing a trail down my abdomen,
moving farther down.Oh. | felt my muscles tighten in anticipation of what | thought he might
be considering.



He kissed down the side of my hip, down the top of my leg, and then placed his hands on
my thighs to gently urge them apart. Oh, there came that overwhelming sensation again, that one
of feeling like too many nerves were being tantalized at once, that one of my arammg able
to keep up. Ands his thumbs parted my labia, | thoughtould jump out of my skin. That
first stroke of his soft, warm tongueé

That blew me outofthewateand | already thought | coul dno
kind of groan and wrapped my curled fingers into the bottom sheet. But he licked meagain
the muscles in my inner thighs clenched and my breathing grew deep, hitting the bottom of my
lungs with the force of forty horses. And yet his touch was gentle, maddening.

One stroke, then another, and | could feel myself climbing. This time, thbkigéw what
awaited me on the other side. | moved my hands to his head, winding my fingers into his hair,
and then | could feel the motion of his head as he delivered those delicious sensations to that
sensitive area, and somehow that intensified thenfgel

He sped up and | gasped. I wasnodét ready f ol
inevitable. | felt my legs spread farther apart just out of instamat | tilted my pelvis antdoly
shit | sucked in another deep breath onlyto be hitwithe of t he most power f
ever experienced in my short life.

Oh, yes,itwasnlyt he second orgasm | 6d ever experien
first time. This time | had a better handle on what to expect. | still had no covgrolvhat he
was doing to mé | was writhing, moaning out of control, and probably nearly pulling his hair
outd but the feeling was at least familiar. And I held on as long as | could, but I finally said,

AOh, God, stop. o | t howdght Il cwad dadit n dh atnal | leo
anymore.

It took him a few seconds to register, but then he diddstppte possibly because | was
pulling up on his head. AWhat ?0

| was breathing hard, as though |l &ad gcasdtr ul
take it anymore. o

His eyebrows furrowed. ADoesndt it feel g O ¢

| felt my heart rate starting t o tosdoodwf nOh,
tha makes any semseanymbreamdt stand

He | ooked Taogood?usetdher & such a thing?o

AYeah. Oh, God, that was unbelievabl e. o

He cocked his head and sat up, but he wasnot
a path up to my cleavage. Then he looked up aangkthe way his head tilted made his
eyebrowssadow hi s eyes. He | ooked mysterious, da
you. Do you think you could take that?0o

|l smil ed. Al want to try.o And then | r em

He | ooked di smayed. ANext ti me. |l promi se.

So | noddedin spite of my hesition. In seconds, he pulled down his underwear and
entered me, and | realized | hatdokimgsharm wunder e

breath, hit with the revelation that my orgasm was going to continue under the blagsadi

whether | wanted it to or notWith his seconthrust | felt my thighs quiver in responsand

they clenched his hips. | tilted my pelvis to take him in as far as he would go, but it had the

added bonus of making me feel like a goddess. Mygasned to audible groans again as he

inflicted wave upon wave of heavenly delightuponBeut it coul dndt be st oj



contr ol over my bodyds reaction. Maybe with
unexpected, so freeing, all | could daswo let it overtake me and enjoy the ride.

Like the | ast ti me, Et han wasnoét | vyi
wasnot because hedd awakened before |
one of the cots in theviing room.

It was quiet as the guys slept away, but Brad was already up. | heard him in the shower, and
he had already made coffee. | poured a cup and took it back to my room so | could put on
makeup and do my hair bef aomymgkeupnighout veashingp r k .
my face, but | could at least fix my hair. While | worked on it, | thought about Ethan. Was he
not sleeping with me because he really thought he could keep his involvement with me a secret,

g next
a

n
had. w

or was something else goingonpset hi ng | coul dnét fully unders
and thought | knew about hi m, | knew there wa
touched. Even Brad had said as much to me.

But | couldndét tal k t o amaybehceulddarpemailing Jillbrat . l

even Jennifer or messaging either one of them
talk with anyone about it. And even though Brad had become my closest friend in this new life,
there was noswaysi kEthalnl an@d meéi wi t h hi m. I d
still had feelings for me in that way, but whether he did or not, this was not a topic of discussion
between the two of us. Ethan was like his brother, and | thought Brad had said as much abou
Ethan to me as tnom@thanehatand somathihg dd itdon, 6 tbuwant t o t
was the possibility that he might still have deeper feelings for me.

| 6d have to broach the subject witoknovEt han hi

that he wouldnét want to talk about it, but i
he had no choice. I wasndét going to all ow my
explain. Besides, even if led think hecouldke p us secret, he needed t
going to happen. |l al most blushed rememberin

| heard Brad exit the bathroom, and | gave him a little bit to clear out of the hallway before |
walked into the bathroom to wasny face and brush my teeth. | returned to my room quickly,
and by the time | left for work, | heard him strumming a tune on his acoustic in the big bedroom.
It sounded sad. Part of me wanted to go hug him, but another part of me thought maybe | was
the reason for that sad tune, and | hurried out the door, not wanting to dwell on that thought and
ruin my happineswith Ethan.



Chapter Twenty-five

MY SHIFT WAS over early afternoon and | walked home, noticing for the first time that cooler

weater was on the way. It was stil!/l pl easant a
been all summer long.

| wal ked up the stairs to our apartment, f et
and even standing on my feet for hoursoneadswsn 6t bad, but it was bor.i

time it felt stimulating was when we had customers who needed us to make something for them.
| knewd whether music would become my entire life ordhdhat food service was not for me.
|l 6d stickdndotoptanbub bedt here for years.
As | walked down the hall toward the apartment, | realized | could hear voices. And they
were voices | knew. The guys were having a heated discussion. That was nothing new. They
were all passionate about the music Hmay all had strong opinions, so to hear their voices
raised didnot completely surprise me.
But | paused out si detalkingaboutmosicr way . They wer ¢
No.
They were talking abouhe
|l coul dndédt make out the worllesarad Briadtshdduwtti
dondét deserve her.o
Okay, so that grabbed me around the heart and rattled me. Then | knew why Brad had been
guiet and sullen the last several days. Whether or not he still had romantic feelings for me, he
obviously objected o Et handés pursuit of me.

AiFuck that. I make her h é&ulresisted puttiSgpopmmpear upi ng |
to the door Then Ethan againi You heard her yourself .o

It was quiet for a few seconds aowdtandhen | he
know it. You wannanakeher happy? Get your shit together

| took a deep breath. Should I go in or not? Should | wait until they were done or leave and
come back | ater? Wel |l émaybe they ehteddndw, know

| coul d make t hem stwanpto fiearghb comvergation, but | hopedany | y d i
presence would end it.

Sure enough, as soon as | opened the door, they stopped yelling at each other. Brad and
Ethan were standing facing eachestland the atmosphere was tenganewas standing next to
them as though he was there to break it wup an
heard the muffled sounds of his drum kit pouring out of the bedroom.

The two men stood toe to toatil | closed the door behind me. The sound somehow pulled
them out of their stances. |wantedtoaskem t o cal m dawh, t bem 1t odkd
heard part of their conversation. So, instead, | tried slapping arc@ttlook on my face and
asked fAWhatds going on?o0

Brad was the first to back away and then he and Ethan both looked at me. Brad said,

ANot hi ng. Just a Ilittle misunderstanding. o
AYeah. o Et han | ooked away. He | ooked pi ssc¢
Brad didndét | ook much btehd eamo tbhiudn sh ead dl intatnlag

was wor k?09o



| shrugged. AON, at vdes templingeoxstart asking questidng | instead
asked about dinner plans and buried what | knew of their conversation deep in the back of my
mi nd. | iteadatmed N Ot | et

But it did. It was cradled in the back of my mind.

The summer drifted into fall with little fanfaréAs September floed into October, Ethan
started out almost every night in my bedroom but left before morning. And, thanks tatcr he
schedule, my need to save money, and walking to and from my job, | lost a few pounds. Nothing
dramatic, but | was suddenly svelte for the first time in my life. The extra ten or fifteen pounds
| 6d been toting around dedoffcaed | fleleslondomherfigt time t e e n a
as an adult

Brad noticed.

He and | were the only ones up early in the morning, probably because we were the only

ones whoéd managed to find day jobs in addit:.
morningand he said, APl ease, Val éplease tell me
does regularly. o

That seemed to come out of nowhere. AnWhat ?

AYoubve | ost a | ot of weight.o

|l tried to smile. AThat 6s not why. o

ASomegt Hi mhoul d worry about ?0

I l et his words sink in. A Oh, no. No. He l
exercising a | ot. | 6m not starving, and | 6m

He nodded. AROkay. are@owno dmu s d u ssWwadg driiedbffe @ | | M
and he stared in his coffee.

AWhat ?0

| saw his jaw clench but then he forced hi m:
you. O

This time | did smile. AFrom what ?0

He shook his head. ALots of things. | €j usHt

filams af e, right?o He raised an eyebrow. N RI

AYeah, sure. You are.o But he didndét bel i e
relationship with Ethan. |l 6d gotten a little
werethinandwe i ved i n tight quarters. Brad knew ex
think thatdés where his concern came from. nJ
t hough he were tired. AJust remember you hav

Ismiledandp | aced my hand on his. wduldwakimmsavast hat . o

did that. His eyes narrowghlut he sat down at the table without saying a word. | pulled my
hand back to myself and took a sip of my <coff
Heshuggekbrs hif . 0
Brad said, AThereds plenty of coffee i f you
A Nahknowwhat | want. o
Brad and | glanced at each other. | knew what he was thinking. He might have been right,
that Ethan was craving some synthetic piokup, but | thoughhe might have also been talking
about sex with me. He hadndét even | ooked at
just a feeling | had.
Brad was in no mood, though. AThink it thro



Ethan rolled his eyes. AFuck off, Bradley.
| wasstarting to grow weary of the constant friction between the two alpha males of the
household. | felt like | was walking on pins and needles while they continually picked at each

ot her . Before Brad had a chanece sttomps?ady anyt h
Brad sighed. Al gotta go to work anyway. o
ANi ce talkind with ya, Val .o

| was a little ticked with Ethan for pushing Brad away. | knew Brad cared for Ethan just as
much as he did forme, ifnotmorB.ut Et han just coul dnét see pas

door <c¢cl osed, Et han wrapped his hand around my
on with you and my bro?bo
Was hgealou® ANot hing. You know Brad and | are
His voice wad o w. i lwedevneorwy ymluo s e . Anything | shou
ANoO. Of course not. o I sighed. ADondt be

iWhatwa y ? 0

APossessive and covetous. 0

He raised an eyebrow and sported a cockeyed
AYeah. yol &han.wioveyho u . 0

His smiled turned | ascivious. AThen | et ds ¢
|l didndét know that | cared for his crude wa\
mi nd. |l 6d finally bought my own stomgbed,of con
and | insisted on using them. I n the past mo

A

several different spots in our apartment, in various differentipps. | 6 d even managed
successfully deliver in the blowjob departmehtvas enjoying exploring my sexuality with
Ethan, and he was open to anything | suggested. When | needed him to, he took it slowly, and he
somehow knew exactly what | neededow and when.

So, even though 1 6d need t o gheughtirceulldive f or w
him that time So | stood up and grabbed his hand, leading him to my bedroom.

The door wasndét even cl osed whemngaihaad had hi s
started kissing me hard on the lips. Just like always, though, | wasgend ready to go. It
didndt t ake Justuooking @ him onthinkeng about him was enough to get me
aroused.

He kissed me a few times and then | started unbuttoning his jeans. He reached under my
robe and pulled down my pantjegsd Ilwonde e d ét he fl oor, the bed, the
But no. He grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me around to face the wall.

