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ABOUT THIS BOOK




I hate rockstars. All of them. But there's one in particular...

Drax is cocky, brash and one pitchfork away from being the devil himself. But he's also the sexiest jerkwad I've ever met. Worse than that, he seems to crave my curves just as much as I long for his rock-hard, tattoo-covered body.

What am I supposed to do, just ignore those mesmerizing ice-blue eyes? Or how all my bits and pieces tighten whenever he's near? Or the way his voice gets all husky when he calls me Lola? 

Yeah, right.

That's how I ended up on a tour bus headed for Vegas as the band's new manager. But it's only temporary, much like what's going on between Drax and me. I just wish he'd got the memo. Oh sure, he's putting on a good show that this is more than a fling, but I know he's just like every other bad boy, heavy metal musician.

Want to know the worst part? I don't like heavy metal or bad boys.

Maybe I'll lie to myself a little longer.


































Rock That Body




"Yo, bitch! When's Drax gonna get here?"

I do my best to be polite to the scraggly fanboy glaring at me from the front of the line. He's trying to look threatening, with his kohl-lined eyes and badly dyed, shaggy black hair, but he just makes me want to giggle. And I might, if I wasn't so pissed off already. 

"Any time now, sir." 

Sir! Right. 

The fifty or so fans that have already lined up this morning to meet the lead singer of Roadkill are all about the same caliber. A cross between goths and Satan worshippers. Almost all guys, and the handful of girls look exactly like the boys but with boobs. Half of them have piercings studding their faces, and the other half are posers with stick-ons and those ridiculous 'tattoo' arm stockings. 

But all of them are customers, so no matter how nasty they are, I have to be polite. Unless they touch me. Then all bets are off.

The truth of the matter is that I have no idea when Drax -- real name: Draymond Maxwell -- is going to show. He's already nearly a half-hour late for set-up, and the signing is supposed to start in five minutes. My dads will be devastated if this little pre-concert signing gets canceled.

Yeah, you read that right. I said 'dads'. Fact is, my fathers were the best parents a girl growing up in San Francisco could ever have. They played tea party with me, taught me all about my girly works before I got too much wacky info from other kids at school, and when it was time to play dress-up, Papi happily let me raid his walk-in closet that was filled to bursting with gorgeous gowns and wigs.

And right now, he and Dad are grinning and waving at me like maniacs from inside Raines Records, so proud that their little 'Lola' was trusted with a promotion all of her own. As if. My boss didn't have any other choice but to send me.

Dammit, where is Drax? 

Have I ever mentioned how much I hate rockstars? So arrogant, so inconsiderate. It's like they thrive on it. Having helped my dads with dozens of fan signings at the store when I was growing up, I've seen this exact scenario play out over and over again. So why am I surprised?

"Sweetie, relax," Dad says, poking his head out of the door. Inside, I hear the door chime playing an instrumental version of The Weather Girls classic It's Raining Men. So very perfect for a store named Raines Records, especially one nestled in the middle of the Castro district of the city.

"Dad, do you know me at all?" 

Telling me to relax is like telling a nervous chihuahua to relax. Ain't gonna happen.

"It's only ten. That's like sunrise for a musician. He'll show. They always do, you know that. Here, have a pull." 

He holds out a vaporizer that I know is packed with the finest weed available in California, which is saying a lot. Even though vapes don't put out smoke, there's no hiding what's inside. The skunky scent wraps around me like a depressing cloak. 

"Dad, you know I don't do that stuff." 

I don't need to tell him why; he knows better than anyone.

"I know, Lauren. I just thought it would help take the edge off. Besides, you're nothing like your mom, you know. I mean, you look exactly like her, but you don't have the same addictive personality. I'm sure it would be fine."

He pushes the vape at me again but I just hold up a hand. 

"It's not a theory I'm willing to test, Dad. I'll just have to suffer through my anxiety like a normal person."

Hurt flashes across his face for a split second but then he smiles and tucks a dark brown curl  behind my ear, like when I was seven. 

"Lauren, honey, sometimes I think you try a little too hard to be normal. Weird is good."

"Fuckin' A," chimes in the dufus at the front of the line. "Hey, gramps, can I have a tug off that?"

We both ignore him. But I don't have the time or energy for this lecture again. Don't get me wrong, I love Dad with all my heart but he can be a real pain sometimes. He and Papi are so...free. They wear 'weird' like a badge of honor. It drives me nuts. 

Now Papi wedges his shaved head out the door next to Dad's. Normally, I can't help grinning when they do that. They're like salt and pepper shakers -- an old white guy with a wild mop of grey hair and a downright beautiful Puerto Rican with dark skin, impossibly high cheekbones and almost-black eyes. I honestly wish I was a blood relative because Papi never seems to age. Dad, on the other hand... Well, let's just say that I keep to a very strict skin regimen to counteract my genetics. 

Now if I could only stick to a strict exercise regimen and give up the maple bars, but alas...

"Lola-mami, come inside," Papi urges. "Da wind es muy frio."

He's right, it's cold. Just another typical summer day in San Francisco. Inuits would get chilled by the fog rolling in from the ocean and the gale-strength winds that blew it in. But my anger keeps me nice and toasty, thank you very much.

A cable car filled with gawking tourists trundles by and Papi waves at them like they're long-lost relatives. Dad leans over and gives him a kiss on the cheek, and suddenly cameras flash like crazy trying to capture the gay guys kissing on the street. No doubt the pics will be flying all over social media in about thirty seconds. I just roll my eyes. It doesn't matter if they're straight or gay, parents delight in tormenting their kids.

All my life, I've striven for order. At fifteen, I helped my dads develop their accounting system. That experience taught me that numbers aren't for me, but I adored organizing events at the store. And now I'm on the verge of landing my dream job and this asshole rocker is going to blow it for me.

I shake the hair tucked behind my ear back in my face, curls bouncing in the most annoying way. I keep threatening to chop it all off but Papi has a conniption any time I mention it. "Ay, no! No my rizos, my curls!" 

I did concede to him on my wardrobe for today though. Normally, I'm quite happy living in my boring, every day outfit of black stretch pants and a neutral oversized button-down that covers my big ol' butt. But Papi wasn't having it.

"You need to cho off dat booty, Lola-mami," he told me this morning. 

Did I mention I still live at home above the record store? 

Yeah.

Besides, this was my first real promotion gig and I wanted to look as nice as possible, so I let him dress me however he liked. His gorgeous black eyes lit up for a moment before I told him I still retained ultimate veto power. Then he just looked confused.

"Say wha?"

"If I don't like what you pick out, I don't have to wear it."

He pouted at this but then got to work. And I have to say, I was pleasantly surprised. When I looked in the mirror before coming downstairs to get ready for the signing, I barely recognized myself. I still looked like me, but a better version. 

Instead of stretch pants and my comfy Clarks shoes, he put me in nude thigh-high stockings, a pair of black riding boots, and a blue form-fitting dress with a gorgeous black baroque-style design all over it. Instead of making me look even bigger than I already am, it hugged all the right curves and minimized the other ones. I swear, this dress is magical.

He added a touch more makeup than I normally wear -- which consists of concealer, if I have a zit, and powder -- and used some kind of torture device on my hair to make my curls turn into soft wavelets. 

"Tan hermosa." So beautiful. Of course he's my father so he has to say that, but this time, looking in the wall of mirrors in their bedroom, I agreed. 

No matter what Dad says about me looking like my egg donor, I take after him. Stocky, dense, big-boned -- whatever descriptor you want to use, I'm no runway model. But somehow Papi turned me into one.

Needless to say, I'm going to let him dress me up a lot more from now on.

But as pretty as I felt this morning, fear and anxiety are making me feel gross right now. I have this bad habit of chewing my fingernails when I'm nervous, and apparently I'm doing it right now because Papi slaps at my hand lightly.

"Papi, please. I'm sorta freaking out here. This was my big break and now Harry's going to fire me."

"Lola-mami, stop being so dramatic." 

That's rich. Papi, the draggiest of drag queens, is telling me, the straight-A student who's never so much as gotten drunk, to stop being dramatic. I'm either going to laugh or cry. Probably both.

You know what? Screw this. Drax can kiss my big ol' fat ass if he thinks I'm going just going to stand around outside my fathers's record store waiting for him like a chump. 

I'm about to trudge inside when I hear the rumbling of a motorcycle coming up the street. All the fandorks crane their necks, trying to see if it's Drax. I know from last night's cram session on the Internet that he loads a chopper in his tour bus so he can ride around whatever town he's in. I pray this is him. If it's not, we might have a riot on our hands. And a murdered rocker when he finally shows up.

By the way the fans are grunting and smirking -- not really smiling, you understand, because they're way too cool for that -- I'm guessing it's him. When a big black Harley rolls up on the sidewalk, heedless of pedestrians, and parks right in front of the store, I know it. The nerve! I stomp over to leather-clad figure before he gets his skull cap helmet off. 

"First of all, you're late. Second of all, there's a parking spot right there," I seethe, waving a finger at the spot we coned off for him.

He pulls the helmet free, shaking black hair out of his face. I'm so angry I could spit, but when he turns his ice blue eyes on me, I freeze. Chills race across my skin and all the hairs on my body stand on end. All of them. 

I've never looked into eyes like his before. They're so pale, almost translucent. If I could think properly, I would wonder if they're contacts, but any coherent thought I might have had has run screaming down Market Street. My breath has apparently followed it.

I'm keenly aware that those eyes are now skimming my body and a smirk has settled on his perfectly pursed lips. His gaze returns to mine as he dismounts. He's tall. Towering, even. And big. Burly, like a lumberjack. Like a lumberjack whose log a girl could ride for hours. 

I have to crane my neck back just to maintain eye contact, which I'm powerless to break. I'm completely and totally immobilized by the strange effect he has on me. Is this what it's like to be hypnotized? I don't even care, I just want him to keep looking at me like he's doing now. Like I'm a scrumptious little cream puff he can't wait to sink his teeth into.

The sharp scent of hot leather wafts up from his body as he moves in close. Too close, yet not even remotely close enough. The hot touch of his hand on the swell of my ample hip registers somewhere deep in my consciousness but it's slow to reach my brain, like when you're Skyping with someone and there's a lag. My lips move but no sound comes out.

He dips his head low, his three-day old scruff scratching my cheek as he leans in to whisper in my ear. Is he going to tell me I'm the most beautiful woman he's ever seen? That he's fallen in love with me? Is he going ask me to marry him and have his beautiful blue-eyed babies? I'm quite literally breathless with anticipation and lean my body into his, helpless to do otherwise.

"Who the fuck are you?"


Drax walks away, leaving me swaying in the aftermath of his arrival. His words are like a sharp slap to the face, or like that time my bestie Pepper talked me into doing the Ice Bucket Challenge. Wherever my brain went, it pours back into my body in a rush and leaves me blinking in rage and humiliation.

Sounds finally begin to filter through my daze, and I can hear Drax's fans screaming and cursing at him. Of course, that's all out of admiration. I want to curse him for entirely different reasons.

It's Raining Men penetrates the fog and I know my dads are dragging him inside, away from his adoring -- probably violently so -- fans. And here I am, still standing on the sidewalk. Fury bubbles up inside me, and I have no one to take it out on.

I level a cold glare at Fanboy #1 and snap, "Anything happens to that bike, it's on you." 

He blinks like I smacked his hand with a ruler and just nods. I feel a teensy bit guilty, but then I remember him calling me 'bitch' and I get over it.

By the time I get inside, Papi is gushing all over Drax like a groupie. Dad's behind the counter, fumbling around in the mini-fridge and laughing at Papi's antics.

"Ay, chulo," Papi coos, stroking Drax's big, leather-clad arms appreciatively. "You so strong. You work out?"

Drax shrugs out of his riding jacket to reveal a skin-tight black T-shirt that leaves little to the imagination. Spotting me walking up behind them, he tosses the jacket at me. I imagine wrapping it around that big head of his and smothering him with it, but I'm distracted by him flexing a tattooed bicep in Papi's delighted face. I have to admit, it's pretty impressive. 

"What do you think?"

"Oooh," Papi squeals, clapping his hands frantically before realizing he's wasting a golden opportunity and wraps them around the bulging muscle.

I have to hand it to Drax, he's is a good sport. Not a lot of straight guys, especially hard-core metal-heads, would be comfortable with a gay man fondling their body, but Drax is grinning. Whatever. He may be a good sport but he's still a jerk.

"Luis, stop manhandling that poor boy," Dad says, handing Drax a bottle of water. "Drax, is it? That can't be your real name."