Nowél was game for trying new things. Thi s
month ago. But y htfelslikedoungshmertt, pafrtieuiadly bdcause ét felplikea
hed dlammed me up against the wall without any regard for me. He was inside me in a matter
of seconds, pounding into me with fury. Yes,
right. It felt like he was angry with me.

But then, just as | was getting ready to ask him what the fuck was going on, he held me with
passion. He kissed me on the neck ravenously, one hand massaginghmeakdftthe other
moving below. He continuedumping into me, but he was stroking my clitoris and, no matter
how upset | was that | felt I|ike he was takin
going to orgasm. There was no stopping it.

My hands had been splayed up against the wallas | gave in to my basest desires, |
reached behind me and drove my fingers into his hair. In seconds, | cried out as I climaxed. He



slowed as he came too and leaned me into the wall. His hot breath was in my ear, his hands

holding me aggressivelynad as t hough he didndédt want to | et
that | realized he hadndét worn a condom.

Andthenlwas angry. I didndédt want to be | i ke my
the decision to hayv etwannto hau tobdgiEtbam ®ohis hefpovith.an | d
unwanted babyNo matt er what the pres$undrapedcent | knew |
reliabl e. |l didndot wanti ftfoEhbhardsoi wdrsgrabb
some nast yet®cbridend withd was pissedWe 6d had this conversa
many times.

| struggled against his rough hands and fi né
hel | ? Whereds the condom?0

He wasndét with me. Hi sHemiInado kweads arf g r yséoanmedw hte
|l ooked far away. He didndét answer at first.
thatdés when | said, AOh, my God. Youdre high
pulled my panties up fromwhereey wer e sagging against my ankl
| have to get ready for work. o

ACome on, babe. Dondét be mad. o

ASeriously. Get the hell out . o And when he
make the tears stop falling.

* k% %
We didndét have any more incidents odlandke t hat

loved as usual. Yeah, we were uncomfortable in the apartment, but we were playing some good
gigs and getting to know a lot of fellow bands. We even played a mgdelteption. The happy
couple liked to bang their heads, as did a good many of their guests. | felt out of place without
any tattoos or piercings, and that inspired me to get my first &aftesi a simple tribal armband
on my upper right arm. But in ddion to the usual venues, we played a few strange gigs like
t hat . I wadBrddd cloenptl aushiwagr ki ng. The money f
it was something. We were making just as much off our merch as we were the playing the shows
themséves.

Moneywastightand Br ad sat the guys down one day,
problem forme man, to withhold your part of the rent, utilities, and groceries, and then give you
what 6s | eft. o

Et han roll ed doi # wenyeeesd. mofirSeo mounsety, weodl | fig
Brad kept his cool . AYou bett erdoescavgrall | 6 m al
t hat shit. Ot her wi s e, I 61 | kick your ass out
Ethan just glared and lit up a cigarette. Oh, yeah. That was sometléng els | knew heod

smoked on occasion, but he undertook it as a regular activity that fall as well. | suppose it was a
cheaper addiction to feed when compared with
know for sure, thoadohgsedthemeyselfuse |1 6d never pur
One afternoon when Brad was at work and | had the day off, Nickamehad gone
somewher@ to pick up some beer for that night after the gig maybe. | thought maybe it would
be a nice chance for Ethan and me to just talk. Thingsfeeliag strained between ,.end |
just wanted taliscuss what was going on
He was on Br ados |I,andheavas obliviousttdhnes | Walkediintoghe r o o m
roomlt didnét help that he had s orledidiiaeallgs ea Gr i
and | wa s orthaw he was &ble to kluge me otite sat on the couch, and so | was able



to walk in and sit next to him. He was absorbed, and so | decided to kiss his neck, get his

attenti on. But t h wasdaoing. viHe lead uplsome ¥dlawdagee wh at he
listing, and he had an entire page of people narieldards
ALooking for family?o

As though he were pulled into the moment, he slammed the lid of the laptop down.
ANot hing you need to worry about. o

Ilwastake aback. A | Hevsetshe Japtap dbn the ddoriamd isséd me with a
hunger éor a vengeance. tartédumbuttoning mygeanrse fwadtc hher e
Et han. o

ANo oneds here right now, Val .o

Al dondt care. afdynwemicouéed bk baakl patdondt v
webre in the middle of making | ove. 0

AOh, is that what weodre calling i11t? Maki ng
ADon6ét you | ike it when I fuck you?o

| could feel the anger risinginmypest He was being a dick, someth
shine to.Ai F uyolk 0 | wal ked away, straight to my roo

Ethan inspired some killer lyriand writing about it was good therapy, so | intended to do just
that.

|l heard him following me. Odds were heo6d gi
relented and grew amorous. It had happened enough by now that | knew that was usually how it
played out.

|l nstead, right outside myn rsmam,y.he Itbou csloag d yi
asshole sometimes. 0

| was st iSoretimeg® ngi ng. f

He answered me with a kiss, and i #altheas sweet
time, am | ?0

| pursed my lips together, trying not to smile. The lastcoaple weeks, yes. He ¢
constant asshole. | raised my eyebrows but managed not to say a thing.

AReal |l y?o0 He pulled me close, resting my he¢
everyt hi ngHeg ekti stsoe dmet.hoe to®p of mygk &g achkle afit eghl
held me cl ose. AfLet me make it up to you. o

I muttered up against his chest. AAnd just

|l could hear the smile in his voice. Al hay
andbg@ k and kissed the exposed skin on my neck.
sexual, heéd figured out what buttons to push

went the angerAnd his hands went straight to the button on my jeans adauas at a melting
point and wanted to insist we go to my room, but | was so hot at that mordehjydt want him
to fuck me. So | too was alang at the button on his pants and not worrying that we still stood
in the hallway just inches shy of mgam.

He ripped my panties down, just barely enough for him to squeeze in. And hie srezhk
in without protection ANo, Ethan. Condom. o

He rolled his eyes. AFuck me. 0

AThat 6s what wbédcomdkemto dldewult found t he wt
never know. And he was pissed, but he whipped his wallet out of his back pocket and snatched a
condom out. He threw the wallet on the floor
was as desgate as | was.



| could still hear the music coming from the living room. It only added to my feeling of
desperatiod the hard, driving beat, the heavy guitar.

He lifted me up and slid me in and | gasped. Oh, God, yes. That wédnedrd a tiny moan
form in my throat.

APl ay with yourself, o0 he said.

I n bet ween breat hs, | asked, AWhat do you me

God, his eyes were sexy. ATouch yoursel f.

| looked at him. Oh, God, yeah. That wouldke foran amazi ng oilithBOs m, wo
as he slammed his lips down on mine, | did his bidding and shoved my hand between our bodies,
snaking it down to the area that | knew now ruled me, dominated me. My head was shoved
against the wall. His lips were mashed into mine, his handsnigohde up under my arms,
cutting into my skin. And yet it all felt so good. Then | crawled my fingers the last few inches
until they were in that tight, sweaty spad&s | felt my way around and discovered that little nub
| 6d never t oumgshlfandagine &tham waking His magicton me. And how
fucking intense that was. He was in,rhat | was lighting myself up. Holy shit. It was more
than | could takeand | screamed in pleasure.

A T h attbébe 0 I kept r ubbi ny caunsedmeltdfclermlsagainatv e af t
Et hanés cock and even he yelled as he came.
almost in unison.

| fought to catch my breath, and he rested his forehead on mine. | opened my eyes and
smiled at himstill breatlless Thenwe heard Nick in the kitchen, clapping A That was f u
awesome, guys. Do it again. o

|l was horrified. And then | remembered it
had no shame. Ilooked at Ethan again and saw the twinkie @yes and laughed. But then |
got my pants back oneéefast.

* k k

That night we played a gig at a venue weod |
felt comforting to be somewhere familiar. It just so happened that Last Five Seconds was
playingthat night as well. The night started out BnEthan was still feeling loving, and now
t hat our r e lsecretangmore,he had ne arebfedd putting a possessive arm around
me when a guy so much as looked at me. He definitely had no issudayivitha heavy kiss on
me when | |l east expected i1t. | t whatpartouwar | ong,
eveningwas thanks to a little bit of somethinghetogkn d, as wusual, | didnodt
hedd taken, bogenedhimpnew it had | o

By the end of our set, he was done for. He refused to rest it off in the van, though, and
walked off into the crowd in front of the stage while the rest of us hauled our shit offstage so the
next band could set up.

Outside, | asked Brad vire shouldind him and talk reason to him AHeb6s a big bo
He makes his own choices, no matter how fucking stupid they are. So you track him down in the

crowd. Thenwh at ? You make a scene, telling him heo
over wel | . Yeah, why dondt Ilikegou alwaysyds, buhthissr e ano
ti me why d adnrréntof tgeavholedrowdmh at 61 I win O6em over an
for life.o

|l had no words. I t h adlIhédtbeeo arguingriouddydbutt o me t |
Bradés words hit home. | knew Ethan had been
and 1 6d been pushing back. I hadn@®mdsayeal i zed



that made me realize | wanted to putd on it. | found it embarrassingnd | just nodded and

dropped it. Out of all the people in the world, Brad was the last one | wanted upset or

angryéespecially if it was because of somet hi
|l knew wedd stay andandbwasghad abduethao takt&ive t wo s h ¢

Seconds had become one of my favorite local bands, lanéidd forwardo heamng them again.

Theydd gai ned enou@horlpck & a beitegveoid the readlinerdfthg wer e

show

| left my encounterwi h Brad, trying to focus not on hi s
on me. And, for now, | just wanted to lighten my mood. | wanted to just rock out for a while,
and | planned to head out to the audience myself to do just that. But | decideddargbta
the frontby walking outside, rather than going through the backstage areal di dndt want
Bradd or any of my other bandmatesgain for a while.

| approached the corner of the building. It was dauk | saw a couple of guys standing by
the side. There was intermittent | ight from s
make out faces,0 ahdhekakudewi iNievewthotigh iwomderedt e d a't
why the big deal over the one skinny tattddooked over at thtwo guys and started walking
toward them.

As | got closer, | was able to make them aiédnewa s one of t hem, but th
said something to me was Clayton. And even i
to me?0

Al 06 m t al dexyohgk witlothetsdcret boyfriend who went and got herself a hot
tattoo. o

Sweet Jesusétal k about forward. I f 16d beet
fiThe one and only 0
Zanegr i nned. AHey, catch ya | ateero. |l gotta

| stopped myself from rolling my eyes. Yeaanewas probably going to see if he could
score a little action in the van before we bailed, but | knew he was leaving because he was

uncomfortable with the flirtieagitheoincasg Etban and
asked later.

| | eaned my shoulder up against the wall. I
Et han, but Clayton was cute and sweet and irr
stupid. | should have figuredowsth o your secret boyfriend was a

| shrugged. AYeahénot really secret, Il gue:
for a while. o

The |l ook on his face told me he wagadt goi ng¢
some i nk. Pl anning to get more soon?o

AProbably. When | can afford it.o

AAh, vyes. There is the cost. I f you want

| nodded. ARSoégot any new songs | should [

AFuck, yeah. Wehidl waoy plhaayve mrewps it inter

Al 61 1 be | istening for it.o

AFront row? Should I 1l ook for you??o

AWedl |l see. 0

He smiled, but there was nothing friendly al
smil e, and it Bogreerdl@Emywittohe sy ocuu?raol . f



|l smiled back, but | hoped mine seemed as i1

to see. o |l stopped | eaning on the wall, inte
around, so behave yourself, Claytonél mean, J
AGot that right, sexy. See ya around. o
Oh, Godéthe way his voice purred. I t, was a

or Ethan might have had a hell of a time keeping me close. Fortunately, as | got a little farther
away, | had an easier tercontrolling myself. Whew. | neededbattle ofwater and the fresh
air was helping tooWhat was it about Jet that got my engines revving?



Chapter Twenty-six

| MANAGED TOst ay faithful éthrough Thanksgiving, Ch
seeing Jet at the occasional concert, including one ofabuvkichhew a s playihg | guess he
was trying to gauge the seriousness of my relationship with Ethan.

Well, it wasseriais, even though it was heated and storEthanwas often moodyand he
continuedndulging in various substances. hanaged tonaintainfrom day to daybut there
would be days hedd just | ie on t he andbkmenvh, s
he was just baked out of his gourd. I took
as | 6d wanted to.

|l was in denial, though, if 16d thought h
had a condormon himshould have beemy f i r st <c¢c| ue, but i1t wasnbo
frequently should have been another. There were no undeniablé signs t i mes hedd
phone and push me awalyhang up suddenlyo weird hickeg on his neck, no girls getting in
my face to ballenge me. There was just the tiny doubt in my mind that | easily pushed aside.

But at a particular show we were playing in January, | could denyitnobbmgert t hat |
had a choiceEthan wagrashed he 6d been drinking, temat much |
something else and was in one of his r@aNnatose states, one of the ones that made me nervous
for his wellbeing Hedéd stumbled offstage and nearly p
up and out.When | went to the van to check on hittmough,he was gone. And when | asked
Nick about it he just shrugged his shoulders.

| made my way back through to the fraritthe house The next band hadno
| started asking peoplvesdettingwaredWhdt hgipdnedyifled s e en
passed out somewheaiad reallydid go into a coma, or what if Hest consciousnessnd choked
on his own vomit? |l 6d read too many stories
their drugs, and if I could help it, Ethan wast going to be one of them.

| went backstage again near the bathroom area. There were some musicians hanging around
talking, guys 16d met multiple times before.
most of them knew we were a couple. Akthuys saithoé e x c e pt one. He di dné¢
but kept looking at the bathroom door.

The backstage bathroom was a unisex one, a tiny, cramped space with just a toilet, a small
sink, a mirror, and paper towel holder. Even the trashcan was smalkelvwever to it and
knocked on the door. | di donndake hiwfaehlike Ivas mak e E
invading his privacy, but | had to know he was okay.

There was no answer, so | knocked again. | heard a moan, and it sounded like Ethan, and |
just assumed the woésthat he was lying in a pool of vomit, dying.

| tested the doorknob, grateful it wasnot |
knockit down. The room was so tight, | almost accidentally rammed the doorknob into the
redhe&dds . Yep, thatoés right. Et han was up
knees, his dick in her mouth. And not only did | see it, | know a lot of the gahyadmesaw it
too, and I 6m sure a good many of them were <ch

| feltéso many things. The first was anger .
hadnét needed to. And then | wd4asleastashmuchy assed
if other people hadndét been around. Last, th
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had sworn his | ove to me. No, hedd never pro
just kind of taken it fororgrheawanos | dak g.i veht
could do would be to tell me he planned on drinking from other wells.

| didndét say anything. Il ] us tsawmé butsalehe t he d«

did was roll his eyes.

| just went to the van and cried. Heudater, the guys joined delong after the tears had
stopped and Brad asked i f everythingandBradwas avy . T
worried. | shrugged and told him | was sorry.

Nothing from Ethan.Nothing.

So | decided it was over. But he reame stupid hold over me. The next day he begged for

my forgiveness and told me he loved me. Hecalledmes® f or Godds sake, s
hadnét called me in a | ong ti me. Hi s eyes ev
drug® theyimpa r ed hi s judgment . He coul dnodét quit t

he coul dndét quit me.

| considered it for a day or so. Did I really want to send him the message that it was okay to
shit all over me?

| loved him, though, and poisonornogloul dndét turn him away.

He tried to be better. For f&ndbeemcwsetomgpnont h,
side, but | was stupid to think he would changbelieved it, though, with everything in mé.
would take more than a little indis¢i@n to change my mind.

* % %*

My eyes wer e cl os e thntalizin® A @drrh racuth dnenly nipple,img e , s o
areola, the tongue teasing its tip. And somehow it was all magnified, more intense than usual.
Oh, God. And | heard hard andheavymaisi i n t he backgroundémaybe Su
couldndét quite tell

| felt fuzzy, surreal, ag continued. | moaned in pleasure and felt my back arch upwards
toward the source of pleasur@hen | felt a tongue trace a trail down my cleavage as | heard
Ethanbs voice in my ear.

Wai t . Somet hing wasnot right.

| opened my eyes. The light was dim. There were some candles lit across thanmddm
tried to get my bearings, but | was having a hard time focusing. Nothing seemed real. But in the
shadows, | cold see a young woman with short blonde hair leaning over me, looking up at me

from my breasts. Et han was closer, right by
his words.

My heart was pounding in my coneeuweakarnhdn | s at
|l 6d intended, but | ¢ ouladihshduld lgpeetbeemy |b eda rdinmdg s .k
where | was or how the hell | 6d gotten here.

The bl onde placed her hand on my breast and

AVal éo

This time with moredrce. i St oMy mouth felt like terrycloth, my eyes like sandpaper.
| blinked a few times, trying to focus, and then deciatedell with it | groped my way to the
edge of the bed and got wup,ldes Oncednmyfeet,l i ng t he
stumbled toward the door. | placed my hand on the cool doorknob and looked behind me to see
Ethan and the blonde in an embrace, their tongues clashing.widiey enisgng me much.



| twisted the doorknob, feeling the beataddth musi ¢ i nsi de me. 't st

and | thought to myself,know this goddamnedsong but | coul dndét figure
could get into some real light, maybe if | could figure out where the fugdsl may b e é

Solopenedthedoo and, | ust a shartlhd with kgt angl soond.eltdvas | wa s
over whel mi ng. The |1 ight éso borlikegqloancertismy over po
sou.l coul dnét itpmaswayteosnauchi t al | é

But then my brain forced itself to wigrand the edges of my reality became clearer. | was in
the hallway of my apartment facing the kitchen. And the music was coming from beyond there,
maybe the | iving room. Maybe from the new sw
Christmas. The kiteen was full of people, loud, boisterous, laughing happy people, none of
whom seemed familiar to me in the least. And they were all staring at me. This must have been
a bad dream.

It was then that | realized | was completely topless. No wonder theystagieg at me.

Especially the guys. And this was real éright
Fuck.
Sstill, it didnét feel completely real. But
That 6s when Brad appeameédhe MHeshodktead myngied
okay?o0
|l m sure | |l ooked |i ke an idiot, just stari:

wrapped his arm around me and led me to my room.
He sat men my bed and then started looking around my room. He found the robe | hung

on the closet doorknob and brought It over, w

Al dondt know. O T, bu tearswstarted fatlipg dbwnmg ¢heekse s pon s e
didndédt know why. But then it all came back t
me cry.

It wasmid-March,andwe6 d | u s tour biggesi skolw eveér. The audience was huge
and on fire, and we dhade the most money we ever hadtarted to think | could start to
consider quitting my job. There were two other bands playing thatnght e t hat wedd p
with multiple times (and, truth be told, probably the one that had really drawn in the drowd)
and another thavi tvne e fmeawer @Blraaydedvas happier
time. In fact, he was ecstatic, and | could see in his eyes what | felt deep inside.

He knew I didndét have to work the neaxd day,
their guestso ou place for a party.

We 6 d n e v e ratduapthcdaforg but wwe knew it was acceptable in our building.
Webd had to try to sleep through par-bne,ss on o
| suspected it was also a reason for hirmake his first liquor store run.

Back at the apartment, people started filling in fast. Brad set up a bar of sorts on the kitchen
counter, along with plastic cups and a bag of ice in the sink. Ethan was drinking and had taken
somethingo go with it Hewas on the couch, talking with a girl with short blonde hair. He

hadndét cozied up with her, but | figured it w
myself at some point, but first Brad had requested my presence in the kitchen.
Al knaovw ywoubdb comfortable drinking, Val, but
AWhat ?0
AButterscotch schnapps. 0
AWhy for me?o0



Altds smoot h I thought you might want to ¢
where we are now. O
A

I

| smil ed. Wh yt rdeos yeodu? dvant m

Al dondt . just want you to feel goodéj usHt
| nodded my head. AOkay. o

So we did a shot together. Brrr. It warmed a trail down to my tummy but made me shiver.

hat feel 2?20
APretty good. o
AOkay. Jest Asetmoay as you ar e, I dondot da
Tiny? That almost made me laugh, but he wasdight d become t hjbménot sc
it was definitely different from when hedod fi
startal to feel a little relaxed but just figured that was the power of suggestion.

Il n my ear, he said, ANowéhalf an hour from I
come back. | bd | h thpp&kd ymar tulpem, a warpected mbr ac e
it. Yes,Bradandlwereclosend it wasno6t the first time heodc
surewhere t was coming from. Aln the meanti me, tF
plastic cups hedd bought ficeinside amepouwed wadesinib n . H
Then he handed it to me. ANurse this. o

|l grinned at hi m. AThanks, Brad. o I had a
Et hanés cheating ass was behaving itsebf. I

| made my way through the bodies toward the couch. Sure enough, Blondie was closer to
Ethan, her hand on his thigh. Damn it. That was my man. | was tired of girls staking their claim
when he was not available, and | was tired of him taking theapadh their offers.

So | wal ked straight over to him and sat on
could join us.o

Us? That was a great way to piss me dut he just grabbed me around the back of my
neck and pulled me into an erotic kisgesus. It felt like he was going to fuck me right there on
the couch.

Typical Ethan. But | didndét stop him becau:
trying to steal my man.

Hi s tongue didnoét stop. He tadmageundilt feliansi de mq
littl e spark, but then he stopped. AHow you

| tried not to |l ook sad. nAl I right. o

The girl leaned over Ethan, placing her hand on my thighs t e a d . 9Vell, nikaybb a n 0 s
she was just a handsy individualtookagh p of my wat er . Et han said
band. o

The girl named Keaiybgpvpdr yed. KNO®Ob, ate so se>

Was she talking tan€? | took another gulp of water, feeling nervous again. What the hell
was Ethanupto?mhanaged to squeak out, AThanks. 0

And thatos when it hit me. My Vvision start
things started to feel énot quite r e¢ldinkeda My gr
couple of times and took anothersip AiYou okay?0 Ethan asked.

AUmémaybe. 0 Wh o a . I f this is what alcohol
drunk it before, just not a couple of straight shots. This was hitting me harder and faster. Kandy
snaked her hand around behind&thé s s houl der and started playi
was overly friendly. She was starting to creep me out a little, but nothing seemed real.



| looked over atthe posteri zed print of the Eiffel Tower |
our Spartariving room. | kept staring at it as time seemed to slow to a crawl. It appeared to
hover a foot away from the wall. And then my eyes were glued to it, fascinated. How was that
happening? Rvas just hovering there, as though magnetically propeley &rom the wall.
And that was the last thing | remembered.

But sitting there on t buadnegdheearvdcontimgyo fal,e d , Br e
more came to me. Ethan and the blonde named Kandy helping me walk across the living room.
Then lying on the bed clueles3.hen drifting off because it was the easiest way to cope with the
perceptual overload.