The rocker nods while downing the entire bottle in one tip of the head. I can't help but watch the way his Adam's apple bobs with each chug, the dark stubble peppering his neck rippling in a most inviting manner.  

"Draymond Maxwell," he finally answers.

"Draymond, I'm Malcolm Raines, co-owner of Raines Records. You've already met my husband and business partner, Luis Gonzales-Raines. And of course you know our beautiful and talented daughter Lauren Raines."

Drax's eyebrows shoot up in surprise and he turns to me. Once again, that icy hot gaze nearly stops me in my tracks. "You're not with Harry Stephens Productions?"

"No...I mean, yes...I mean..." Dammit! I'm all twisted up and mixed around, or something like that. Taking a deep breath, I try again.

"Harry sent me."

No need to mention that my cantankerous boss had no choice but to send me. His company normally has two concert promoters on staff, including Harry but most definitely not including me. They're the ones who usually handle stuff like this. I'm just an assistant, for criminy sakes. 

But Michelle Ophus, Harry's other promoter, got headhunted by a big-name promoter and quit without notice last week. Drax was her client and Harry was busy with a big evangelical production running tonight, at the same time as Drax's concert but across the bay. So he sent me, and with such encouraging words, I might add.

"Fuck this up and you're fired," he said as I walked out of the office this morning. No pressure, right?

Jerkwad. But if I do well with this, that jerkwad might take me on as a full-time promoter, so I'm determined to make everything go perfectly.

Dad clears his throat and I realize I'm staring at Drax, who is wearing the most irritating, knowing grin. Oh God! My skin flushes and I scurry behind the curtain we set up to hide boxes of head shots and other junk necessary for a signing like this. Like a coat rack for the heavy leather jacket he tossed at me.

Thank goodness I was raised in this store, and know exactly what goes into a signing or I might have forgotten something. I hate forgetting things. I also breathe a sigh of relief knowing that Michelle was able to totally organize tonight's concert before quitting. All I have to do is get Drax to the venue. Easy, right?

I cut open a box of the head shots Drax will be signing and pull one out. I've never seen one quite like it. It's a black-and-white photo of his face, very tightly cropped. The edges are almost black, fading toward his amazing eyes, which are the only spot of color in the photo. The same icy blue that paralyzed me is staring back at me, and I'll be damned if I don't go all fluttery inside.

"Want me to sign that for you?" His voice is deep and rumbling, like a big truck rolling by outside...or an earthquake, which seem appropriate considering how shaken I am already. I spin around, startled, my hands accidentally crumpling the photo in a tight grip.

There's only a few feet of room back here but it seems to take him a year to walk the three steps required to reach me. He stops inches away. I can still smell the heady aroma of leather but now something more earthy is added. It's almost buttery but there's a kick of spice to it. It's all I can do to stop myself from closing my eyes and sucking in a deep breath of his scent.

"Here." 

His voice is a hot whisper of air across my skin as he slips the photo from my frozen fingers. I don't dare look up at him. If I do, I'll drown in those eyes. But they're almost calling out to me. The temptation is irresistible. 

My gaze travels up the cotton-covered ridges and valleys of his chest, over the taut sinew of his neck and hard edge of his jaw, where a muscle is spasming, until it meets his. He's looking at me like I'm his next meal, and so help me, I wish I was. Jerk or not, I'd let this man, this beast, devour me whole, right here behind that flimsy black curtain in the middle of my dads' store. 

If only he'd ask...

"Lola-mami, da peoples es getting restless, querida. You should--" 

Papi's high nasal voice breaks off as he pokes his head behind the curtain and sees...well, I have no idea what he sees, honestly. And I don't want to know. But his megawatt grin gives me a pretty good idea.

The spell is broken and I take a step back from Drax, almost tripping over a stray box of headshots. I clear my throat and smooth my already smooth dress. Drax watches my every move like a predator tracking his prey, but I force my gaze away from his. It's like a tractor beam or something. If I avoid looking directly into his eyes, maybe I'll survive this.

He snatches up a silver Sharpie and uses his thigh as a surface on which to smooth the photo enough to sign. 

"Here," he says, giving me a panty-dampening smile.

I blindly take the signed photo he's holding out and wonder what just happened. I don't even know this guy, and I like him even less, yet he has some strange power over me. No man has ever affected me like this and I'm not sure I like it one tiny bit. I feel so out of control, and I hate being out of control.

I can feel my cheeks glowing as bright as Rudolph's nose and Papi's silly grin isn't helping matters any. Drax has turned to his jacket and is fumbling around in a pocket, so I drop his photo onto a chair and hurry out to the signing table with a big stack of photos and silver pens.

Clearly, I'm going to have to keep my distance from him. He has some kind of weird primal magnetism that leaves me as weak as a kitten. I have no desire to bring the kind of drama that follows a man like him into my life. And if Harry ever got wind that I was canoodling with a client, my fledgling career as a concert promoter would be over before it even begins.

Besides, why would a guy like Drax want a girl like me? Don't get me wrong, I'm cute as hell, especially today. But let's get real for a second. You never see 'curvy and cute' dangling off the arm of a 'hotter than Hades' rockstar. Doesn't happen. It'd be like trying to breed a fluffy little bunny with a man-eating tiger. 

Nope, I'll just have to be satisfied with knowing that, for however brief a moment, Draymond 'Drax' Maxwell thought I was yummy. 


The signing has flown by. The fifty fans who'd lined up early were joined by another couple hundred by the end of the two hours. I plopped countless piles of head shots on the signing table, always careful not to look into Drax's Photoshopped, two-dimensional eyes. Or his three-dimensional ones, either, for that matter. 

It's well past when the signing should have been over but Drax is still cheerfully signing for the stragglers that keep popping in -- well, as cheerfully as a heavy metal singer can be between the hours of ten and noon. The shop is bustling as people browse Raines Records's eclectic selection, and Dad's old-fashioned cash register never stops ringing up sales. This will be a good day for my dads, and that makes it all worth while.

I have to say, I was really impressed watching Drax work the crowd. He was equal parts attentive and rude to every dreary demon-lover who approached the table, and they gobbled it up like candy.

"Okay, you motherfuckers, let's do this shit!" he shouted after Dad opened the door to the crowd. The cheer inside and out was deafening. 

When Fanboy#1 approached the table -- one of his fake tattoo sleeves wrinkling at the crook of his elbow -- Drax tipped a tiny wink my way and asked him, "How's my bike, asshole?"

I nearly snorted out a laugh, and I swear the kid almost crapped his skinny black jeans. Here he'd spent hours waiting in line so he could be the first to get Drax's autograph and what does his idol do? Insults him! The funniest thing of all was that the moron couldn't speak, not even to spit out his name. Drax ended up signing the headshot Kiss my ass, kid. Drax.

When the guy read it, he broke out into a grin a mile wide and ran out of the store. He's still visible through the window, standing guard over Drax's bike two hours later. 

I'm leaning against a nearby table, watching Drax -- I'm helpless to do otherwise -- when Papi sidles up next to me and elbows me in the ribs. 

"Lola-mami, you should..." He waggles his perfectly sculpted eyebrows at me, then very obviously jerks his head toward Drax. "I seen how you looked at him."

"Saw."

"Huh?"

"You saw how I looked at him. Which you didn't, by the way. Whatever you think you saw, Papi, you didn't."

He waves away my correction and claim like they were annoying gnats. "Don't try to confuse me with your silly English lessons, querida. I know what I seen. I seen him look at you da same."

Part of me thrills at the very thought but I won't succumb to false hope. Maybe Drax had looked at me with lust behind that curtain, but at some point during the signing, I realized I was probably mistaken. Every single female who approached him swooned almost the exact same way I had. Maybe it's just a hazard of the job. You know, women dropping like horny flies all around you.

"Whatever, Papi. I know you think he's hot--" he snorts, as if to say 'Duuuh'; I ignore him "--but I have a lot to do tonight and trying to seduce a devil-worshipping man-whore isn't on the list."

"Mmm hmm." He raises an eyebrow at me and purses his lightly glossed lips. It's his 'The lady doth protest too much' look.

Then he whirls away to help a gorgeous, statuesque blonde. She's dressed to the nines in a skin-tight pink Band Aid -- I mean, dress -- and sparkly pink stilettos. Poor thing. When she came in looking for an old out-of-print Donna Summer CD, she probably had no idea she was wading into a sea of angsty, father-hating post-adolescents. 

I'm humming an old Sesame Street song as I approach the signing table. The last fanboy has scurried away, clutching his prize, and it's time to wrap up this shindig.

"Hey, Lola," Drax drawls, emphasizing my dads' nickname for me. Then he holds up a finger and says, "Wait, don't tell me." 

I have no idea what he's talking about so I stay quiet. 

"'One of These Things Is Not Like the Other', right?"

I can't help but burst out laughing. "You watched Sesame Street?"

"'Course. Who didn't?"

"It's just funny to think of you as a Big Bird fan."

His smile literally makes my knees go weak. No, I'm not even kidding. I nearly crumple.

"Big Bird's the shit. He's the ultimate rockstar."

"Yeah, right," I snort as I start tidying up the table.

"No, seriously. Dude's bad ass. Look at how he handles all those other whackjobs on The Street. Plus, he's a singer. Hell, he's got more Twitter followers than me!"

I try not to drool when he stands to his full height, working out the kinks in his back after sitting for so long. It's like watching my very own personal strip show -- minus the stripping, of course, but the effect is the same. I have to look away or I'm pretty sure my panties will float away on the ensuing flood of desire.

Clearing my throat, I'm about to ask him if he's ready to leave for the concert venue when I look up. He's watching the Barbie wannabe and jealousy twists up my guts. Which is ridiculous. We're polar opposites, Drax and me. He's a flamboyant, attention-seeking entertainer. I'm...not.

Still, I'm not at all happy about him ogling that woman so I 'accidentally' drop a box of headshots on the table, making him jump and forcing his electric orbs on me. As soon as he turns my way, it's like a cool breeze whispering across my hot skin. But I'm over the initial shock of animal attraction and can now speak freely. 

Or...maybe not.

His eyes bore into me as I stand before him, mute and stupid. Then it gets worse. They start to twinkle with amusement.  

"Pretty good turn-out, wouldn't you say?"

He's thrown me a life preserver and I clutch it like a drowning woman. 

"Yeah," I croak, clearing my throat and my mind. "Very much so, considering the location. Not a lot of metal-heads in The Castro."

His chuckle rumbles through me like a train. "No joke. How did that happen, anyway? Nepotism?"

A wink sends ripples of sizzling electricity buzzing through my body. I swear to all that's holy -- or unholy, in this case -- I almost sigh like a groupie. I manage to get a hold of myself and force something resembling a smile to my lips.

"Kinda. The store you were originally booked at canceled after they realized they'd double-booked the day. I called my dads as a favor to Harry, and they were -- and I'm not kidding -- ecstatic about it."

"Well, thank you and thank them. Lola to the rescue!"

I blush at the compliment. I'm loathe for him to leave but I'm not sure how much more of this I can take. If I had a few minutes to myself, I'm sure I could settle down enough to finish this gig. 

"You only have a couple hours before you need to be at the venue," I remind him. 

It's an outdoor amphitheater across the bay that holds a little over eight thousand. Not a stadium, of course, but the show is nearly sold out. That's not shabby at all in the world of rock concerts. Too bad I'll have to listen to it.

Drax crosses his arms and rests one narrow hip against the table in that oh-so-delicious bad-boy way that gets my insides boiling.

"Trying to get rid of me so soon?"

Seems as if there should be a limit to how red a person can turn but apparently my skin didn't get the memo.

 "No, not at all," I stammer. "I just didn't know...I mean, if you want to eat or..."

I can't believe he just stands there and watches me squirm. I swear, he's actually enjoying it!

"Tell me, Lola. You like my music?"

My eyes widen at the question. What a sight I must be: Red face, bulging eyes, mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

"I, uh, well, um..."

He smirks. "It's okay, I can take it."

I swallow hard and look everywhere but directly into his eyes. It's less out of embarrassment and more out of survival.

"Actually, I kinda hate hard rock."

"Hard alternative," he corrects.

I shrug. "Whatever you call it, it doesn't suit me. I'd rather listen to Taylor Swift or Tom Waits."

"That's a pretty diverse range, right there." 

He doesn't laugh outright but I can hear the amusement in his voice. That raises my hackles a bit, so I lift my chin defiantly and meet his gaze. 

"What can I say? I grew up in a funky record store. I'd also rather stay home on a Friday night with some hot cocoa and an old Hitchcock movie than go to a rock show. What do you think of that?"