ABrad, what the hel/l kind of proof 1s that :
AWhat ? Why ?0
|l just confessed. |t oahdll salw thenlookw ¢ndnis facke asche f e | t |,
slowly grew angrierand angrieBr ad asked, AWhatod Ethan give vy
ANot hing. O
ABul |l shit. o He stood up. AYou okay here b\
AWhat are you gonna do?o0
AFind out what the fuck he slipped you. o
AHe di dButbstogped there, because Brad was right. Nothing felt real, like it should
be. Somet hing wasnot right.
He didnét wait for an answer, I nstead standi

him. He opened my bedroom door and stormed down théolthk other bedroom. All | could
think wasNo! But | just followed him, the edges of my reality still black and fuzzy, di&ek
spiderwebs.
Brad didndédt knock. Hidatwasi ssldvelyssigho. \Ethah idheh e d oo r
on all fours,and ke was on his knees behind her, fuckingdmggy style He still had his shirt
on, and he was holding a bottle of somethikig seemed even hazier than | was, hands clinging
to the robe draped over my shoulders.
Et han stopped butwas dmlbeagiunhg wiuth hiKendynFL
wondét you just fuck me?o0

Ethan just | ooked at Brad. Brad asked, f Wh:
eyebrows were raisedut he was having a hard time finding an answer. Brad leanedaoker
hisvoi ce was dangerously | ow. I could barely h
me, man, or 1611 beat it out of you. OO

Kandy looked up then and acted like she was going to cry. But then she started laughing.
AShebs tripping, sWeebieyou feel great

|l coul dndét focus on her, and she seemed | i ke

Brad askedii Aci d ? 0
Ethanletoutabreathut di dnét .c hafinlg eg upeosssi.toi o n

AYeah. Now would you please either get out

Brad grited his teethandthens k ed , h@ Whatkti s wrong with you
Ethan didndédt answer, he said, Al should beat

Ethan took hi s handitandthe oheatitl doididgsthe bhatdptso and hel

his sides as if to teBrad to go for it. | was pretty out of it, but | was starting to feel
infuriatedéfull of anger not only because Eth
nerve to not stop screwing that girl in front of me. And that realization was alkifdome to

lose it.



Before | could even stop it, my right hand was out of the estaiemy finger was pointing at
my boyfriend A Wer, aEe€han Richards. o
i B adboe
AGo fuck yourself .o
| turned around with what little dignity | could muster, pulling tbbe back up and over my
naked torso, and left the room. And the tears were falingaggama d di dndét care ab

anymore. He just held me untilthetearsstoppedd | 6d become sl eepy. T
on my pill ow. tAioYmoiug gtomona be okay

|l tried to smile. Il really did. 't was | u:

He squinted his eyes. ATal k to me. o

| took a deep breath. Al feel so weird. T
my own body. What if | died? Mygpr e nt s woul d find out | 6d been

crowd of people had seen my naked boobs. It was horrifying.
That was when Brad stretched out next to me and just held me in his arms until | fell asleep.

And | didndt t hi mght butdhévhs teeteavigea bdwoke hpethre @extamiorhing.

|l didndét even want to see Ethan, | et alone |
| considered getting out of the house, but 12606
room am just wrote and did stuff on my compudecatching up on emails and that kind of thing.
But sometime in the afternoon, he decided to knock on my door anyway. He caught me off
guard because | hadnét heard hi mvituhpn. Bafact,al | |, h
the apartment was eerily quiet.

|l should have asked who was at my door, but
Ethanés puppy dog face, |l said, AOh, not you.

AVal , just hear me out . o

ANO. You had yowk athta.nc@ e. Get the fu

AVal éo

fiGo.0

He turned around, his hand on the doorknob,
ther e. And then he said, Al thought it was w

Ohél just had to ask. AWhat ? What was what

AYou sai d i twantedtdlmewithstao fd uwsoul ast night . o

| took a deep breath. AWhat do you mean?o0

AKandy pr op oustiatnido nyeogeahysoaui ed

| had? | 6d want ed t andthhaavte gsierxl Wi tlh cEauvhladhn ot wr
| shook my henayd.i defiaS?200éi t was

ANO. But you agreed to it. Val ébabeél woul
want to. o

ABul |l shit. o

ANO. | mean it. Il woul dnét have. o He got
thought you wanted to have fun. o

Iclenchedmyjw and scrutinized him. ARSo thenéwhy

AChrist, Val él was fucked up. o

AAnd what the hel] did you give me?0

Al sOweari dndét give you anything. Kandy gave

your drink whenyouwerk i ssi ng me. O
AA hit?o



ALSD. o

| considered it, and when he sat on the edge of the bed, | let him take me in his arms and
hold me close. And he comforted me as the tears began to fall.

And thus began chapter threkour fucked up relationship.

* * %

Spring is a time of renewand Ethan treated me better than he ever had before. He was

| oving, sweet, and attentive. Did Brad have
suspected, only because | caught my friend giving Ethan looks oneelnial e €1 ooks not
for my eyes.

But Ethan opened up more to me than he ever had befoie,iasgite of my tiny twin
bed he started spending the night with me once in a while. One night after making love, he
was holding me closely in spoon fashion, ind s adoldoveilyou, Val . It 6s
there it is. Il | ove you. O
Hebéd said it before, and maybe it hadndt me:
said it, hedod been under the inf beedbee of som
rolled over and kissed him, just a soft, gentle kiss, but | wanted to communicate to him that those
words meant a | ot to me. | touched his cheek
He smil ed. iYeahbubhiseyblsegothar atwaygdy mgokairiEvert
|l ove i s so great, and | guess it i s someti mes
The |l ast time | 6d s eandinldve, solmdroldearwhat tkelfuek wa s |
Ethan was talking about. She v&#l with Jason, a man who appeared to love her back and
onlywanedt he best for her. So | just said, A Wh at
AMy dadéhe abus e dandshejustitamkit. She laid dogn anditaoleit.
Over and over. L ol,\n@ maites what the fackegsdedl you. titimakesgyou V a
vul nerabl e and weak. o0

Al't doesndt have to be that way. o

ANo, but it i s . Just | ook at me. l 6m so f

uch, Val, | 6 d Ahgthing.h ¥ kh teke g bufleofor yoyfonud. t hat 6s f uc
up 0

|l tried not to get judgment al on his ass, bl
be, Ethan. You still have your values and your own good sense. If | asked you to kill someone
justbecauseoyu | oved me, would you?bo

He just looked at me, and his eyes scared Heewould. And, yeah, that was fucked up.
So | quit talking. Instead, | rested my head against his chest, one of my favorite things in the
world to do, andubbed the smooth skindni s pec. AVal , you and meeéyv
worl ds. | 6d bet you never had to wonder if 'y
the night before or how the hell you were gonna hide the big bruise on yosogour teachers
woul dntot ¥ee didnodét have to dread the fuck ou
another D in classéand the very person who ma
thereasonyou got the goddamned D in the first plac
He was right. | might éve complained about beisgxuallyrepressed, but my parents had
been | oving, kind people who had waneglecd t he b
or abuse, somthings Ethan had apparently survived. But these were the kinds of things he
rarely talked about. So | just nodded my head slightlyt | di dndt want to sa
few seconds, he said, Al ol l bet vyotrlifeguster had
|l aying helpless on the kitchen floor, while vy



he woulhlhnde. t olies u,butyputry. Youegrab hint aroung the knees and cry

and beg, but he just swats you away likeaflyy ke youdre nothing. And
just unleashes on her. Hereyesgeo swol | en she candét see throug
and so ugly, you dondt evenéuwglnyt, tsoo |uvoglky .at B
blocked out thescared animal look in her eyes.

AAnd | 61l | bet you never had to hear that t he
first place was 6cause the stupid cunt | et he
worthless little stubborn sperm alive

He was quiet for a while before he resumédBut é one day he | ef't
on the concrete floor in the garageébl ood eve
Burt was never to be seen aaiH®whispered,fbutin d
heard him say, fAAnd 1 édm comind. o

What should | say? Whabuldl say? Anything would sound lame at that point. He was
right. |l 6d never seen or felt any of those t
psychology cotses in high school and college, | supposed | should count myself lucky that he
didndét think beating women was nor mal . Wh a t
then?

But | felt like | had to sagomething | coul dnét jedbBimtofeelllike not hi n
he could talk to me and that | was there for
hurt vyou, Et han. o

Then he snorted. Actually snorted. nYeah,
breathb ut | d tothokdnthis eyesn ltknew the look that would be in thetimat distant,
angry, mean | ook, the onettnyfmgs face reverted t

Al di dlhwbinensEthgn. Butwi | | never hurt you. o

He was quiet. | wastoo. Hewasinadarkplace,pl ace | coul dndét save
that already. He was too far away. Only Ethan could choose to save himself. And he had to
reason it through without me. So | decided I
AHei di éshd iwdd ea thhatng. She |Ii ked to wear the
in front of me and bend over to pick it up, just so | could see how her underwear hardly covered
anything. She di dndét havbkewoddhave owmtna t iboene aauss eaé W
dated. For alongtime. |found out later how much she liked older guys. Lots older guys.
Teachers, coaches, some guy at the bank. But
said a word.

AShe started sl eeghestagedwaith me stilttryiogrio get & Sradine
knew my weakness, andél guess she was right.

l et it bother you i f theyo6re with someone el s

Did he not see hw he was doing to me what this girl had done to hinsfayed quiet,
hoping he would come to that same concl usi on
word, and | fell asleep wondering if he would ever see that he had become that whicldhe hate
In the back of my mind, though, | also wondered how long | would be able to hold on, to fight to
keep himéto fight to keep on |l oving him.



Chapter Twenty-seven

Present
THEBABYWASa year old in what seemed | i ke no ti me
mi |l estones in his short |ife, and | was gl ad
Now, though, he was experiencing one of his

throwingup, and | called the pediatrician. It was evening and, while | knew | could take him to

the emergency room, | wanted to find out if that was actually warranted or if there was

something | could do at home to care for him. It was cold and snowy ouf,ladild keep

him out of the weather and then take him to t
The doctor on call asked me lots of questions and gave me plenty of advice too. Bottom

lined | needed to keep my baby hydrated woluldhaveto rush him to the hospitallhe doctor

recommended that | give Christopher Pedialyte, among other remedies.
Unfortunately, |l didndét have Pedialyte at tl

baby out in the cold. Ethan and the band had staeéing together two or three nights a week

again as they started working out new songs, writing and practicing before recording. | decided

to call Ethan to ask him if he could pick up some Pedialyte on the way home. Maybe | could

persuade him to confeme early too, explain that the baby was sick. | could use his moral

support i f nothing el se. | 6d been nervous an
child.

|l held Chris in my arms as | speedakenthi.al ed Et
That wasndét surprising because he hated to be
al ways known the music was the most i mportant

knew he would want to know what was happening wittchikl. | left a message, but called
again fifteen minutes latermipatient, lfinally decided to call Brad. He could let Ethan know
what was going on.

Unl i ke Ethan, Brad answered his phone after

Al &m doi ng ofuithe.ou?What ab

ACandét compl ai n. And what about the Ilittle

Awell, actwually, thatoés why I 06m calling. H ¢
Et han. I wondered if you could pass a messag

Hi s hesitation wasepaEphbhesindke haesday, V:

My heart sunk. |l didndédt want to give away |
well éif you see him, would you please ask him

AYeah, sure.o

Goddammit.| knew what Brad was thinking, becaudenew his mind had already formed
the thoughts mine had about where Ethan was and what he was ddiad.to be one of two
things: either drugs or women.

Knowing Ethan, it was probably both.



Chapter Twenty-eight
Past

IT WAS ONLY a matter of time, but now that it was here, we were nervous as hell. An indie
paper reviewed one of our concerts. Jet called Brad to let him know. Brad pulled up the paper
online and found that wedd htareatheeviewf Thead t he a
websitelisted locationof where the paper version could be fouode of which was at a nearby
Chipotl e. Et han and Ni ck c¢ ozahedBrad and bgetinb ot her e
Bradds van. We had trestauraat to bperg buf as soonmas they didevee f o r
went in and found their newspaper racks.

The little paper was free. To be cool, we all bought a drink and then sat down to find the
review. It might have been excessive, but we each had a copy.

Iwaspaina ki ngly turning eacéanefpiangael,| ya fsraaiidd, [f6Fdo un

forty-f our . 0 Brad and | both turned the pages of
But | was nervous too. | got there and saw a grainy backvhite photo of us onstage.

Wow. Thatwas pretty cool.l read through part of the revilmvn d wasnoét sure i f i

or not. It described our band soundyasty andraw, unrehearse@ndunpolished | started

feeling angry. And then | saw my name. A Oh,
That diZamedt fmAtopfirst, Qui nn s e-eshove dowdver, be ho

her vocals were strong. Her style alternates between singing and screaming, and she can hold

her own doing either.o | t a lwkippedrhe crawd inotdoa@ d t h a

i headban giWhgw. Thatevas i#t. yYShast and sweet. There were asoesother small

compl i ments about the band and some of our so

observed in the past) it seemed like Ethanmmasa not her wor |l d whil e onst

that was good or bad.
But the reviewer heaped the praise on Brad, complimenting him on his precision, his energy,
and his shredding abilities. But Brad was humble about it. He almost acted embarrassed by

ABrad, 6o | said, fAyou should be proud. Everyt
He | ooked do wNotewdryone in¢he bamdnsdj@ng to beflas enthusiastic as
you, Val .o

AYeah, well, he nee
deserve every word th
proud of you and gl ad

ds t o ge tadadowd himh,andigouover i
e article said.o I s mi |
to be your friend. o

He smiled back. | looked over Zane AAndZayeow t oo,

Zaner ol | ed hi shutte hesartm¥eéahdi dnét gush about
I know. I get it. Guy who pl ayBechulkded. i s t he
AAt | east it doesndt affect how much pussy |

| snarl ed at hi m. AYeah. God forbid. o

Bradl ook ed atletuts bgpdth.t hedét fuck out of here anc
one of many things that will help us get reco

And thatdés why Ful | yod becatise Bnadtkeptdt abw Bvery mMoven e ver  «
was calculated, and not only did he have us working steadily, he was constantly pushing us to
add to our repertoire, to try new things, to learn something different.

And wedd survived our first review. That f



* * %

Onedayat e spring, Ethan was in a worse mood t
of his bouts of depression, where hedd be glu
but thatoés when hedéd i ndul ge maourewhatmiggerdde i | | i
those spells, but they seemed to be coming mo
handle them.

He got wup that afternoon, and it was a day I
computer a bit, he got dressed and anoedrthat he was going out. | was convinced he was
going on a drug run. Fdestructovenb@raviok, bub Iwhought w t o st
maybe | could play his conscience. AWant som

He scowl ed. ANO. Not really. o

| wrapped my arm arountd i s . |l was trying to be playful,
Et han. | 6m your girl, remember? Why woul dno

call him on his behaviors. If his drug and women habit were nothing for me to worry abaut, the
he could bring me along.
Al dondt want you to come. 0
|l just stared at hi m. 't hurt at firstéa |
problem doing things that were damaging to our relationship, but he was mean about it too. |
d o n 0 t if ikwasothve look on my face or the fact that | just etthway without a word, but

he relented. He sighed and grabbed my hand b
You can co0me. But youdre not gomwmta. d i ke it.

| wasnédét going to say a wordénot nSohquit at an)
talking, right that second, and just foll owed
sure exactly which city we were in, because oneljlestded into another in the Denver Metro
area. |l 6d seen that al r Auwodagnd Lakewbod mighshaver t t i m
been their own cities, but i f you werendt pay
youdd cr ossleld la kbmoewl eirss weAdd gotten off the ir
area |1 6d never been in bef or econcermmuel mightmaybe i
have I wasnodot al wrelyvwe wpragetiing geady to pldsunl tsuaty naught

most of it. Riding shotgun had afforded me a better view of the city than the other guys.

We parked in front of a bar, and | just knew Ethan was going to conduct a drug transaction.
He threw his cigarette butt on the ground and joined me oothiee side of the truck on the
sidewalk. | was shocked when he laced my hand in his and ledtmto the bar, but toward a
door beside the bar. He had a piece of paper in his hadde glanced down at it. Satisfied, he
pulled on the door and letarpass through first.

It led to a tall taircase. Nexttothe doorwas seri es of mail boxes, an
realized there were apartments above. Of <cou
Once again, my naiveté was showing.

Andlcoul dnét believe he was going to go throu
Unbelievable.

Wel | |l thought, at | east | 6d know some of

As 1 6d promi sed, |l didndét say a word. Il ] u:

the long flght of stairs. When we got up the stairs, | let my eyes adjust. The hallway was
darkd or was it dingy? It was probably both. Buwiasso darkin there it was hard to tell.



It was quiet. As we walked down the hallway, | could feel boards give timel¢hreadbare
carpeting. That carpet had once been a rich mix of beiges and burgundies, but today it was
stained and thin and only my imagination helped me see its former beauty.
We stopped near the end of the hatid Ethan looked at the numlfer seweral seconds as
though trying to make sure he was at the right room. Then he lifted his hand and, with
del i beration, made it into a fivantedoadskhimt so t
why we were here, why he was tormenting himself. Ib&alye was finally agonizing over his
addiction and wanted help.
That was a conversation for another time. For now, | was trying not to regret my promise to
be quiet.
At last, a man answered the door. He had brown hair, although it was thinning arldtle,
hewagppr obably about twenty pounds overweight.
he was quite a bit older than we were. He examined Ethan and then glanced at me. His eyes
were col d. He | ooked back at my boyfriend.
Ethan jusihodded, his jaw clamped closed, his eyes glinting. The man stood back, inviting
us i n. We stopped just inside the doorway, a
The man acknowledged his question with a nod, and tredization washed ovene, why
this manhad seemetl a mi | i ar . This man was Ethandéds dad.
wasangry.
We stood in a tight doorway that led two wdysne to a living area and the other to a
kitchen. The man | ed usgentypyotuthseokmet bheg ©wad
Et han shook his head. I thought it would be
going to worry too much about it. He was struggling with a lot at the moment.
| tried not to look around the kitchen, tried to kegpjodgments to myself. This was a guy

who knew how to not accumulate a |l ot of clutt
cleaning. Ilookedc | ean enough, but it feltésticky and
but | di dnalkl & eteHerceo.mf oBur youll iolok eslo rme t hmien g ? d Wc
my head. Nopeél didnét want to be rude, but
any glass he handed me. APl ease, sitctaadown. 0O
but he did and | foll owed suit. Once Burt sa

|l hadndt expected Ethandé¥owedeandtongi vé Yomy fk
shit. Not one. Why are you even asking?bo

Hi s father was hcearlen® 0 AWhy are you

Ethan processed it as though he hadnét ful
AYoubre lucky | dondét Kkill you. oo

Hi s father stayed cool and folded his hands
our crosses to bear, EthanoYr dondét know me. Oh, | 6m sure vy
everything youdve ever known about meassyoudve
littl e bal/l of hate for most of your pathetic
right. Ethanwas ful |l of hate for this man. ABut you

scenes from your childhood before | left. And those, to you, equate to kneWwsngam You
probably dondét remember me pl ayalnYpupdrobably he bac

dondédt remember when we went out for ice cream
took you to a Rocki es ga meandtheywereguiegforefew st ar e
seconds. But then he said, fADo you?o

Et hamibse vwas | ow. AObviously, your Kkiller r



AYeah, and your momdébs a perfect angel . 0

Ethan stood up and acted like he was going to grab Burt around the lmatlais father
stood too, so quickly that his chair tipped ovéle was up for the challenge, and even though
the guy might have been overweight, he was still imposing and scary. And, if Ethan really did
have horrible memories (I had no doubt, |just
equated thismaniwt h  pai n. shibowt wmpyumesmyo

Burtds voice was just as calm as it had beerl
t hing. You had the perspective of a chil d.
able to defend myselffEr ank | vy, I dondt want to. |l can adn
what was going on, | had no right to touaur motherthe way | did. Notice | have no women
around here. I know mysel f. But toyoaut 6s besi
want? If you want your revenge, | suggest you get over it. Live your own goddamned life.
Your mother has moved on and so have I. If you want some kind of relationship with me, we
can try that too, but youbhol!l thiavg oot ged over

| looked at Ethan. | knew. Something inside adthought hevas going tde able to
resolve his feelings bdhewantedtojust kil s fatheEtham . He
was a | ot of t hi ngsThe pohlem whseseewghsnnaddttalkiagtorhinr d er e
was resolving nothingWhen Ethan spoke, | could barely hear him and his voice was like a

- o

gr owl . Al just wanted to come tell you I 6&dm n
Al suppose you think thatoll hurt me. 0
Et han shrug@ded. | fmlhidomdt
ALookéyoworryPantFia e. |l 6m sorry. | 6m sorry |
hurt you, and I &d&m sorry | wasnodét a part of vyo

now. 0O He pl aced hi s hahadregarded him for sevérad setonda nd s a
and then sat down as well.

| coul dnét help mysel f. AAre you okay?o0
| could tell he was | ying when he said, al ol
What 6s your name?¢c

—
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AVal eri e Quinn.o
A rl friend?o0
That s none of your goldeasnneadd bwupi agaisn .0 ER

0 0. Il have nothing else to say. o
Et han was already wal king toward the front ¢
lookedsheeps h as | stood to follow him. I want ed
that was between him and his father. | knew | needed to stay out of it. So | tried to smile and
then caught up to Ethan. In the hallway, he wrapped his hand arouncandnge walked down
the stairs in a hurry. thathe squeazectndy handiagdini Beforgwe we
he kissed me, he said, AValerie Queadinimss you ma
kiss, | wondered exactly what he meant kgtth

* % %

Brad, along with Last Five Seconds, organized some traveling concert. There was another
band involved, and they managed to set up nine concerts in nine different cities over the course
of fourteendays Brad managed to get the time off from Wdout my boss told me if | took that
much time off, he couldndét promise my job wou
something | had to do, and | hoped the two mo
something. He said my timing wastten. But no way was | going to let my bandmates down.



Brad said he was sorry. AWe have a coupl e
you back so you could work those degsnay be your boss would go eas

AAre you ki ddidm@? eVkikat bwo worth the gas. A
those days are for. o

AYeah, | know. But 1611l do it if 1tdéll hel

Il smil ed. AiBrad, thatods really sweet, and I
j ob, rleém od d be able to find another. o

And | wasndét worried about it. We werenot
made a little more. That was all | could hope for, and we were getting more and more fans. By
branching out intother statesand fate r o ut of our wuswual spots, we

didndét see how focusing on the music was a ba

We had two new songs we planned to debut on
been getting comfort abl wasdsedtmngostwofitha venuesendwd b e en
and | even recognized fadesve did have a fan base. That was good, but just a fan base in the
Denver area woul dndot be e notingjobfe the reshohdur we cou
lives. We had to go furthepush harder, get more recognition for that.

So we made plans. We changed our set list, added new songs, switched things up. | bought
some new clothes because | wanted to wear some new things. | added more vinyl and skimpier
outfits, mainly because it vgagetting warmer out. Most venues were hot under the lights
anyway, especially because we were working our asses off, but add higher temperatures and
there was no way to stay cool.