The twinkle spreads into a dangerous smile. "Mmm, I think that sounds like an invitation."

With a wink, Drax turns to duck behind the curtain and my eyes automatically drop to his leather-clad butt. So firm... 

GAH! Stop that!

I gather up what's left of his head shots and pens, and follow him back. No good can come from being in such close quarters with this man, my brain tells me, but my feet seem to have a will of their own. 

My head's down as I duck through the curtain, hoping to avoid awkward eye contact, which is why I'm taken by surprise. The moment the black drapery swooshes closed behind me, Drax's muscular, tattooed arms wrap around me, pulling me into his very big, very firm body. 

One part in particular is especially big and firm. Rock hard, as a matter of fact.


I'm so shocked by this unexpected turn of events, I can't even think how to react. My body does the reacting for me, dropping the armful of head shots so I can snake my arms around his neck. Somewhere in the recesses of what's left of my brain, I register the sound of pens clattering and paper swishing to the floor, but they're background noise and almost drowned out by the sudden pounding of my heart.

"I've been waiting to do this all fucking day," he growls low in my ear, his hands skimming my hips and ass. Every cell in my body seems to explode at his touch. Finally, his hands venture up my back to my hair, where they bury themselves as if holding on for dear life. Or trying to drag me back to his cave. 

Fine by me.

I'm breathless, speechless, thoughtless. I can't make sense of what's happening, or why, and I find I really don't care. All I care about is touching him and him touching me. I've never felt such need before, such urgency.

I long to feel his lips on mine but they're tucked into the nook of my neck, licking and biting like a hungry animal at a tasty meal. Each nip causes my nips to tighten harder and harder until I gasp at the pleasurable ache.

When he reaches my earlobe, I moan.

Loudly.

"Shh," he breathes, giving my ear another lick before drawing back just far enough to gaze into my half-lidded eyes. His lips are so close that his hot breath mixes with my own frantic pants, overwhelming me with heat and passion.

My fingers slide along his arms -- I can't help marveling at how chiseled they are -- until they're resting on his wrists, as his hands cradle my face. Fire erupts in my core just from his gaze, and my knees threaten to give out. 

His eyes drink me in and then his lips are on mine, gently at first. I'm surprised by just how gentle, almost as if he's coaxing a response. Barely a brush, a hint of wetness, the tip of his tongue tracing the seam of my mouth. My lips part, inviting him in to play, an invitation he eagerly accepts.

I'm trying to stay quiet but it's almost impossible to contain the tiny mewls of agonizing pleasure he draws from me with his mouth. I want more, harder, now, and he's happy to give it to me. 

His hands are everywhere, from my face to my ass to that sensitive spot at the nape of my neck. Mine are freely roaming, too, and I discover his butt is as tight as it looks. When he presses his full length into my stomach and groans quietly into my mouth, I nearly collapse with need but he holds me upright, supporting me.

Confusion laces the lust tearing through me like a hurricane. One minute, we're having a perfectly professional chat, the next we're locked in each other's arms like lovers. Spasms rock my body at the very idea. If his kisses do this to me, what would it be like to...

"Shh, mi cielo, I tink they chichando in there."

Papi's voice on the other side of the curtain is as jarring as doing the Ice Bucket Challenge in Antarctica. My body folds in on itself, contracting all its sexual energy down into a hardened black pebble of horror.

I can't believe he just told Dad that we were fucking! 

I gasp and pull away, but as soon as Drax is no longer holding me up, I stumble backward. Thank God the big comfy chair I tossed his autographed photo on earlier is there to catch me. Even in my rattled state, I'm keenly aware that I'm sitting on his face. 

Wrong one, but still...

Drax is standing where I left him, his hot stare lighting my skin afire again. I might as well cut out my own eyes for how painful it is to look away from his, but somehow I find the strength. I try to speak but all that comes out is a faint croak. I try again.

"You don't want to be late for the sound check."

I don't dare look at him, so I keep my focus on the curtain, reminding myself that my dads are -- ew! -- eavesdropping. If anything can kill a mood, it's that.

He stands there a moment longer, breathing hard, then snatches his coat from the rack and heads for the curtain. Stopping before he reaches it, he looks over at me. He's caught me like a deer in headlights. 

"See you at the theater." He's not asking it as a question but I can tell he's waiting for an answer just the same. Behind the curtain, I hear my dads scurry away.

"Okay," is all I can manage. But it seems to satisfy him. In a swirl of black fabric, he's gone.

Before I can so much as think, Dad and Papi are peeking through the curtain, all wide eyes and hopeful smiles. It's Raining Men tinkles overhead as Drax leaves. If I hear that song one more time...

"Out!" I shout, horrified that they heard me making out with a guy. Not just any guy, but a rockstar. In their store! Papi squeaks out an "Ay" as they duck out of view.

What the hell did I just do? How did it even happen? I'm going to lose my job, which isn't even really a job yet. But any chance I had just followed Drax out the door and onto the bike he's roaring away on.

I bow my head into my hands, distraught and still vibrating from his touch. Under me, something crinkles. Right, I'm still sitting on his face. Tugging it from under me, I'm once more hypnotized by his eyes, even though I can now see a subtle difference. His eyes have a hint of violet near the center, and when he's turned on, they darken and flash in a way a camera could never capture.

For the first time, I read what he wrote and my jaw drops.

Lola, 

Marry me. 

Drax


San Francisco is full of lunatics wandering the streets, and most of them are standing in line at Pepper's Pot on their lunch breaks from their high-salary jobs. My best friend, Pepper Pike, owns the tiny hole-in-the-wall boutique soup shop, which has become the spot in town to grab a quick, nutritious lunch. The place is a madhouse.

Normally, I wouldn't bother her during the lunch rush, but I'm in desperate need of girl-talk before I see Drax again. My dads were acting like they'd just met their future son-in-law so I had to get out of there. The cafe, if you can call it that, is not too far from the record store, and heaven knows I needed the walk to sort out my ping-ponging thoughts.

Through the mass of people trying to have lunch, I can see Pepper's short and fuzzy hot pink hair bobbing around inside. Even though she's up to her elbows in bowls of soup, she spots me right away and waves me in. A few of the people standing in line -- mostly men wearing custom suits and power ties -- grumble as I pass. 

"Take it up with the owner," I say, knowing full well they won't say a word. Pepper makes a point of living up to her spicy name, and will happily go all Soup Nazi on someone who gives her any trouble. This place is so trendy, no one wants to risk being banned for life.

Passing two bowls of steaming clam chowder to a waiting tourist, Pepper gathers me in her arms like a long-lost sister, even though I saw her yesterday.

"Baby girl, you look totally fuckable!" she says, pushing me back to get a better look. "Guys!" she shouts to, oh, everyone in the cafe. "You'd fuck this hot piece of ass, wouldn't you?"

I want to die. I want to curl up into a tiny ball of embarrassment and die. But I can't help smiling at the chorus of manly -- and more than a few feminine -- cheers I get. I've never had this many men looking so appreciatively at me before. Just gotta say, I could get used to it.

A frown creases her brow. "You okay? You seem weird."

Yeah, I'm weird all right. I'm dying to tell her exactly how weird, but not in front of all these people.

"I swear you're psychic, Pepper."

"More like psych-o," mumbles a scowling businessman who's squeezing past. Uh oh, big mistake, buddy.

With no hesitation, Pepper whips out her phone and shouts, "Hey! Limp dick!"

The offending jerk spins around, surprised that she heard him. Before he can blink, she's snapped his pic. 

"Banned! Now get outta my shop!" 

Pepper may be short and squat but she's got a big personality and an even bigger voice. Everyone in the cafe stops what they're doing and turns to watch the drama unfold. The guy sputters and turns crimson. His head looks like it's about to pop right off his shoulders with rage, but the dude he's with drags him out by the arm. 

"Keep your mouth shut, Spencer, or she'll ban me, too!" Ah, self-preservation is a beautiful thing.

Once they're gone, Pepper smiles broadly. "You know what this means, right, folks? A round of Pepper's Poppers on the house!"

A rousing cheer erupts from the patrons as she guides me through the throng to the kitchen. The tourists look bewildered but the regulars know that every time Pepper bans a customer, she gives everyone else in the place one of her famous Pepper's Poppers, baked jalapeños stuffed with gorgonzola and bacon. Just like everything on her menu, they're to die for.

"Poppers for the house, Raul," she says as we pass her sous chef, who shakes his head. 

"Third time this week, boss," he reminds her.

She grins and ushers me out the back door. "Must be the full moon, Raul. Either that or people are assholes."

The tiny alley back here stinks of garbage but it's the closest to privacy we can get. Pepper's warm brown eyes bore into mine, concern etched on her pretty, round face.

"Spill."

It's all she has to say for me to launch into my story about Drax. About what a jerk he is, how irresistible he is, how he planted the hottest kiss on me without so much as a 'by your leave', and how terrified I am to go to the show tonight. 

She doesn't say a word or react until I get to the part about running out of the record store to come see her. She leans back, tapping a sparkly green fingertip to her plump red lips, and gives me another full-body assessment. 

"First of all, I can certainly see why he stuck his tongue down your throat. I'm half-tempted myself."

I bark out a laugh and the release of tension feels great. Trust Pepper to know how to get me to chill out. 

"Second of all," she continues, "tell me again why taking a ride on the Bony Express would be so bad? I mean, girl. It's been a loooooong time, right?"

I shouldn't be surprised she's throwing this in my face again. About once a month, she feels compelled to remind me. As if I'm not fully aware that I'm this close to reverting back to virgin-hood.

 "You know damn well it has, which is part of the problem. Duh!"

 She grins and tickles me. "Time to get back on that horse, my sistah from another mistah!"

I'm giggling but slap her hands away anyway. "Pepper, I'm serious. If my boss caught wind of this..."

"Whatever. Who's gonna tell him? Not Mr. Tall, Dark and Demonic, that's for sure. I know you won't. So stop pretending that's a real excuse, Lo. You're just afraid of getting hurt again, admit it."

How does she know what's going on inside my head better than I do? But she's pinpointed the real issue, which was so buried in my subconscious that it hadn't even occurred to me. I actually feel like I've been slapped. Slapped with reality.

She pulls me into her arms and I hold on tight. "I know, honeybear, I know. But you can't live your life that way. Sometimes you have to take risks, and you know what those dipshit finance guys who come in for lunch always say..."

"Yes, ma'am, whatever you say, ma'am?" 

She laughs and pushes me back. I'm grateful that she leaves her hands on my shoulders, though. I need that connection right now.

"Naturally. But they also say 'big risk, big reward.'"

"They also say to never risk what you can't afford to lose," I counter.

"But what's at risk here, Lauren? It's not like this guy is even remotely a long-term prospect. At worst, he's a one-night stand. At best, he's a one-night stand. Sounds like even odds to me."

"Pepper, I've only ever been with Taggart."

She snorts at the mention of my ex-boyfriend who broke my heart last year.

"Taggart's a douche. Never treated you right. This guy...I have no doubt that he knows exactly how to treat a woman. In bed, at least."

"Pepper, you know I've never had a one-night stand before. I never really thought of myself that way."

"Might be just the thing to break that dam, know what I mean?" She rolls her eyes dramatically. "Poor guy won't know what hit him. It'll be like a passion tsunami!"

We laugh until our cheeks hurt. Pepper's the first to catch her breath. 

"Seriously, Lo. So what if he's a bit of an alpha? Go with it. Let him toss you around a bit. I promise you, it'll be a night you'll never forget. When you're 80 and lying in bed next to your sweet, old-man husband, you'll remember tonight and feel like a girl again."

"Ya think?" 

"Oh yeah. But only if it's what you want, okay? Now, I'm sorry, but I need to get back up front. You good?"

"I'm good. Thanks for sparing the time, Pep." We embrace one more time and she pops a smooch on my cheek.

"Anything for you, my sweet. Now go get laid already."


I arrive at the amphitheater about a half-hour before the sound check is supposed to start. Roadies are putting the finishing touches on the stage and equipment, and everything seems to be going smoothly. All the hustle and bustle helps keep my mind off the fact that every minute brings me closer to seeing Drax again.

My heart starts thudding like crazy knowing he'll be here soon. I wonder how he'll react when he sees me again. Will he sweep me up in his arms or will he brush me off? I'm hoping for the former but the ugly whispers in my head are betting on the latter. He's got a reputation to maintain, they say, and getting gushy for some frumpy promoter isn't going to help it any. 

Then I remember the way his eyes smoldered when he looked at me and the whispers go quiet. They can't argue with that. Bitches.

I know I shouldn't read too much into what happened earlier. It's not like either of us expect this to last beyond tonight. He's leaving town tomorrow morning for Las Vegas, if I remember his schedule correctly, and I'm going to stay here and hope Harry will take me on permanently. 

So why is a fine layer of perspiration coating my skin? Why do I keep checking my makeup with the mirror app on my phone? Jeez, I'm acting like a lovestruck groupie...or Papi.

Shoving my phone in my pocket with a grunt of disgust, I head backstage toward the green room. I'll probably have a heart attack if Drax is there -- partly from seeing him again so soon after we practically humped in my dads' store, but also because I have a sneaking suspicion he's perpetually late. 

Yet another reason why nothing meaningful could ever develop between us. I have a pathological need to be early to everything. We're just too different. Maybe if I keep telling myself that, I'll eventually believe it and forget about the way his lips felt against mine, or how my mouth still burns from his rough whiskers, or how his hands caressed my butt like it was the most precious treasure he'd had the pleasure to touch.

Stop it!

I reach for the green room's door handle and pause. I had wondered what I would do if he was in there with the other members of Roadkill, but now I'm terrified that he's in there without them. By the surge of adrenaline that pumps into my system, I know I won't be able to resist him if he makes a move. Maybe it would be better to not take the chance. The last thing I need is for the rest of the band to walk in on us in a compromising position. Word would get around and eventually Harry would put my head on the chopping block.

Then I hear a noise from inside, and several voices laugh. I relax and poke my head in the room.

"Hi guys, I'm Lauren Raines from Harry Stephens Productions," I say brightly, quickly scanning the room for Drax. I pretend I'm not disappointed he hasn't shown up yet. "All good back here?"

"Sure thing, darlin'," says a stocky young guy in a black Metallica t-shirt that looks like its sleeves were chopped off with a chainsaw. I mentally scroll back through my research on the band and recognize him as Frank Swat, Roadkill's drummer.

There's nothing that irritates me more than a guy I don't know calling me 'sweetie', 'honey' or 'darling'. I smile sweetly but there's an edge to my voice. 

 "Sorry, you must have misheard me. My name's Lauren, not darlin'. Where's Drax?"

I catch myself holding my breath as they all look at each other. 

"Last time I saw him," says a younger guy whose hair is gelled up in crazy red-tipped black spikes, "he was talking to some hot little groupie outside the bus."

Huh. Whaddaya know. There apparently is something that irritates me more. Pure white jealousy flares through me at his words. My gut twists into knots, my nostrils flare and my fists clench. I try to tell myself it's no big deal, that Drax never promised me anything but I'm clearly trying to reason with an idiot.

"You're Jake Ward, right?" I ask. The lead guitarist. He grunts agreement. "Any idea where he might have gone?"

He shrugs and diddles on his unplugged guitar, twanging the strings aggressively. "I know where I'd take a tasty morsel like that. Nearest bar."

Did I mention I hate rockstars?

The bassist, Savory Fines -- what a name, am I right? -- is scrutinizing me pretty hard. His kohl-outlined eyes seem to be looking into me, where his bandmates are looking through me. "Why you looking for him, Lauren?"

He knows. I don't know how I know but I do. My heart beats a little faster but I smile brightly again to mask my anxiety. I need to get out of here, and fast. 

"Just want to be sure he makes it in time for the sound check, is all. Thanks, guys! Break a leg!"

I try not to slam the door but fail miserably as I nearly run down the hall toward the back entrance. I stop a hard-looking roadie who's rushing by on some important mission or another. If anyone knows the answer to my question, he will.

"Where's the nearest bar?"


The Squid and the Ink is located a few blocks from the amphitheater. It pretends to be an old-fashioned British-style pub but it's really just a dive bar for concert-goers and college students. I vaguely recall coming here once with friends during college, but I never returned. 

And I don't want to now, but something compels me forward. 'Something', that's rich. It's jealousy, pure and simple. I have to know if he's with another woman. 

I have no claim on him, I know that, but if he is with someone else, especially so soon after rocking my world with a freaking kiss, I'll know he's really just another two-timing, man-whore rockstar. I almost hope that's the case.

No, you don't, says a little voice inside my head that sounds suspiciously like Pepper. That's a lie. You want to marry him and have a thousand of his beautiful babies.

NO!

I really am pathetic. Taking a deep breath, I steel my nerves and push my way through the heavy wood door. It's dark inside so I pause to let my eyes adjust. The entryway smells of stale beer, piss and decades-old cigarette smoke. Doesn't matter that smoking in bars was banned nearly twenty years ago, that stink won't come out unless the owners tear the place down to the studs.

The alcove I'm in is somewhat hidden from the rest of the bar by a big, ugly ficus that's seen better days, so I take the opportunity to scan the place from relative obscurity. I can't see all the booths, but I have a full view of the bar itself, which is in the shape of a giant U. 

It's pretty crowded for being so early in the afternoon, but Drax is easy to pick out in a crowd. He's slumped over an empty highball glass on the far side of the bar, facing me but oblivious to my presence. Breath whooshes out of me in relief as I realize he's sitting alone. 

I'm suddenly aware I'm chewing on my thumbnail like it's Thanksgiving dinner. Shoving my hands behind my back, I stay hidden and watch. It's kind of creepy, I admit, but I can't quite bring myself to walk up to him yet.

I have to wonder what he's thinking about so hard. He's staring into his glass like the answers to all the world's questions can be found there. He's also swaying slightly, like maybe that wasn't his first drink. Oh, man, the last thing I need is for Drax to show up to the concert drunk. Maybe if I get him out of here now, we can pour enough water and Red Bull down his gullet to get him through the night.

I'm about to round the ficus and collect him when he lifts his eyes and looks right at me. I freeze, unable to move a muscle. Does he see me? I have no idea. The look on his face is blank but he keeps staring this way. I have no choice but to stare back.

Even at this distance, I can see sadness in his eyes. Something must really be troubling him if he's here getting drunk the day of a show. My heart lurches and I have this sudden and ridiculous urge to cradle his head to my chest and rock him like an injured child.

Then another thought occurs to me. He could very well be sitting there trying to figure out a kind way to let me down. He is leaving for the rest of his tour tomorrow, after all. A sweet fog of sorrow settles on me. It was inevitable, I suppose, but I was hoping to have one night with him. I'm torn between going to him and letting him think in peace. 

My decision comes in the form of a skin-tight pink Band Aid -- I mean, dress -- that sidles up next to him and drops a kiss on his cheek. His gaze drifts in her direction, then drops back to his empty glass. The Barbie-wannabe from the bookstore leans in and whispers something, to which he nods. Well, it's not so much a nod as a bob. He's definitely drunk.

And I'm definitely angry. Irate, even. A big, pissed-off part of me wants to storm over there and give him a piece of my mind -- and maybe a little of my knee, to boot. But if making out with a client isn't actually against the rules at Harry Stephens Productions, I'm guessing beating the living shit out of one is.

I'm literally choking on rage and humiliation but I finally listen to the pragmatic side of my brain and run out of the bar. I won't cry, I won't! 

Hatefire burns in my chest as I try to catch my breath around the corner, which I'm finding hard to do. I'm not sobbing -- yet -- but I can tell I'm on the edge of hyperventilating. Dad was always able to calm me down when I got overly upset as a kid and I think back to his words.

"Shhh, honeybear," he'd coo, rubbing big, soothing circles on my back. "You'll get through this. You're stronger than you know. Now let's take a breath and see how long we can hold it, okay?"

We would do that a few times and I would eventually relax, so I try it now. Just like when I was young, it takes a few breaths but I finally calm down enough to think straight.

The hatefire is still there, burning as hot as a bonfire, but now I'm not sure who it's directed at. The leggy blonde -- who is very clearly a big Drax fan now, if she wasn't earlier today -- can't be blamed. How could she have known about our little 'behind the scenes' makeout session? 

Drax himself is an asshat, that's a given. Just another typical rockstar, out to seduce every woman he can find. I've been around musicians enough to know this, though. He never promised me anything -- in fact, we barely said two words to each other. The 'proposal' on his headshot was just a joke. Kinda cruel, really, but still just a joke.

My stomach clenches around a grapefruit-sized ball of reality. The only person to blame in this scenario is me. I had a visceral physical attraction to Drax that was so overwhelming it left me believing there was more to 'us' than there ever could be. That's on me. I should have known better, but I let my heart to get wrapped up in the schoolgirl fantasy of falling for a rockstar. Or rather, him falling for me. 

Silly, Lauren.

That's okay, I decide. We're all allowed to have at least one unrequited crush, and I guess this is mine. It was fun for a few hours and now it's over, no big deal, no hard feelings. He's off doing his thing and I have a job to do. Which means going back in there and dragging his fine, firm ass to the theater, whether he likes it or not. No way am I going to mess up this job because my precious fee-fees were hurt.

And if it results in cock-blocking him, that's just a bonus.

Squaring my shoulders and taking a deep, soul-steeling breath, I round the corner. I'm just in time to see Barbie pouring Drax into the passenger seat of her -- I kid you not -- bubblegum-pink Beetle, then prancing around to the driver's side, her stilettos sparkling in the sun.

Before my brain can process what I'm seeing, the Beetle chirrs to life and speeds away. The last glimpse I have of Drax is of him dropping his head onto the woman's shoulder. The sweet little peck she gives his forehead brings up my lunch, right there on the sidewalk in front of the Squid and the Ink. 

Wonderful. 


"Where the fuck is that asshole?" 

No, that's not me, believe it or not. It's Roadkill's manager but, of course, I'm wondering the exact same thing. 

Marvin Harmony has quite the reputation in the industry. Even a lowly assistant knows that he's volatile, rude and downright brilliant. He's also a big man with crazy, grey, mad-scientist hair who won't hesitate to use his wild appearance to intimidate others. In other words, the complete antithesis of his ridiculous name. 

If it wasn't for him, Roadkill would still be playing at abandoned warehouses and random raves. Now they're selling out large venues and only gaining in popularity, and most of that's due to Marvin's savvy management. Bands across the country would kill for the chance to have him represent them, and they would probably wet themselves in ecstasy to know that he's thiiiiiis close to dumping Roadkill, creating a coveted vacancy in his client roster.

"Boys, I swear to God above and Satan below that, if he is so much as a minute late, you're all history. We've been together a long time, but I won't hesitate to cut you out. "

By my watch, Drax is a good six hours late already, but I know what he means. Roadkill is slated to start playing at ten, and the opening band has just started. That gives him less than two hours to make it here or his career -- the band's career -- is over.

My career, too. If Harry finds out I not only let Drax get drunk before the show, but also watched him run off with a groupie for some afternoon delight, I'll be shitcanned faster than I can say 'shitcan'. Which is, of course, why I'm really chowing down on all my fingernails. I don't even care. My stress level is in the stratosphere and it's only going up. 

"Marvin, relax," says Savory, trying to calm the raging beast. Over the last few hours, I've come to appreciate his level-headedness. Nothing seems to rattle him. Can't say the same for ol' Marv.

"Relax?! Save, I've taken just about all the shit from that little bastard that I can take."

"C'mon, you have to admit he hasn't been much trouble at all the last couple years. I can't remember the last time he was late, really late."

Marvin isn't having any of it. One eyebrow pops up, then his gaze slides over to me. I try to melt into the wall but he pins me with his glare. 

"Hey, you. What time did that prick finally show up to that thing this morning?"

My face burns so red that I don't need to answer.

"See?" Marvin spits, his arms flailing around madly. For a brief second, I'm grateful I took CPR because he looks like he's about to either have a heart attack or kill someone. Then Frank, the surly drummer, opens his big, fat mouth.

"It was only a stupid signing. He's never been late for anything important."

"Excuse me?!" I gasp. 

Why am I getting in the middle of this? I have no idea, but apparently my pride won't let that little snub slide on by.

"Girl, please," Frank snorts. "Are you really comparing a fucking autograph signing to a concert?"

"Of course not, but don't act like it's nothing, or worse than nothing." I stand a little taller to prove I'm no pushover. "Do you have any idea how much work goes into a 'stupid signing'?"

I use air quotes, to which Frank huffs and drops into the nearest chair, resigning himself to the fact that a lecture is on its way. Boy, is it ever!

"Let's pretend everything goes smoothly, that the record store you booked months earlier doesn't cancel at the last minute, forcing you to scramble to find another venue. Let's say you don't have to call in favors and promise to name your firstborn after the owner, regardless of the kid's gender. And never mind about rerouting shipments of head shots to the new place. Forget all that."