As we made preparatisrand got excited, Ethan once again grew distaetwés stoned
more often than he was not,@&nd ven t hough | di dnwas stactiagitac h  hi m i
suspect he was sleeping around on me again. Until | could prove it, though, or | was convinced
beyond all doubt, | wanted to trust him.

Honestly, wherth e 6 d tadltde rmd eavi ng Himale Himaatbbtterrmérsl h o u s ¢
felt al most obligatedéthat Ethan would deter.i
by his side.

At our last Denver concert before hitting the road, | caught Edbarg what he called
Special Kwith a girl in the van. | would have sworn the girl was still in high school, but Brad
chased her off before | could grill hier information And Ethan just got that stupid ass puppy
dog look on his face. He sworethgy dnot do anything, but | wond
gone if the rest of wus hadndét arrived, ready

| was also pretty sure Brad was seeing somebody, ioutypical Brad fashiod it was
somet hing he didndét talk alboutf | amadtdefinitely

The three bands had a meeting at Village Inn the night before we left. It was kind of weird
seeing Clayton in daylight. He was still goo
realize that a | ot of thBpetkgkts flgadipggsdown ondthem.nAndy s e e
now we were going to spend a little over two weeks together.

Cl ayton sat across the table from me and | u:
didndét say anything el se. armdeéerthabacksfahe chairebxtt t o
| felt like he was doing it out of habit, not because he felt loving. Clayton kept his distance,
though, and it was probably a good thing, because Ethan was sober for the first time in a month.

| caught him smiling at mmonce or twice, though.

And then | knew Ethan was being possessive when all three bands stood outside in the
parking lot, chatting, reluctant to say goodbye, and Ethan decided to slam me up against the van



for a pretty r auc ousentlknygaboutanything sesually arousing.k e we 0
But noéhe wa sandxhabeggingamyorseiwipotdarefind | would have been okay

with it if that had meant he was going to stay faithful to me. But | should have known Ethan just
coul dndét in éNotbeforeiamdsegtdinly not on our mini tour. But | had yet to find that

out.



Chapter Twenty-nine

I T WASNO T-EIGHORAurg on tour that | wasonvincedethan was sleeping around.
No, I still had no solid proof, bite hadnét sl ept with me in a wee
finished our first show, he disappeared for several hours and showed up at olongaifter
| 6d g o n.eYedhowe wdreeskapingaotelr oom, but | dondét know wh
anticipateour making loveanytime in the near future, not at the rate things were going. And talk
to him? Heb6d have HNanow ovfali.to. It was al ways
The next day we were on the road to the next t@md we played that night, but I think we
were all feéng tired. Still, we all decided we wanted to party together. We were all having so
much fun, and being in new places with new audiences just made it all the more enjoyalble.
night, wedd had an even bett e excitedtejespsteéepitn t han
off.
When Ethan didndét show up to the party, I ki
And | decidedn that momentthawe wer e done . |wastied of hawidgmg nough.
heart tugged around like a useless piece of meat.
The biggestbad out of wus three (some guys who call
out and rented a suite the hotel where we stayeand it was a big place so we were all able to
party togetherWe 6 d made our reservations &eofaurs,i n adva
keeping our band down to two rooms, something more afford&é&ewereplayingin a fairly
|l arge city in New Mexico, but the days bl ende
this particular night Anyway, | was drinking a beer dmalking with Clayton and Brian, the
bassist for his band, but Brian was called off to smoke some weed in the batandoGiay and
| wound up sitting down on the sofa just talking. He told me about his love affair with music,
how he was going to dotiti | | he died, even i f that meant he
like he was now. He loved it. Heasmusic.
And | believed him. What impressed m@stwas the love and the passion in him for it,
and it showed when he talked about it.

Asthenighwvor e on and the party started to dwind
was still no Ethan to be found anywhere. Il w
wasnodét getting handsy or anything. tongintver e |

| asked, AOkay, soéyou | ® aftertalkingsvithcyoutonigb d go s o

t hathemad £ts i mportant thing to you, that no wom:
He grinned, and agamrethad she shdghtesh dinhples) @verithe ast

year, he and | had done a |l ot of flirting, bu

length of time, and all it did was make me more attractedtofiilet 6 s j ust say | do

make the best boyfriend. Atldas t hat 6 s what my | ast girlfriend

Oh, that wadsandoet ag onoedn.t a |l hawed glfrientd regit nowe di dnot
Yeah, not good at all that | was keeping score.

Stilléhe was easy to talk to andthrbugm] and 1 ¢
was fairly certain Ethan ldaalready made that decision days a@tay pulled me out of my
trance. AWhat about you, Val? Think you pl a

| shrugged. Al d&m | oving it. |l 6m gonna do t



HenoddediBy t he way, |l never told you. Il | ove
nowadays. o0

| thanked him, feeling a little bashful AYou gave me sodnakthger eat st
rest of my bcaehisseveral mraut@dearliei. ni s h e
ACagpelt you another one?o0
| shook my head. A No. |l shoul dndét be drinl
He raised his eyebrows. ANot | egal ? What
| giggl ed. ATheomei ki ng age i s twenty
AOh, yeahél fordgend tthhaen o0gr iHeacdenchadse t hough
know the answer to his next question A S o arbyouyValeried He cl eared his
you dondédt mind me asking. o

Il smil ed. i Attially, | 6Trh adi |&as et.ove In t y @yiwash golngto No w
t el | hi mactuallyiuonuwenty ondilsummer.! di dndét want to scare

He raised his eyebrows and appraised m& o y o u 6 r e kichoort aenxyat chtilnyg . ad

| | aughed again. Al dondét feel 1ike it.o

He shiftedonthesofand stretched his | egs out. ASoét «
What 6 s ged? Mige othar day dt omeeting, he was all over you, but now he acts like
youdre a hot potato. Oréis that just my i mag

| felt uncomfortabl e t al kiGClagwas basyuatalkifand but |
| felt like he understoodAnd ma the two beers 1 6d drunk w
doubted it. Il h t r e pgahd Glay Hacdhdpdneddhattdgso ita ny o n e
was like it had to come out I s ed. ADonb6t get me starte:q
want s. One second, heds all over me and tell
heds t aki ng amnslscrewingmaew gjdreating me like shit |l dondt get i

Al 6ve heard a few things. o

|l sat wup. Now | whk®ofeeling pissed. ALiI ke

He grinnedgauwafitNot i mgar . o

That figured. | 6 dmetalelvbeno mditer hgpgaod twaso fshauld e b oy ¢
have known. And that he t hbaskgdbutnow wasodofe@nny
gonna be an asshol e?o0

He raised his eyebrows and sat up. AWhoa,
save you from embarrassment?0

I | et out @onfsningtivat myrsepposed boyfriefid is sleeping around on me
wonodt embarrassbmk maksmumb pbBssed

He chuckl ed. AGoddamn, woman. That 6s not

| felt my cheeks grow pink. | gave myselfeav seconds to let my blood pressure lower.
AThenarewhoaut t al ki ng about ?0

To himself, he said, Al guess in a roundabol
hands, then back up to my eyes. Al haekar d abo
where you just waltzed into the room toplesseé
you wer e n,pulingyouato a threelsomeo He | ooked at my | ips.
waspretty shitty, but | still wish | coulda se:¢

Ifetachi | | shudder down my spine. AYoubdre mak

Hi s smile was gone. ANo, |l &m not . 0O He s hoc

canodt get that éiomauge loudormdt myndw aldow Et han c:
toyou.lncase | never told you befoéaendVabergéadl yi



legal A woman can get wup on that stage and do wh:

atteniHe ometo his bottle on the cotupicfeckforabl e i n
doi ng wdomg hEHé& does n e sudkedsneardeep breatb.u . 0
| 6d heard that before, but | couldnét r ememl
way. But | wa s nhatwithgCtay onanyoneelseBedote k cowddspeaks he
said, AAnd i f that makes you pissed at me, so
Al &m not . O But back to what hedéd said earl:i
relationship with Ethan, | felt the need to explain, even if only on a superficedl @ Let 6 s | us't
say Ethan has a | ot of issues he has to work
ASureébut why does it have to affect you?bo
That was a good questidmut again nothing | wanted to discuss with someone else. |
shrugged. AEt han has spme fgraowimgywoprt @addly
AOh, hell, no. But | didndét have a steady ¢
|l smiled and | ooked at hi m. Al &6m wondering

His return smile fiddndotl| gok Appvetulbenioh o een . yo
motives, and | think you know exactly what those are., Bal, you need to think about yourself
t oo. Your | ife 1sndt quwdrte ad owd msamnd passiazen d/eouidr
that need to be fulfillecand you need someemature enougto handle the relationship that
ensues. 0

Yes, he had a point there. Clayton was in |
Et han, thoughéhe was still tasting I|ife, had
commitment was important too. Clayton did. But my head stoppedwWiee.i t . You canoét

sure this is a good idea.
| looked in his beautiful dark green, almost broeyes for lots longer than | should have.
ACl ayéyou are tempt i ng,hothenmoge for deding nottd o tl h troeoskp
a deep breath and placed my hands on my thighs. clammmdtheadi ng t o bed. o
He pursed his | ips and | ooked atifyowehange Then |
your mind, | -OhrsevennAnytinteO m t hr ee
It was hard tearing myself away. He wihSiicult to resist, but | knew as soon as | could get
out of his magnetic field, it would be easier.

| went to my room and took my shoesoff.ust as |1 6d suspectedéno E
no evidencethdt e 6d even bekins tsouitthecaseoowas still by t
l eft it wh ¢hatafigrecdrdl sahan the bea, thinking tiie past weeknd how
angry | was withhim. It was almost as if he enjoyed trashing my heart.

Andthen my mind wandered back to Cl ay. Godéhe
started aswhatwayldibhurs?éust bné night. One night with a guy wiiantedto
be with me, who wouldndét be | ooking for the n

something elsahile | was in his armsAs | considered it, | felt my heart start beating a little
harder, and I tried to think of ways to talk myself out of it
But there were no good reasons not to.
| put my shoes back on and found my key. Thokseven?
As | made my way up the flight of stairs, I
his mind? What i f he was rdécidedogetmbed?her e ? Wh a
In spite of my shaking hands and nungtoes, | continued the journey, and | made myself
knock on the door before | changed my mind. But as | stood there and the seconds dragged on, |



started chickening out. | felt my heart speedagain, like a drum at a thrash concert, and |

decided if he wasnodot at the door in ten more
But then | heard the lock turand my heart started fluttering again.
He opened the dooHoly shitt He wasndt we a ithe fuak haa | neveriseenh . Wh
him without a shirt? Jesus Christ. He was g

Pierced nipples too.
Okay, so, | was nervous as hell but no longer did | regret my deciskomow my eyes

scoured himtwandudémmypregupil s got bigger. I d
it might have. dok now | | ost every tréadhouglt,tthatisn my head?é
He smiled at me, and if tesd noticed, he wasnét giving it away.
Whata pl easant surprise. What can | do for you
| swallowed and found a reserve of courage. When | was able to make my lips move, | said,

AActually, 1 édm here to see Jet .o
He blinked but didndédt miss a beat . cohe pul |
i n.o I made my feet start moving again and w
door and stood ext to me. ACan | get you so
nl y. A&awelsaidthat?g | want
e

n

i Thanktsh,erbeudts o
And thank heavenshe dd n 6 t

cheeks and pulled me into a kiss.

n ed any mor e encouragement .

Okayéso Jetds kiss was unli ke any other 16d
and breathtaking. And hi s s n &kveas dodlerthas Bis) e s u s
hot lips and the contrast was sensuous |t br ought me back to the f
how my mind couldndét keep up with all the sen

me quickly.

| wrapped my arms aroundshivaist and splayed my hands on his lower back. Shit. He was
literally hot, and he was haras a rock His muscles were tight and firand he felt absolutely
incredible. But his kisséssmoking. He was slow and deliberate. If he was in a hurry or
homi er than hell | |l couldndt tell. It was | ik
every second.

Lucky me.

And then he moved his lips to my neekd it was sensual all over again. The cool metal
along with his warm lips made me feel insay panties were already wet, my muscles taut.
This had been the best decArsshofairpushetlthroegmy dur i
throat out my mouth and to my ears it soundetlike a gasp, but a cry, like | was hungry,
desperate. Ahn | guess | was. But as he moved his he
yet. |felt as though | were his last meaid he planned to savor me. Every last square inch. |
candét tell you what that did tandne. 't was |

And, really, it was. |l 6d only ever been wi.t
Cl ay éXettoecAnd whil e | wasndét thinking it at the
would be fair. Clay had had lots more time to perfect his techriqu

But he was sober too. | was sure thlgbhad a lot to do with it.

In the moment, though, | was trying to push Ethan out of my mind. This was not about
Ethan. It was about me. It was about who | was and what | needed. What was it that Clay had
sad? That | had passions and desires? Yeah, | did, and | was just beginning to understand my
deep needs, the ones that | 6d denied myself f
started to awaken them. That was not the time to just leaveome al



But 1 6d come to realize that Ethan was goi ng
|l had to say about it, and that was why 1 6d d
coul dndét t a kdehisBdtamdcold nature, hisocklesness except when it suited
him, his fucked up priorities. | coul dnét do

Should | have felt guilty about beingwithJee f or e my break up was of
think so, particularly becaudesomewhere deep in my gut knew Ethan was doing thersa
thingéor worse. Probably much worse.

Jet 6s | i ps ,andltdecideddodake advamagerokhis lack of shirt. His body
was beautifuland | wanted to touch it. I felt just
pack. Thatwasnnice.hiTe guys i n my band were in shape, bu
themselves hardcore ripped. Jet had. But |
because he was making me breathless. The way he kissed me made me feel like | was a well that
he had to draw fropronly every time he had to driikr om it , | 6d be¢eknocked
sheer intensity alone.

My God. He was the best kisser ever.

| think he knew what he was doing to me too, which was why he was in no hurry. Either
that or maybe hevanted to make sure | knew he was what | wanted. Whatever the case, after
justbeingkissd | i ke t hat ,ouldhlve saeh6te him.o way | w

Somehow my fingers managed to continue their journey without my consciousness being
fully involved. | foundhis pecs and his piercings and my fingersfeltitAllnd t hat 6 s when
felt his fingers on the bottom of my shirt. Was | ready?

Well, apparently my body was, because | not only raised my arms, | also felt behind my
back, looking for the clasp on myébr. I saw his eyes. Jesus. He
here. Hav a s @léyt Clay was long gone, replaced by a sex machine, and he was all mine for
the night. | saw a flash of a wicked smile pass over his face as he dropped my shirt to the floor
and his hands joined mine to assist, but his mouth moved down to the flesh of my breasts not
covered by the bra. And working my hands behind my back made me push out my breasts that
much farther.

| got the stupid clasps undone and he took it from theréngui off in a quick motion.

And then he touched my right breast, cupping it in his hands as though it were a precious gem,
lapping at it until my breathing changed yet again. My toes curled inside my shoes and | shoved
my fingers into his hair. | wdaad himnow, but | knew he was bound and determined to take his
time.

| moaned again and he kissed down the side of my breast to my cleavage where he licked in
swirls. God, that felt justasgoodorbettbty f i nger s ti ghtenetd their ¢
wait. | felt his fingers touch the top of my pants as he brought his lips back to mine and he said,

ANow | know what the big deal was about. o
|l didndét know what he meant at first as his
| rememberedheavs t al ki ng about the incident hedd meil

guys from bands (and their girlfriends) had seen me topless at my apartment. My breasts were a
big deal?

I f | hadndét been so aroused, | wamisegohst have |
businessand | coul dndét help but respond. After hi
inside and | could feel his warm hand on top of my panties.

Oh.1 6d thought | was aroused before, but he

even experienced sex, let alone an orgasm, but | was already becoming so tuned in with my body



that | knew where to gauge myself in the process. Just thinking alcoutdtget me feeling
warm and kissing could get me <cl| osaadinthis For epl
case it got me so close before he even had to try to get me off.

| let out another heavy sigh and he had to know what he was doing to miganblty were
on his back now, appreciating the muscul ature
Val . You want Clay or you want Jet ?0

|l smiled in spite of my feelings of desper aft
What 6s the?ai fferen

ACl ay would bother to take you to that bed ¢

relaxed, readykiss you longer 0 He ki ssed my neck again and |
| already knew the answer, but | nipped at his neck. Oh, God, did he tastallgneat. |

|l icked the bottom of his earl obe. AAnd Jet ?0
He shoved his fingers inside my panties and

you right here, right now. o
Al think you know what | want. o

Oh,fuck. dondét know tlpsaitlihoutdouddonjyst thodight It, bua lcame a |
right that second with just his fingdparely starting to swirl that little nubMy back was up

againstthewathnd somehow | 6d wrapped my | eg around h
there. And vhat the fuck was he doing? Jesus Christ. The words streaming out of my
mout hét hey were unhol vy, desperat e, pl eadi ng,

| thoughtl really liked Jet.

A lot.

As | struggled to catch my breath up agaitne wall, he saidinmyedr,You good, bab\
My voice was gaodyroawatme.an Aléfvebyi ed and gone t
better than ever.o
| felt his breath against my neck as he chuckled but he took a few seconds before removing
his hand from my panties. Hereachedt o hi s wal |l et, and | knew it
just had an incredible orgasm and yet | was primed and ready. | knew my body well enough
already to know that | had a few waves left. So | shimmied my pants down my hips to my knees
while hepulled dowré
Oh, my fucking GodHis cock was

huge.

| swallowed. Yeah, okay, so | was only comparing him to Ethashiut

And | coul dndét help mysel f. Fuck the pants.
AWell, hello there.o I grabbed him, my han:¢

stroked him up and down and touched the tip with my finger. He was already,@oxing
swirled the liquid into the head with my thumb, rubbing him as | imagined he had me. | could
tell he liked it by the twinkle in his eyes. His jaw was tense dweleethat condom at the ready,
patiently waiting for me to finish playing.

Like it was an effort. His only effort was not losing his load too soon.

His lips slammed into minend he assaulted me with another deep kiss, taking my breath
away once more. think it was a distraction technique. It worked. He started pulling the
condom onand | once again focused on getting those damned tight pants down. Then | realized
|l woul dndét be able to wrap around hsoim | i ke |
fumbled around, pulling the right leg down. | had to take the shoe off, and by the time | had the
pant leg off, he was ready to go.



Who was | to argue?
He kissed me again, and his tongue invaded my mouth just as his cock found the warm,

throbbing cafines of my pussyi Oh h h hhéo Yeah. Just as 1 6d su
wave of my orgasm, and my God, did he fil!/l me
callhimJetand | dondét think he gave teenthofisrape t hat
t oo. My fingers were digging into his back a
stop it. He sl ammed into me with the force o

clenched my legs around hiwvhen Irealized le was holding me uggainst the wall

When he finished, he rested his lips on my shoulder, and I felt his hot breath against my
skin. My nipples got pebbly again in spite of the fact that | was satiated beyond belief. He
kissed my neck and then, afterattlseemed like several minutes, he gently pulled out and set me
on the floor as | unwrapped my legs from around him so | could stand.

Even his act of withdrawing gave me chills and made me suspect | could go one more time.

But | was exhauste@nd my leggelt wobbly. It had been a long couple of days already and

his fucking waséwell, athletic might be a goo
against a wall, fast but incredible.
He brought his hand to under my chin, urging me to look up ie lyise s . AHow was t
|l smiled, feeling shy all/|l of a sudden. nYo.l
He grinned back. Al 6d I i ke to think 1 6m all
ALet 6s just say Ftof-btohdi yn ke xl pbenr ihearvc en gn cawi. G u t
He laughed and kissedreg a i n . AYou called me Clay, so |
snuggl ed. o He t ook me by the hand and | ed me
Ohéi f that wasnodot sweet.
And at some point, I fell asl eep. Fast as/l ¢

* % %

That was nice. Wow. Wakingup@®l ayés ar ms was sweet and t ol
running his hand over my haiHe must have gotten up during the night, because the air

conditioner was on. It was cool and being un
have seen my eyes flutteh How6d you sl eep?o0
APretty well, I think. What time is it?o0
AAround ten. Guys want to | eave at noon. I
I nodded and felt his I ips on my neck. nSo
breakfast . o
Al was kinda hoping youb6éd want to meet Cl ay
| giggledand considered.it Al havendt brushed my teeth.
Jet for a while. He doesnodot need to kiss me,
A My Guodna n, |l love the way your mind works. o
me, as though just my words had been all heodd

and touched my breast.sucked in a deep breath, not having realized how despdratieagain
grown for his touch. But he paused and | realized he was sliding on a condom. That made me
feel better t oo, IinthataegardhEthanwasssloppyt with his lsexualthablisa n
more often than not, and just worrying about itNdbimpede any orgasm | might have built up
to.

Clay then began nipping at my neck as he wormed his arm underneath my rib cage to touch
my other breast. His other hand he slid up my neck and then he stuck two of his fingers in my
mouth. As though it werthe most natural thing in the world for me to do, | sucked on thden.



|l et out a small groan and slid inside me, fil
did with those wet fingers. He was too good at manipulating my clitoris and imeabédihad
me moaning again, isswg all manner of filth from my once innocent moutidy mind was
transported somewhere el se, because it didnot
fingers stopped rubbing me, my body continued to experience the pleasure his cock was giving
me. | wrapped my arms around the back of my headrandttmy fingers into his hair. His lips
were on my ear, his hands cupping both my breasts, now even easier to Andess, orgasm
continued.

As | came down, | had two thoughts in my mind. The first W@muld get used to thisThe
other wadHoly shtd could | survive this?

| only knew one thing: was willing to give it a try.