I take a breath and see that every member of Roadkill is actually paying attention to me. Marvin is, too, but he's got a knowing smirk plastered on his round face. The man may be a hotheaded snake, but he knows his business. 

I soldier on, ticking off on my fingers as many duties as I can remember off the top of my head. "You've got contracts that need signing, supplies to order, furniture to rent, signage to have made, advertising to buy, and a shitload of cranky fans to deal with as they wait around for their tardy hero. Some of those losers you call fans actually camped out on the sidewalk last night just to get the chance to meet Drax, if you can believe it. So don't go around acting like an autograph signing is nothing. I'll agree it's peanuts compared to organizing an actual concert, but it's still a helluva lot of work." 

I'd love to say that you can hear a pin drop when I finish my little speech, but it would be a lie, what with the opening act pounding out something that sounds only vaguely like music. Pretend that awful band isn't trying to break everyone's eardrums and the cliche holds true.

"Huh," grunts Jake, shaking his spiky-haired head. "I'm exhausted just hearing about it. You, darlin', deserve a beer."

Before I can object, or gripe that he called me 'darlin' again, he pulls two bottles of fancy microbrews from the bucket of ice sitting next to the hospitality buffet and tosses one to me. Cracking open the other, he grins. "Can't let a lady drink alone."

"Um, no, thanks." 

He shrugs when I set the bottle down and continues to chug the beer. Savory grabs a couple bottles of water from the same tub of slushy ice. I can't help noticing his sly glance at the wall clock -- 8:19 and counting. 

"You're right, Lauren. I'm sure Frank didn't mean to insult you. We all know how hard you worked today, and your ass is on the line here, too."

That's a little better, but it would have been more appropriate for Frank to say those words. Close enough. Only when he passes me one of the waters do I realize how dehydrated I am. Ranting is thirsty work, apparently.

"Guys," Savory continues, "I won't believe Drax got trashed this afternoon. I'm telling you, something's not right here."

How many times do I have to explain to these guys what I saw at the bar? 

"And I'm telling you, Savory, I know drunk when I see it, and Drax was almost falling down. If he hadn't had Little Miss New Boobs to hold onto, he would have."

I don't even try to hide the bitterness in my voice. I spot the look of pity in his eyes but no one else notices. He's still the only one who knows about my little...whatever it was with Drax. I flush, but not as much as I would have earlier in the day. I'm too stressed out and pissed off.

"Try his cell again," Marvin snaps at Savory. 

"Dude, I've called him fifty times already."

As if on cue, my phone chirps and I nearly jump right out of my skin-tight dress. Four sets of male eyes turn to me as I dig around in my cleavage to retrieve it. Not many other places to tuck it in this outfit.

Up until the moment I look at the screen, I think I can't get any more freaked out than I already am. But then I look at the screen. 

Harry Stephens.


My heart's about to crawl out of my throat and drag the contents of my stomach with it as I scurry out of the green room. Stupid me. It's ten times louder out here, but I couldn't face having this conversation with everyone listening. Besides, maybe it'll be so loud Harry will hang up. I'm not betting on it, though.

"Hi, Harry!" I say cheerfully, as if the world as I know it isn't about to end. He says something in response but I can't hear him. Plugging one ear, I duck my head -- as if it would really help with all this racket. My eardrums are going to start bleeding any second. 

"What?!" 

"I said, how's it going?" he screams into the phone.

I panic. I can't very well tell him the lead singer of the headlining band isn't here yet. What could he do about it anyway? He's all the way over in the city, and if the members of Roadkill can't find Drax, Harry certainly can't. But I hate lying. Obfuscation seems like the best option.

"Oh, um, yeah!"

"No," he shouts. "I asked how it's going over there."

"You bet!"

"No, Lauren. How...are...things?" He screams the words slowly, as if talking to a hearing-impaired child.

"Okay, you too! Gotta run!"

I click off before he can say anything else and slump back against the wall for support. I jump when the door slams open and Marvin stalks out. Savory follows him but stops when he sees me. Taking a swig from his water, he leans back next to me. We stand there in silence for a few moments, thinking and waiting.

"He told me about you, you know." 

He's staring straight ahead, speaking barely loud enough for me to hear. My phone chirps and I silence it. I can't talk to Harry again, not right now.

"Oh yeah?" 

I pretend not to care but an insane form of joy flares in my heart. Most of me is mad as hell, but somewhere buried deep inside is a little girl jumping around and clapping her hands because the cutest boy in school told his best friend he likes her. I wag my finger at the little girl and remind her that the boy went off to bang some stripper-wannabe. Boy, that shuts her up!

"Oh yeah," Savory is saying. "No details, of course -- Drax is nothing if not a gentleman."

I snort in response. "Yeah, some gentleman."

He concedes my point with a shrug. "Well, I can't argue. But I have to tell you, Lauren, he never talks about girls. Last time he opened up about someone, they dated for three years."

I glance up at him and he looks earnest enough. Why would he be feeding me a line of shit, anyway? Drax wasn't just screwing with my job, he was leaving his bandmates and about 8,000 fans in the lurch. At this moment in time, Savory owed him nothing.

I shake my head. "Doesn't matter. He made his choice. I'm fine with it. Really."

Savory frowns, then nods. "Fair enough. But I'm not lying, Lauren. This isn't like him, I swear. In the ten years we've been playing together, he's never once missed a gig. Even at his worst."

I give him a dark look, pretending that I'm not curious about the last comment.

"Okay, he's been late a few times, but he's never just blown off a concert. Not ever. His parents may not have expected him to go into this line of work, but they drilled a rock-solid work ethic into that boy. He'll be here."

"And if he doesn't show? What then? Besides me losing any hope of actually having a career in the music industry, and you losing one of the country's best managers, of course."

Savory takes another swig of water and shakes his head. "No idea. I honestly hope it doesn't come to that, but if it does, we'll figure it out."

My mind boggles at how Zen he is about this impending disaster. I'm practically crawling out of my own skin. "How can you be so calm?"

He smiles wistfully into the rafters overhead. "Guess I've just been through so much shit in my life that a canceled concert doesn't even register on the Shit Richter Scale. This too shall pass, and all that happy crap. But I'm probably not as laid back as you think."

"Really?"

A knot inexplicably forms in my stomach at his somber nod. 

"If his bike wasn't locked up in the bus, I'd be worried he got in a wreck or something."

My body reacts reflexively to the mere suggestion of Drax being hurt...or worse. Goose bumps break out on top of goose bumps and all worries about losing my job evaporate. Was it possible?

"You're sure? About the bike being locked up?"

"Yup, double-checked it again about twenty minutes ago. Just before Marvin went postal."

I shake away the worry befuddling my brain. The asshole is off getting laid and I'm standing here in a cold sweat, concerned about his safety. Fuck that! I temper my response, though. No sense insulting Savory's friend. He seems genuinely concerned.

"I'm sure he's just off having some fun and lost track of time," I say, the words like glass in my mouth. All damn day, I'd imagined that I would be the one he was off having fun with. What a fool.

Savory sniffs a little laugh and shakes his head.

"What's so funny?"

"Nothing. It's just..." He looks over at me. "What you just said? About him being off having fun? I was going to say 'I hope so' but I honestly don't."

"Why?" I'm so completely confused right now. I thought Savory and Drax were best buds. I thought a cancelled concert was no big thing for him.

A sad smile plays at the corner of his mouth. "Because if that's what he's doing, he really fucked up."

"Yeah, the press is really going to eat this up."

"Psh," he chuffs, shaking his head as if I just don't get it. "That's not what I meant."

I'm as clueless as ever and losing what little patience I have left. "What are you talking about then?"

"You, Lauren. I'm talking about you."


"Well, that's the last hospital in the area," Savory says, punching off his phone. "Lauren, any luck with the cops?"

I've been on hold for ten minutes, waiting for someone to help me. I'm about to answer Savory when a bored female voice comes on the line. I hold my finger up as I listen. 

"What was the name again?"

"His legal name is Draymond Maxwell but he also goes by Drax."

I hear tapping. "Nope, he hasn't been booked in the last twenty-four hours."

"Okay, than--" She hangs up on me before I can finish thanking her. The rudeness doesn't even register on my radar. Every nerve in my body has been shredded over and over again today. I'm numb.

"Anyone try the morgue?" Jake is diddling on his guitar again, using an empty beer bottle as a slide. His tone doesn't suggest even a hint of concern for his bandmate but maybe the six beers he's had in the last two hours have dulled his senses.

"Wow," I breathe, amazed at his callousness. But I search on my phone for the number and call it anyway. My stomach is in knots dialing the number and I can feel myself blanching when I imagine the worst news.

After Savory told me I was the best thing to ever, kinda, possibly, maybe happen to Drax, I laughed him off. I mean, come on. How ridiculous is that? I'd had more conversations with Savory than Drax. How was it possible anyone could know so quickly that we'd be good together?

But I can't deny, as stupid as it sounds, the idea made me glow a little inside. And now I was calling police stations and morgues trying to locate his body. 

Fun times.

"No one matching that description, ma'am. Hope you find him." I let out the breath I'd been holding and nearly laugh with relief. But this situation is far from funny.

Savory meets my eyes, dread finally registering in them. For all his talk earlier, I can see it all over his face that he's worried, and not just about Drax's safety. Marvin has been an absolute ass for the last two hours, popping his head in every fifteen minutes to let everyone know how much time they have left before they're set adrift without a lifeline in the vacuum of the music industry. 

Oh, and here he is again, right on time. "Five more minutes, kids," he trills, a wicked grin making him look even crazier than before. Thank God he leaves.

I glance at the wall clock -- 9:55. There's absolutely no way Drax can make it on stage in time to make Marvin's deadline, even if he walks in right now. We're all screwed.

"Guess I better go let the facility manager know it's official." It's the second to last thing I want to do. The last is what I have to do right after that: Call Harry.

I leave Savory and Jake in the green room and go off in search of the facility manager. Nice enough guy but he wasn't very happy when I told him earlier that we might have to issue about 8,000 refunds. Not that he won't get what he's owed -- it's not his fault the show has to be canceled -- but it's a major hassle, and his employees will be the ones to field most of the irate complaints. 

The opening band was instructed to go long, and they're still screeching away out on stage, but everyone backstage looks like they're watching a funeral. In a way, they probably are. 

Roadkill was the horse to beat in the 'up and coming' ranks, but this kind of screw up is likely to do more than simply hobble them. If word gets around they're unreliable and hard to work with -- a threat Marvin's made plenty of times tonight -- the band will be blackballed entirely. They'll be lucky to do bar mitzvahs and high school dances.

I'm sick to my stomach, and all I really want to do is curl up in my bed and cry myself to sleep, but I still have work to do. So what if I won't have a job for too much longer? I'm not going to slack off my responsibilities because of a little thing like unemployment. If anything, my impending departure from Harry Stephens Productions makes me want to finish this thing as professionally as possible. 

I find the facility manager in a shadowy corner sipping from a flask. He takes the news well and only stumbles a little on his way to warn his security people. The opening act finishes and the crowd erupts. They're salivating in anticipation of seeing Roadkill live, and I wonder what they'll do when they hear the news.

"Boy, I feel sorry for the poor chump who has to break it to them," I mumble as I head back to the green room, but a noise stops me. It's hard to hear over the crowd chanting "Roadkill! Roadkill! Roadkill!" but I think I hear someone saying Drax's name from nearby.

I lean in close to a thick black curtain. Frank Swat, the drummer, is on the other side talking to someone. Why on earth would anyone come out here to make a phone call? Assuming they wanted to hear the person on the other end of the line, that is. I can't stop myself from listening in.

Yeah, I know. I'm too nosy for my own damn good. Sue me.

"No, I swear. Friday after the show." Long pause. "Man, I can't. Thanks to that dickmunch, we won't get a dime from this stop. I need a little more--" Another long pause. When he speaks again, I can barely hear him but there's no hiding the fear in his voice. "Yeah, got it."


"So long, fellas," Marvin Harmony shouts into the green room. "Good luck with your careers. You're gonna need it!"

I hid behind the curtain, waiting for Frank to leave, and lucky me, I'm just in time to see Marvin's grand exit. He spins around and spots me walking up. His hair is wilder than ever but he has an almost gleeful look on his haggard face. 

"Ah, you." He hasn't once used my name. "You better get to it."

"Get to what?" As seems to be my habit today -- most days, if I'm being really honest -- I'm clueless. All I have left to do is call Harry so he can fire me. But Marvin is looking at me like I'm the town idiot. He's probably not wrong. Then he bursts out laughing. 

I'm starting to get pretty pissed off. This buffoon bullies everyone, and now he's standing there pointing a finger at me and really yukking it up. 