Chapter Thirty

CLAY AND I took a long shower together aftend | made sure | brushed my teeth with my
finger so | wouldnét f e e odrdemcup sothe ladakdasttandd i s si ng
didnot realize it wuntil the food was there th
Before | left, he pressed me against the door and kissed me with one of his slow, pondering,
thoughtful, toecurling kisses. Yeah, | could definitely get usedhis. It had been nice being
hel d all ni ght . | felt special, truly spe
thoughéit seemed to be second nature for h
He was still hol di ng me when he aoekletdat 0
how this works?o0
Whoaét hat hit me in the gut. First off ét hat
commit to me in a way | i ke that, something th
thought almost winded me. And then it maderesdize that this man had a pretty sensitive side.
He needed my validation, needed to know | cared. So | held him tightly and kissed him back and
t hen s aiodlybe sedfat foré@ Wwhile. But by the time we get to the next stop, no secrets.
ljussk need to break the news to Ethan. oo
He got a | ook on his face that was pu
|l smil ed. AThanks, butél need to do
Al know. O G owdedahingekissl Heswas kaliogunie.
| walked to my room, a spring in my pteand as | turned the corner down the hallway to
walk into the elevator, | looked back. He was still standing outside his door watching me. |
smiled and waved, then giggled and finished my trek to the elevator.
| was dying to change clothes. IThadnaypt i es tucked i n my pocket.
mind wearing the rest of the clothes after showering, but just the idea of putting the panties back
on grossed me out, especially after 1 6d been
| was soaring so high when | stepped ofuthe elevator on the second floor to make my way
to my room. | pulled the key card out of my other pocket and swiped it in the reader. The little
light turned greepand | heard the familiaslick that told me | could enter.
| dondt knowewhy hleddo®exmpeo be empty. Proba
used to.
But there was Ethan. He was packing a bag.
And then | realized my hair was still damp.
AYou didndt sl eep her e féekaditte betterthathexmas Wel |,
unsure, but he wasndét a dummy. The beds were
needed to talk to him anyway. No better time than the present.
AEt hanél need to tell you soketpiag. me. | ivhi
breaking up with youéif thatds what youbd cal
| saw a flash |Iight up his eyeséthat glint,
tried to hide.if AitwWhat 6 s @ wWa the fin@ dbeschatimedha It ? 0
AThat means t hoofficialve &t évameverBulieenmke no mi st
Hi s eyes narrowed and his voice got | owél i ke¢
meat . AWhy?o
ABecause I 6m tired of you treating me |i ke :

i a
m.
0 &

c
i
S0 é



He blinked.i Noéi t 6s 6écause youbre fucking somebod
| took a deep breath and tried to kbefeegg t he
t h a®h, holy fucking shitl 6 d | u s t by aotidanying itéAall, sotmuch for finesse.
Guess he was gug to find out anyway.
He stomped over to me. |flinched. He was dangerous. | could feel it. | was blinking my
eyes and cringing |like | was expecting to be
Val ? |l &m not going to hit you.o
AWhat goenwodo?0

He grabbed me about the shoulders and | ooke:q
| stared at him for a few moments. Al t houq
i B what? o
AYoubre the one whods sl eeping menand, b&t hwg
know it and | know it. And 1 6m tired of you
stand around, happy to |l et it happen. o
AChrist. |l 6ve tried to include you in on i
The breath escaped my lungsd it took me a few secondsftoor m t he wor ds. A |
get it, Ethan? Il dondt want to share you I
He just stared at me for a l|ittle Dbit. AYo.l
AWhat theé? Are you serious? Eitgimigy.nl, | gav e

saved thafor you. Foryou. Why would you even expect me to be happy sharing you with every
girl out there?T h a t 6 ardississigthénking the world fucking revolves arougdu Well,
guesswhat? t oesn6And webdbre done. 0

He pulled me close and kissed,raad | was surprised at my lack of response for the man
that, deep down (I knew), I still loved. But | had been able toisbift tuck it in a box and file
it on a shelf somewhere deep in my heart. And so | was able to not respond, to not feel hot and
bothered, to not need to put my arms around him and hold him close. None of those things. |
was able to stop myself.

In fact, | placed my hands on his chest and managed to push him away. He looked at me,
unbel i eviwegdor AEt samnd You get that?o0

Oh, God. He looked crushed. But he took the hint. He let go of me and nodded his head.
He walked back to his duase, his shoulders just a little droopy, and started to pull the zipper to

close it. Il |l et out a breath, feeling guilty
to himself. I didndt expect hiamnto dsdSpéamotdls
guy? Anyone | know?o0

He should have been able to figure it out énct
woul dndét just start indiscriminately fucking
d o i rhaddone, multiple timesimte past, probably more than | |
really care, do you?o

He pulled his suitcase off the bed and held

Oh. Yeah, | knew why. He wanted to make s

FulyAut omati c, okay?o Apparentl vy, Et han had fo
hanky panky to keep the banddmioedhisoplapbut Bradh an an
was an aboveboard kind of guy.

He grunted, and just from the way he vaasing, | knew he suspected he might know who it
was . But hedd fi nd OAothesympathetiopawamatad (plsagorry, Par t o f
but the responsibility was wiahdpuskerhk avay, | I f he



never would have consded Clayton, no mattélow big aflirt he was.Ethand i d n6t say a s
word as he lifted the suitcase and walked out the door.

And | was so angry with myself that his action actually made me cry.

But | got it together and got packed for the nexttlipbd | earned from our s
year before that it didndét pay to actwually wun
not forget things andimplerto get ready for the next stop. So | gathered up what few things |
did have out anghlaced them in my luggage. Then | walked out the door, believing this would
be the last room | ever shared with Ethan.

All three bands had parked together in parki
instruments andquipment in, so we had to pdetther away than most guests. | got near the
van and stood aside while Brad adjusted things in the very back to make room for all the
suitcases. It would all fit; | knew that from experience, but it sometimes took a little
maneuvering, and Brédas usua was the expert.

| felt uncomfortable. Ethan was leaning against the side of the van smoking a cigarette,
lookingsour.l gl anced over at the Last Five Seconds
newer and in better condition. | was pretty dhiedrs had air conditioning unlike ours, But
wasnot goi ng ftausevioerepvé reeded.toogo Our s

But | was | ooking over there, because | want

emotional shit toget herm Hehadoydindall dh@tizeytaadd t hi n
couldnét wait to be alone with him again. I
Yeahéthis guy did it for me. I could tell he
di dndét Kk n o worokehthd ngws toeEthaneamd he di dndét want t o ¢
But | think he could feel my eyes on him, becatlnh e | ooked over at me.
then | winked at hi m. He raised his elyebr ows

smiled back and he started walking over.
Oh, please, nol was imagining another very public display of affection like Ethan had
done the other day, a kind of territorial marking thing, and | was going to be pisse@lafgan
instead gave me a pleas surprise. He just came over and talked so quietly that réo roote
even Ethan, just feet away and probably curious a8 heduld hear what he said.
ASoéeverythingbés cool ?0 |l smiled again and |
AOh, yealhl 0
He chuckled and walked back to his band. All I could think of was that big goddamned

cock stuffed into the front of his jeanséand
AWhat tdshbahebl
Al t 6s cockring €d & st a rthe putple devige gvithia ning tha t assumed
oul d flt over his peuwba@ngcotWelli ngmore specif
A Wh a does it do?0
Hi s grin was sl y. ADono6t ,lydid. uButwhanhae said,f i nd o u't
AUnl ess, orfe cwaimrtsieng ytoawéspend ti me with Clay t

The whole Jet/ Clay thing was getting a little silly, but | was starting to feel like it was
i mportant t o hi mBugeasdngtiversideyl hael nohdea abaatdt, aad by asking
for Jet allthe time,wasd ef | at i ng hi s ego and making him fe
entirely up to you. I think 1 6dm pretty partd.i



He kissed me then with unrestrained passion. My God, the heat coming off of him made me
feel like summer was alreadyfull bloom. It was just a matter of seconds before his lips were
on my neckand he was pulling my shirt over my head.

And | coul dndét resist. Hedéd already teased
ring. Holy hell. What could it be? | waexcited to find out. So I tugged at the button and
zipper on his pants and worked my way inside.

A Wh o a, girl , o0 he said. i Ah, what the fuck?
| kept rubbing his penis in my hands. | was fascinated bycibuld tell by the look in his
eyes that he really Iiked it. AnSIl ow you down
AThat 6s the whole point. I 61 | be able to st
AHour s?0
iMaybe not that | ong with youéo
| kissed him and | aughed. ralLeedshieseyebab)
put it on. o
He grinned and sliditoverhispenis |t | ooked | i ke it was too
ANoO. O
He | ooked bigger than ever. I was feeling |
With Ethan, sex hadbesner i ous busi ness, but Clayéor Jet én
him so he fell backwardnto the bed But he was lyingdownfi Si t up. 0
A Oh. Bossy. Are you a Ilittle bit of a domi
Boy, was | naive. Really naivé had no idea then the kisaf things | could have done to
him that night.A Wh y ? Woul d you actually |Iike that?o
AOnce in a whil eéo

Shit, was this boy kinky. But he sat up like | askaaad | got on my knees. | kissed han
the lips first His tongue tasted so much better withthe beer like it hathstedast night. Clay
had aflavora | | his own, and 1 6d never be able to de
as good as the skin on his neck, his tongueée
AOh, Jesus Christ, o0 he sai@odaé&itl Had ka dblt thies
| knew it was because that ring was acting like a tourniquet. But | did a tongue paintbrush for a
few seconds, just wanting to tease hamd he wound his hands through my hair up against my

skul I . | t st domiheeringnbutcsexyg @mdrhen | ran my tongue down the shaft to
the base and back again, but then it was time to see how good this ring really was. So | took him
in my mouth and sucked | ong and hardé&and t hat

against him too, hoping to mimic the tight confines of my vagina with my mouth. He let out a
long breath of air, so | knew | was doing just fine. But, slowly at first, | started pulling him in

and taking him out, and | increased my speed a little¢ at ane . AFuck. o I kept

mi nutes until he said, fAiCome here. o
|l |l ooked wup at hi m. omBut | wanted to see |if
AThat was awesome, Val, but | want to finist
How could I say no to that? So, between the tivaspwe stripped off my clothegiickly,

and he | ay back on the bed. AYou on top, oka
|l grinned. Et han and | had done it all Kin

I

been on top for very | ong at thabotyom,dotsef oraljbate .
| was pretty sureny time on top had been limited. God, this guy was empowering me sexually
and it made me that much more aroused.



He did something with that silly little ring

vibrat o n . AYoubre gonna | ove this. o
He pulled a condom on and then | straddled him andhsfidnside. Oh. That was é
fiHa ha hab | started giggling uncontroll abl y.
Clay |l ooked at me, a huge grin on his face.
AHoly shit. That tickIles! o
A Ititkles? o
AYes! o
AYou want me to take it off?0
ANoébBat | started | aughing again as my body
Yes, | giggled a I ot but thenéthen | was abl
him, | got a little purr against the wholeofmend t hen | gasped. AYou | i
My voice was but a breath. AYeahéo My hanc

pal ms. |l |l ooked down at hi m. Jesus, he was
him got menear the brinkii Ar e y o uHis eyestaldenr be was. | bit my lip. He licked
his fingers and touched them to my nipples an
where that vibration came in handy. It prolonged my orgasm more than | would have thought
possible.

But he came then too, and he moved his hands iy breasts to my hips, and he palmed
them like he needed to hold on for the ridend | kept pumping it just came naturally to me. |
did it unti/l Il coul dndét atmewhozthmg and Clay | oo

| started giggling again as the ring was vibrating up against me constantly now. | slid off
and watched, fascinated, as Clay turned off the ring and slipped it back off his penis. | almost
breathed a sigh of relief, seeing that his peras okay.

He pulled me close to his chest and kissed my forehead. What was that look in his eyes? It
|l ooked kind of serious, but | didndét want to
my fingers played with one of his nipplerings. lheh hi m br eat he, fiLast Fi
ass. o

AWhat ?0 | propped my chin on the back of m
him in the eye.

ALast Five Seconds. 0

AYeahdn2d | 6m Valerie withi®Bkl lwe At emy taibd i s h
noweo

He | aughed. It was cute the way his eyes ct
that ?0

|l did a mini shrug. Al dunno.lastfivaybe becau:
seconddyour kick ass music. o

AThat 6d be a greatrealst ory. beWamnathkhmeowatneé& o

|l smil ed. nYeah. o

AWe were sitting around one night several ye
lineup has changed a little since then. B va Dewl was the stage name of their lead
singed i was t e ahe gugwho Was buy bagdsist at the time. Rat kept talking about all the
hot pussy we were gonna get by being in a ban
five seconds with a hot <chick. So thatodos it.















































































































































































