I move to walk past him -- in a huff, of course -- but he grabs my arm to stop me. All humor has left his eyes, replaced with a glint as cold as frozen steel. His teeth peel back in a frightening grin. 

"My darling girl, there are 8,000 souls out there waiting for the famous Drax to come out and delight them."

"So?" I really try my hardest to sound indifferent, but I have a sinking feeling in my stomach. This isn't going to end well for me.

"So...someone needs to tell them. And that someone, my dear, is you. Ta ta!"

And with that, he leaves me standing in his wake, trying to make sense of the insane words that came out of his stupid mouth. I must have misheard. He's just trying to wind me up. I can't deny it's working.

I take a step toward the green room and then the full weight of it all crashes down on me. I understand. He's right. I'm the promoter. Not really, but for all intents and purposes. No one at the venue introduces shows, unless they're specifically hired for that purpose. I want to say it's Marvin's duty but, beside the fact he just slammed out the back door, I know in my heart it's not.

 It's my job. My job to tell an enormous crowd of angry teenage boys that the concert's cancelled. Go on home and kiss your mommies goodnight, kids. See ya, wouldn't wanna be ya!

At this very moment, there's no one else in the world I wouldn't rather be than me. I stagger into the green room, and Savory rushes over to catch me before I collapse. 

"What's wrong? Have you heard any news?"

I shake my head and try to speak but all the moisture in my mouth has evaporated. Finally, I'm able to croak out, "I have to tell them all..."

Understanding settles on his face. He grimaces and looks to his bandmates, who shrug. Jake pours something amber into a big shot glass and passes it to me with a sympathetic look. My hand is trembling as I take it and some of the contents slosh down the sides, making the glass slippery. 

I gaze into the liquid, looking for answers. I know they're not in there but it certainly can't hurt to steel my nerves. I toss it back and coughs wrack my body. I'm not used to the hard stuff. In fact, I rarely drink more than a glass of wine, if that. But a warmth spreads through me and I know I can do this thing. 

I think.

"Short and sweet," Frank advises as I ghost past in a daze. My heart is beating so fast I think it's lapped itself, and my skin is slick with sweat. Somewhere in the deep recesses of what's left of my mind, I send up a little thanks for remembering my deodorant this morning. 

Dozens of eyes follow my progress to the stage, I can feel them on me like annoying bugs. I want to glare them all down, but it's all I can do to keep my feet moving forward. And then I'm standing to the side of the stage. 

I'm in the dark but the stage itself has lights as bright as a million suns shining down on it. At the edge of light, I can see ecstatic faces chanting "Drax! Drax! Drax!" A mosh pit has formed at the front and I see a young woman dive into the thick of it. The crowd lifts her stiff body above their heads and starts passing her along, hands groping various body parts.

They're animals!

I back away. I can't do it. How could I ever think I might be able to? I hate public speaking. Just thinking about it makes me want to yak all over, which I'm very close to doing at the moment. I glance behind me to find an escape route only to see a wall of scowling roadies with their arms crossed. They're not going to let me by. The only place I can go is forward, into the mouth of hell.

I look out at the stage again. How can Drax go out there night after night? The hatefire flares up again deep in my chest. This is all his fault. I wouldn't have to do this if it wasn't for him. If he's not in a hospital somewhere, he will be if I ever see him again.

The deep breath I take does nothing to calm my nerves, but I can't put it off any longer. I walk out to the microphone at center stage, my legs wobbling like Jello the entire way, and blow into it to make sure it's on. Feedback screeches through the amphitheater, bouncing off the walls. The crowd quiets and 8,000 sets of eyes focus on me. 

On me!

"Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention!"


Jake hands me a jar of peanut butter and tries not to snicker. Never in a million years would I have guessed this day would end with me sitting on the crazy-chaotic loading dock of the theater trying to get gum out of my hair. 

Needless to say, the crowd didn't take the news well. Thank God spit doesn't seem to travel as far as gum or I'd be drenched. I'm just lucky none of the shoes managed to hit me. That would have hurt. Seriously, I'm pretty sure this day couldn't get much worse.

Oh wait. Is that Harry tearing up in his Caddy? Yeah, I think it's about to get a whole lot worse.

He screeches to a halt right in front of me. Even through the glare from the loading dock's bright lights reflecting off his windshield, I can see that his round face is bright red and his eyes are bulging with what I'm gonna guess is, um, rage. Perfect.

He starts screaming the instant his door is open and just gets more irate as he storms onto the dock, heedless of the hustle and bustle going on around him. He's got a good fifty pounds on the chubbiest roadie, and they wisely give him a wide berth.

"What the hell did you do, Lauren? For the life of me, I can't figure out how you screwed this up! Everything was set up and perfectly planned. What the ever-living fuck?!"

I scramble to my feet to face him, to face my punishment. I know what's coming so I'm not worried or anything, but getting yelled at is never fun. Especially then the yeller is looming over you like a giant grizzly, massive maw gaping in an eternal howl of anger. The only thing I can really do at this point is maintain my dignity and accept my termination with as much grace as I can muster. Not an easy thing to do with a big wad of Hubba Bubba stuck in your hair.

"Harry--" 

He cuts me off. "Don't even speak my name, you useless pile of human garbage. You had one job. One! Get that piece of shit musician to the venue. That's it! And yet it was somehow beyond your abilities. Tell me, Miss Raines, how is that even possible? Explain it to me because I really want to know."

Uh oh, he was calling me Miss Raines. That's never good. 

"We had a couple hours between the signing and the sound check, Harry. I didn't know I was supposed to stick to him like glue. When I got here, he...wasn't."

"Did you even bother to go looking for him? God, tell me you did at least that!"

"Um, yeah...I...uh..."

Oh boy. How am I supposed to tell him that I found Drax drunk in a bar and ran out because I have a stupid schoolgirl crush on a rockstar? Then I stood there like an idiot as he climbed into a car with the Groupie du Jour? The memory of it chokes me up, even now, after all that's happened. 

"She did but she was too late." There's a hard edge to Savory's voice as he stands next to me and crosses his arms, as if to say, 'Back off, asshole.' "He was already driving off when she spotted him. We tried to call him about a thousand times but no joy."

"Fuckin' musicians," Harry mumbles as he drags a hand through his prematurely graying hair. "Whatever. I can't have this. Does your teeny, tiny brain have the slightest inkling of a clue how bad this is?"

Now he's just dragging it out. But I'm determined to maintain my composure. "I do, Harry. And if there's anything I can do--"

"Do? I think you've done enough for one day. Now I've got to do damage control, and that's after working my ass off at that stupid revival. I want you gone. I'll have your last check and personals messengered over tomorrow. Get out of here and never let me see your stupid, incompetent face again."

My ex-boss spins around and stalks into the facility, dodging busy roadies and giant equipment cases, and I'm standing here trying not to cry. Heck, I knew this was coming. I was completely prepared to get chewed up and spit out like a gristly piece of meat. But now that it's happened, my emotions threaten to overwhelm my noble intentions.

"Wow, he's an ass," observes Savory. "And you wanted to work for him?"

I shrug but don't speak. No way can I trust my voice right now. Instead I turn away and slather more peanut butter on my hair. At least I can keep my head ducked so no one can see the tears in my eyes. And the ruckus of truck engines and clattering equipment dollies will cover any choking sobs that come my way.

I want to tell him that working for Harry was only supposed to be a stepping stone to bigger and better things. Michelle was always wonderful to me, and she even sent me an email after she left to keep in touch. I was hoping to get some experience with Harry before applying at her national firm. Guess that plan's shot to hell. No one's going to hire me without references, and I'm guessing Harry wouldn't give me a glowing one.

"Wanna move your sweet ass, honey?" 

I glance up to see a big, barrel-chested guy bearing down on me with a huge black rolling case. Standing around moping on a busy loading dock after the cancellation of a concert probably isn't the best idea ever. 

I jump out of the way and stumble, the low heel of my boot slipping off the edge of the dock. You know how people say something happened to them in slow-motion? Yeah, I always thought it was a line of B.S., too, but then I start falling backward and everything slows to half-speed. 

The first thing that happens is the open jar of peanut butter flies out of my hand as my arms windmill in circles to maintain my balance. I pray no one is filming this because I know I look just like Wile E. Coyote as I flail around and try to stay upright. 

The next thing that happens is that my foot slips off the platform completely and I know I'm going over. Is there equipment down there? I hope I don't break any bones. Where's my insurance card? Speaking of cards, Pepper's birthday is coming up and I need to buy her a card. Funny how your brain works when death and dismemberment are imminent.

The last thing that happens is I hit the ground. Somewhere in my brain, I register surprise that it's a lot softer than I thought it would be, and lumpier, too, but then all the air gets knocked out of my lungs and the world goes hot white. The only thing that matters is breathing and that ain't happening.

I think I hear shouts as I wheeze and struggle to catch my breath. A tiny wisp of air finally trickles in and my eyes pop open with surprise that I might not suffocate after all. 

There's nothing at first, just fuzzy shapes moving around, but then a few things start to sharpen. Faces, I think. Then one swims into focus, leaning close into mine, ice blue eyes piercing through the panic enough for me to recognize him. I use up all my air to greet him.

"Asshole."


By the time I can breathe semi-normally again, a crowd has gathered around me. Drax is still leaning over me, and smiles when I blink up at him.

"Welcome back to the world of the living dead, Lola."

His voice wraps around me like a warm blanket on a chilly night. It reverberates down to my toes and, even in my dizzy state, does things to me. Things I don't want done to me. Not now, and certainly not by him.

He does help me to sit up, though, and I'm more than a little grateful as the world tips and spins around me. But a few more blinks and everything settles down. 

"Ma'am, can you hear me?"

Now there's a cop hovering over me. What the heck? I could see calling an ambulance but the police? I cough out a 'yes'.

"Did you hit your head? Does anything feel broken? That was quite a nasty spill you took."

I groan as I flex all my body parts to see if everything is intact. It is.

"No, just got the wind knocked out of me. I'm okay. Wha--what happened?" 

"You fell, don't you remember?"

Drax's big warm hand is rubbing circles on my back, just like Dad used to do when I was a kid. It's so comforting but confusing at the same time. Why is he even touching me? God, I hope he doesn't stop. No!

"I remember," I say, shrugging his hand off my back and turning to him. "What I want to know is what the hell happened to you?"

He doesn't look so good, like he's really hungover. I'm sure he is, considering how drunk he was this afternoon. But he doesn't look ashamed at all. It seems he could at least be a little sorry for getting me fired and losing the band's manager. Not to mention pissing off their fans. If anything, he looks angry. Exhausted, sick and angry.

"It's a long story..." he starts, but I'm not letting this asshat off the hook so easy.

"I have nothing but time now. Explain away." I tilt my chin up defiantly and cross my arms. Hopefully he doesn't laugh at the way I'm sort of swaying around. I'm trying to be stern here!

He sighs and glances up at the cops. "There's this woman, Kayla, who's been following us on this tour. She was even at the signing this morning. You might have noticed her. She doesn't really look like one of our typical fans. Sorta like a flamingo in a murder of crows."

He tries a smile on me but quickly sees it's not going to get him very far and continues. "When I got here after the signing, she was waiting at the bus."

"That pink girl?" Jake asks. "Man, she's hot."

"And psycho," Frank adds. Jake shrugs his ambivalence.

"That's the one. So she begs me to have a drink with her and, honestly, I was a little worried she was gonna cause trouble, so I agreed. One drink, then I was gonna ditch her. We walked over to that bar down the street and the next thing I know, I'm waking up in some random hotel room."

"Doesn't surprise me you blacked out," I say as I try to stand. Four sets of big hands help me up but I manage pretty well. "I saw you leave the bar and you were trashed. Totally snockered."

One of the cops steps up, flipping open a notebook. "You saw him leave, ma'am? Tell us what you saw."

Really? Is this for real? The cop is scribbling away like it somehow matters. But I tell him anyway, and when I'm done, he asks, "Can you remember the license plate of the car?"

"Yeah, I'm pretty sure that will haunt me forever. Sparkles."

"Excuse me?"

"Sparkles. It was a California plate that read 'sparkles'. Why?"

"Because the woman driving that car is suspected of drugging and kidnapping Mr. Maxwell here, and you're the only witness."

You know how I compared myself to Wile E. Coyote earlier? Well, now I feel like every cartoon character ever drawn whose jaw drops to the floor. I'm completely dumbfounded. All I can do is gape at Drax.

"Really, man?" Jake asks. "That's what happened to you?"

Drax grimaces. "I guess. I wasn't drunk, that much I know. She must have roofied me when I wasn't looking."

Frank scratches his head. "I don't get it, bro. I mean, it's not like she could, ya know, do stuff to ya if you're passed out."

"I dunno. When I came to, she was gone. I was fully clothed and nothing was missing from my wallet. Called the cops right away, though. Been at the hospital for hours getting blood drawn and evaluated. Checked myself out against their recommendation so I could get down here."

"Why didn't you call one of us, too?" Savory asks. I'm wondering the same thing.

"Left my phone on the bus and I was too groggy to remember any numbers. Never have to. Just have to punch a button and it calls you." It's the truth. If the cop were to ask for my best friend's number, I'd have to think pretty hard. "Besides, I couldn't have gone on anyway. I'm just starting to feel normal again."

Savory slaps a hand on Drax's shoulder and gives him a grimace. "Marvin's gone." 

Drax nods at the news. "He always hated me. Probably glad for the excuse to dump us. Sorry, guys."

They all shrug but I know they're worried. A rock band without a manager is basically dead in the water. I don't know much of anything but I know that much. 

Then Drax turns his gaze on me, and it's like the first time I saw him. I want to attribute my suddenly weak knees to the fall but I know better. It's him. It's always him.

"I'm just glad I got here in time to break your fall." 

That was him?

"That was you?"

"Yup. Just wish I'd had about five more seconds and I could have caught you. How bad-ass would that have been?"

"Did I hurt you?" I'm not a tiny wisp of a thing and my full weight hurtling off a four-foot loading dock is bound to do some damage.

He laughs. "Are you kidding me? A little thing like you? Woman, I could break your fall a hundred times a day and still be able to fling you over my shoulder and carry you to the back bedroom of that bus."

I flush at the suggestion and heat suffuses every nook and cranny. Especially the nooks and crannies.

"You know Lauren lost her job over this." 

I shoot a dark look at Savory. Mind your own beeswax, that look says.

Storm clouds flash across Drax's face. "What the hell? It's not her fault! Where's Harry? I wanna talk to Harry!"

He's getting riled up, which can't be good for someone who's recovering from being drugged. "No, it's done. He's a jerk anyway, right, Save?"

Savory agrees. "Totally. She shouldn't be working for someone like him." He pauses a beat, then ads, "Should she, Drax?"

My gaze bounces between the two men as they have a silent conversation with their eyes. I'm not liking this one teensy bit. My spidey-senses are tingling, and not in the fun way.

After an eternity of meaningful looks, an evil grin forms on Drax's perfect lips. "I couldn't agree more. And isn't it convenient that we find ourselves without a manager? Lauren, how would you like to join our team?"

What on earth is he talking about? "I think the roofies made you loopy. I don't know the first thing about managing a band."

"It would just be temporary, till we find a permanent replacement. Besides, you didn't know anything about producing a rock show this morning."

"And look how well that turned out!" Then something clicks in my head. "Wait, how did you know that?"

His evil grin turns even more evil. "I have my sources. Now whaddaya say? We gotta get on the road if we're gonna make the Vegas show, and we need to make that show. You in or are you out?"

I'm floored. One of the hottest bands on the west coast is asking me to be their manager. Anyone else in my position would jump at the chance, but I'm not so sure. I can't just hop on the bus and leave town without saying goodbye to my dads, can I? Papi would probably wail for a week. Pepper would understand, probably encourage it, but still...

Drax's smile softens. Taking my hand in his, he pulls me into his arms. Right there in front of God, the band and every roadie in town! The weirdest part is that it feels like coming home. I sigh and rest my cheek on his chest.

"Come on, Lola," he whispers into the top of my head, just loud enough for me to hear. "What do you have to lose?"

Oh, maybe just a little thing called my heart, but how can I say no? Especially when every cell in my body is screaming DO IT!

At my nod, he squeezes me tighter and buries his face in my hair.

"Lola?"

"Hmm?" I reply, deliriously happy.

"Why do you smell like peanut butter?"


































Rock With You




What the hell am I doing? This isn't like me. I'm the girl who started preparing my college applications when I was a freshman, not the one who went to wild parties and made out with the star quarterback. I'm the dependable one. The one who thinks everything through before committing. So how in the world did I end up on Roadkill's tour bus headed for Vegas and why am I so excited about it?

Holy crap, I still can't believe this is happening to me. It's like a whirlwind picked me up from my dads' record store and plopped me down in the lap of a scorching hot rocker. Tough life, right?

Okay, so I'm not really in his lap, but Draymond 'Drax' Maxwell is without a doubt the sexiest man I've ever met in real life, probably the sexiest man that ever walked the planet, and I'm cuddled up next to him on the band's bus and he has his arm draped over my shoulders. I need to say that again just to make sure it's real: He has his arm draped over my shoulders!

Sigh...

I suddenly have a newfound appreciation for those girls who made out with the quarterback.

"You're gonna love Vegas, Lola," Drax says, his fingers tracing tiny circles on my arm that make all my bits tighten. "I plan on showing you a very good time."

My skin heats up at the insinuation, especially since he says it right in front of his bandmates, but it doesn't make me want him any less. I hardly know the man but the attraction between us is an inferno. The one kiss we've shared was the most intense experience of my life -- sexual or otherwise -- and I'm desperate to discover what making love to him is like. 

Of course, it's been so long I'm a little worried I'll forget where everything goes. When I called Pepper just before boarding Roadkill's bus, she laughed at my fears. 

"Lo, you'll be fine, trust me. Just take notes for me, m'kay?" 

I hope she's right. Not about the notes part, but the other thing.

"Drax, why do you call her Lola?" asks Savory, the bass player and, from what I can tell, Drax's best friend. "You know her name is Lauren, right?"

Jake, the guitar player, bursts out into drunken laughter, his red-tipped spikes bobbing merrily. He started drinking beer way early and really doubled down after the concert was cancelled.

"Yeah, like dat time in Shheattle. Man, dat chick was piiiiished!"

I don't know these guys very well, but even for for metal-head rockers, that kind of comment seems crass. I'm probably just being a delicate flower or something. But then Drax leans across the tiny aisle and snatches Jake's half-empty bottle from his lax fingers, so maybe it wasn't just me being sensitive.

"I think that's enough for you, my friend. We've got a show tomorrow, remember?"

Jake looks like he's going to argue but then leans back into the black leather couch and drifts off into oblivion. Frank has a beer, too, but he's not wasted like Jake. He looks pretty surly, though. More surly than usual, that is. Boy, I need to get a handle on these guys if I'm going to be their manager, temporary though it might be.

"Her dads call her Lola," Drax explains to Savory. "I think it suits her, don't you?"

Frank spits out a mouthful of beer. "Her dads?"

I can feel Drax's body stiffening and I can't deny that the 'knight in shining armor' thing is mighty attractive, but I've been fighting this battle my entire life. No need for anyone to get mad. 

"Yup, I have two fantastic dads who are married and live in the gayest part of San Francisco. Like, they could not be any gayer if they tried. I love them for it, and for raising me to be a smart, caring and strong woman."

Frank looks thoughtful for a second, then nods in acceptance. "Cool. Where's your mom?"

Dammit. I should have known that was coming next, but I've spent so much of my life trying to not think about her, that it always takes me off-guard. "Um, she wasn't really a part of my life."

"Oh, was she a surrogate? Cuz I've heard that's a thing."

I smile uneasily, not at all comfortable with the direction the conversation is taking but I also don't want to make a big deal of it. "Nope, I happened the old-fashioned way. But no one wants to talk about their parents having sex, am I right? Besides, she's dead. Now tell me about this gig in Las Vegas."

Savory, bless his heart, takes the hint and pulls out his iPad, rattling off the details of tomorrow night's -- actually, it's closing in on two in the morning, so that should be tonight's -- concert. It's at one of the most popular concert venues in town and will be quite a feather in the band's cap. It's not a casino, but a 4,500-seat hot spot on The Strip is nothing to sneeze at. 

"Wow, that's quite a coup to get booked there," I say. "I'm no expert, but doesn't that place mainly book big names?"

"You saying we're not good enough?" Drax asks. Oh man, I've really put my foot in it now!

"No, I just...um...I mean, I didn't think you...I just didn't realize you were so popular." 

Lame. So lame! My cheeks burn with embarrassment. They really should kick me off the bus right now. I don't even like heavy metal. Some manager I'll make.

He squeezes me into his side and chuckles. "Chill, I'm just teasing you a little. Actually, we're not that popular...yet. There'll be three other bands, and we're opening the show."

"Oh. But still, that's a good gig, right?" I feel like an idiot asking, but I really don't have a clue. Plus, I'm still embarrassed by my blunder. "I'm sorry, are you guys sure you want me handling this till you find someone qualified?"

Savory smiles and passes the tablet my way. "Dude, chill. Here are all the details. It's all set up. You just need to make sure we show up on time."

"Easier said than done," I snort, poking a finger into Drax's side. He jumps, then growls at me. I swear, he growls. The sound reverberates through my body and the fiery look he's giving me sends shivers of anticipation straight to my core.

"Not gonna be a problem," he says without taking his ice blue eyes off my lips. My nipples pucker in response. "I don't plan to let her out of the back room till it's time to go onstage. In fact, if you boys will excuse us...and even if you won't."

Grabbing my hand, he drags me upright into his arms. "Ready for bed?"


As far as band busses go, this one isn't huge, but it's pretty comfy. The main living area is certainly better furnished than my college apartment ever was, what with the black leather couches and overstuffed chairs. There are two tiny bunks with black-out curtains built into one side directly across from what I'm guessing is the bathroom. 

But all of this barely registers as Drax ushers me toward the back bedroom. He's behind me, arms wrapped around my waist, nuzzling my neck and walking me forward. Every stride results in my backside bumping into his frontside, which grows more...bumpy with each step, not to mention every jostle from the moving bus. 

I should be exhausted after the day I've had but I could not be more awake. At first I think I'm still dizzy from my fall from the loading dock, but then I realize I'm quite literally delirious with desire.

Boy, it has been a long time.

Before he even gets the flimsy accordion door all the way closed behind us, he's slowly unzipping my form-fitting dress. I want to spin around, hike the stretchy blue fabric up to my waist and ride him like a pony, but he seems intent on taking his time. 

One hand reaches up and brushes my soft brown curls over my shoulder, exposing my neck, while the other slowly -- so painfully slowly -- inches the zipper down a tiny bit at a time. The tips of his fingers tickle the sensitive skin of my back but I'm paying more attention to his lips, which are brushing down my neck. 

Oh God.

I try to turn in his arms but he won't let me. "What's your hurry, Lola?" he whispers in my ear before continuing his slow progress. I can hear the smile in his voice and I melt a little.

He's torturing me. I've figured it out. Everything that happened tonight was all part an elaborate plan to lure me back here to torment me and make me lose my mind. Ah, what sweet, sweet agony. The only thing I can do is concentrate on my breathing and try not to vibrate out of my own skin.

Cool air whispers across the length of my back and I know my zipper is all the way down, yet my stupid dress is still on. I sigh in frustration and anticipation.

"Shh," he breathes as his lips follow the path of my zipper. I sigh again in response, this time out of delight.

The fingers of his left hand gently push the fabric down my shoulder, and I swear I can feel the callouses on his fingertips from years of guitar playing. My senses are so heightened that I'm pretty sure I could feel the breeze from a gnat flying by.

My hands itch to touch him, to do something, but I don't realize they're clenching open and closed until the fingers of one of his big paws intertwines with mine. I can't remember the last time a man held my hand and my gaze is transfixed by the sight. 

Something wells up inside me, something unexpected and a little frightening. Fury. Not anger, but my entire being feels as if it's turned into a tornado, a whirling vortex of hope and fear and love and hate and...well, pretty much every emotion humans feel.

Every caress only makes the cyclone inside me more powerful, more terrifying, threatening to spin out of control. I can't just stand here any longer. Turning in his arms, I'm determined to ravage Drax, right here, right now. Enough of this sweet seduction stuff. I need it. I need him.

Now.

But when my eyes find his, I freeze. His cool blue irises bely the fire dancing in them. His upper lip is curled like an animal about to attack. I'm the prey and, like a deer caught in headlights, I'm powerless to move.

Somewhere in my consciousness, I feel the palm of his hand brush my cheek before burying itself in my thick curls but it's taking all my willpower to continue sucking air into my lungs. It was never like this with my ex, Taggart, not even close. What's happening now is like a rocket launch compared to Taggart's sad little sparkler.

Drax dips his head and my eyelids drop in anticipation. Only then, when the tractor beam of his gaze is broken, do I regain my senses. And, oh boy, are they awesome!

The heat from his breath warms my lips a fraction of a second before they press against mine, softly at first but with increasing intensity. Our tongues greet each other like old lovers, teasing and dancing together as if they'd been waiting for this moment forever. I dunno, maybe they have.

Don't be stupid. This is nothing more than a one-night stand. Two, at best. The whisper in the far recesses of my insecure brain tries to push forward and say more but I punch it in the ovaries and send it running into the black. No more thinking tonight. I'm right where I want to be at this very moment and I couldn't be happier. Pepper would be so proud.

Drax's hands are skimming my arms, tugging the dress down as they go, until my ample breasts bounce free from the restraining fabric. I gasp at the cool air on my overheated skin and thank the universe that I opted for no bra this morning. When his warm hands cup me, I moan, heedless of his bandmates just a few feet away. 

I'm too busy kissing him to look down but it feels like his thumbs are teasing my nipples into hard peaks. God knows I don't want him to stop so I shimmy the rest of the way out of the dress on my own, kicking it into a corner of the tiny room. Thank goodness I took my boots off after we boarded the bus, because that would have been quite the gymnastics feat.

I'm already off-balance from the way Drax makes my head spin, so when the bus lurches,  I fall backward onto the bed. Drax tries to catch me, which throws him off balance, too, and he lands right on top of me. Right where I wanted him to be, eventually, but maybe under more romantic circumstances. We both burst out laughing. 

"You okay?" he snorts, though I can see he's searching my face for any trace of pain. I'm really cracking up -- seriously, it's been a crazy day and I think all that tension is coming out as great big guffaws -- so I can only nod. 

"Good," he says, his tone changing to something more dangerous. "Because you're right where I want you."

The laughter dies on my lips as he shifts the length of his body down mine, inch by inch, until his mouth wraps around one of my diamond-hard peaks. "Ah!" I cry out, digging a stocking-clad heel into the small of his back.

Drax doesn't linger, though I wish he would. He could do that all damn day and I would never get tired of it. But I'm guessing he has other tricks up his sleeve and I salivate wondering what they might be.

As if I don't know already.

His big hands skim my curves from top to bottom while his tongue leaves a shimmering trail down to my belly button. Damn, I had no idea how sensitive it was. Maybe not so much as other parts of me, but those parts tighten up in response.

I think he's going to continue working his way south, but he doesn't. Instead, he stands so he's between my legs, which are dangling off the edge of the bed. I'm sprawled out before him, completely exposed except for a very tiny black thong and my thigh-high stockings. It's strange but I'm not at all uncomfortable by his hungry stare. I'm his to do with as he wishes. Maybe one-night stands aren't so bad after all.

He drinks in the smorgasbord laid out before him, but he can't seem to get enough. Tucking a hand under one leg, he slides it down the underside until he has a firm grip on my ankle, then he deftly flips me over on my tummy.

"Fuck me," he breathes as he gets his first view of my big ol' bedonkedonk. That nasty whisper in my head tries to get me to believe he's saying that in a not-so-friendly way but I don't pay any attention. The whisper shuts up as soon as he kneels between my thighs and starts rubbing my ass. 

"Damn, you're hot!"

Take that, whisper!

I feel kind of silly, lying here with my legs all splayed like this, but as soon as his lips touch my skin, all coherent thought -- even the whisper -- goes silent. His hands can't get enough of my ass as he peels off my thong and flicks it away. I grab a pillow and bury my face in it to quiet my moans of pleasure at the things his mouth is doing. Whatever it is, it's driving me wild and he hasn't even reached the spot yet.

He wraps his arms under and around my hips, pushing my thighs even wider until I'm totally open to him. I can feel his hot gaze on me, and I nearly explode from it. I need him so much. My ass rises and wiggles involuntarily, dragging another moan from him.

Then his lips are on me, his tongue and fingers in me, searching, probing, prying, and I scream out in pleasure. My body moves of its own accord, thrusting and shifting in response to Drax's movements. Sensations threaten to overwhelm my sanity, and just when I think my head is going to explode, I feel it starting.

He senses it, too, and dives even deeper, lapping at me like I'm an ice cream cone on a hot day. He can't get enough, and each flick of his tongue draws the quickening ever closer. The pillow is soaked with my sweat, probably some drool and maybe even tears, but I keep my big mouth buried. I can't stop the noises coming from the depths of my soul, and they're loud.

When Drax drags his tongue along entire length of my dark crevasse, while his fingers perform other miracles, tiny stars burst behind my eyelids. Every nerve ending is on fire, the fuse burning down until...

Ka-pow!

I writhe on the bed, grinding into his face while he laps up the evidence of his domination. Wave after wave, convulsion after convulsion, I'm at his mercy and he takes full advantage, drawing out my bliss for what seems like hours, over and over until I cry out. 

"Enough!"

Even through the pillow, he can hear I can't take any more. Once I recover my senses, I'll reciprocate. Fair's fair, and now it's his turn. Oh yeah, and mine again.

Once more, he flips me over, ducking under my leg so he can stay right where he wants to be. My entire body is pulsing and occasionally spasming. I'm exhausted and exhilarated. Ready to pass out and keep going. I'm a woman full of contradictions and soon to be full of Drax.

I barely have enough strength to lift my head and meet his gaze over my neatly groomed mound. (Another prayer of gratitude for Papi shoving me into the bathroom with his waxing kit.) Drax knows I'm incapable of breaking eye contact with him so he stares hard as he licks his way up, wracking my body with more torturous, delicious shudders. 

I want to reach for him, to touch him, but my arms are Jello and all I'm capable of is keeping my head high enough to look at him. A tear slides down the side of my face and I vaguely wonder why I'm crying. But I'm not, really. I've just never experienced anything so raw, so powerful. It's sort of like staring at the sun while riding a roller coaster through a hurricane. 

Drax stands and tears his T-shirt over his head, his biceps and triceps and all his other '-eps' bulging out as if to say, 'Lick me.' I'm slack-jawed at his physique. Is he for real? I've heard of six-packs before but I never knew someone could have an eight-pack. When he reaches for his belt, I suck in my breath. I'm almost afraid to find out what he's packing down there. On the other hand, I can't wait.

"Um, Drax?"

That's not me. We look at each other, then at the flimsy accordion door. Drax's lip curls up in a snarl. 

"Not now," he snaps, turning back to me with a look that lights me on fire.

Yeah, what he said!

"Sorry, man, but it's important." 

"Savory, trust me, it can wait." 

He pops open the first button of his jeans and steps closer. If we were anywhere but the bedroom, the look on his face would be menacing, maybe even terrifying. But right now, it's a promise of what's to come.

"It can't. We just got shitcanned."


"Fuckin' assholes!" Drax is raging mad, stomping up and down the bus's tiny aisle, ready to tear someone from limb to limb. "What the hell happened?"

I'm frantically reading the contract the band signed for tonight's show, looking for something -- anything -- to explain why the promoters fired them so abruptly. I'm also keenly aware that the shapeless robe I'm wearing barely begins to cover my curves, and that I'm one big pothole away from popping out all over the place. I've always been good at multi-tasking, but this is pushing my comfort zone. Needless to say, my fingernails are raw nubs.

"I dunno, dude," Savory says for the umpteenth time. "The email just said they were 'terminating our contract due to unforeseen circumstances'."

"Can they do that?" Jake's wide awake now, having slept off much of the previous evening's drinks. 

All eyes turn to me. Me, who's only ever seen the most simple of contracts. Me, who just got fired on the very first day of her very first promotor job. Me, who's barely keeping herself covered in this stupid stolen hotel robe.

"I don't see any language saying they can't cancel," I mumble as I skim the document. It's really not much more complicated than the ones we used for signings at my dads' store. 

"Ah, here it is. 'Cancellation may be made by operator before two days prior to the time of show, in which case operator's fifty percent deposit of fee is non-refundable, but operator will not have to pay the remaining fifty percent of fee. If show is cancelled within two days of show, operator must pay band's full fee.'"

I smile up at them but they just scowl back at me.

"Fuck!" Drax slams his hand on the dinette table. 

"Assholes," Savory mutters, his kohl-rimmed eyes staring bleakly out the dark window.

"No, you don't understand," I object. "They didn't cancel two days in advance. That means they have to pay you the full amount, whether you play or not."

Frank chuffs and shakes his head, as if I'm the dumbest person ever born. They all look supremely pissed off and no one is telling me why.

"Guys, what am I missing?"

"Good luck collecting the rest of the fee, Lola." Frank's surliness is really starting to get on my nerves.

"Besides," Jake adds, "merch is where the money's at."

"Merch?"

"Merchandise," Drax explains. "T-shirts, hats, do-rags, panties--"

"Panties?!" I can't stop myself from laughing, despite the dour mood on the bus. It's the first time in an hour that Drax smiles, even if it's only a little. I count it as a win.

"Sure. Gotta have merch for the ladies. "

"Da shluttier da better," smirks Jake. Maybe he hasn't sobered up as much as I thought.

"Anyway," Drax continues, casting a dark look at his bandmate, "the fee the promoter was paying us was nothing compared to what we would have earned on the merch. Besides, a gig like this is all about exposure. The other three bands are much bigger than us, and we really could have gained some traction if their fans got to know us."

"Oh." I scan the contract and, for the first time, notice how low the fee is. It seems pretty paltry, even to a newbie like me. "I just don't understand why they canceled at the last minute like this."

"Marvin," Drax seethes. "It was Marvin. Had to be. It's bad enough that he dropped us but now he's fucking with us. I swear to God, if I ever see that smarmy, two-faced son of a bitch again..."

He lets the threat hang in the air while we process what he's said. He's right. It was their old manager, Marvin Harmony. I knew there was a reason I didn't like that guy.

As we sit in silence, my brain spins. I need to do something. I need to prove myself to the band. I know they don't expect much from me, but that doesn't mean I can't surprise them. Truth be told, if I can do anything with this mess, I'll surprise myself, but I've got to try. If I'm going to be a failure as a band manager, too, I should fail after at least trying to succeed.

"Shit, we might as well turn this bitch around and head back to San Fran," Drax grouses and gets up to tell the driver to turn around.

"Drax, wait!"

He stops and all eyes are on me yet again. But this time I'm excited. I have a purpose in life, a mission. I'm not sure what's going to happen, or what I'm even going to do, but I do know that we have to go to Vegas for my not-yet-formed plan to work. I know it in my gut.

"Give me one day in Vegas to fix this," I say, glancing at each one. I land on Drax and don't break eye contact. Only this time, it's me holding his gaze. If I can get him onboard, the others will follow his lead. "It may not work out, but you guys brought me with you as your manager. Let me earn my keep. Or at least let me try."

Drax's gaze drills into me, asking without words if I'm sure. I answer the same way: Hell, yeah. Satisfied, he nods.

"Why the fuck not?"

The others look at each other, then shrug. Their support is underwhelming but I'll take what I can get.

It's three in the morning, and the day has taken its toll on everyone. Jake slumps back into the couch and Frank hops into one of the bunks. Savory continues to stare out the window but I can see him fading fast. 

Drax takes my hand and tries to pull me up. "Let's go." I know what that animal growl means, but I shake my head and smile up at him.

"Sorry, sexy. I've got work to do."


"Good morning, sunshines!"

The boys were asleep when I left earlier, but they're up and chugging their first cups of coffee by the time I get back to the bus. We're in a crowded RV park right off Highway 582 in Vegas, surrounded by blue-hairs in motorhomes and fifth wheels. Our rig stands out like a sore thumb thanks to the band's name plastered on each side in three-foot tall letters with blood spatters surrounding it. But, hey, whaddaya know -- Roadkill's money is just as good as Grandpa Joe's in the next space over.

"No loud music," warned the clerk when I checked us in, eyeballing the bus's admittedly gross graphics.

"Scout's honor," I said, smiling as reassuringly as possible. She didn't look convinced but gave us our space assignment -- after taking the $20 bribe I slipped her.

"Where'd you run off to?" Drax asks, looking me up and down with hungry eyes. My nipples tingle at the look and I cross my arms to hide the evidence. 

"I had an errand to run."

His eyes narrow in the sexiest way. "So early?"

I smile even though my bones ache with weariness, and plop down in front of the laptop, setting a big paper bag next to me. "While you boys were getting your beauty sleep, I was working my ass off."

"Lauren, where the hell are we?" Savory asks, rubbing the sleep -- and the kohl -- from his eyes. "And what's in the bag?"

"Maple bars." 

Jake snatches up the bag and passes it around. 

 I sigh and scroll through my email. "Well, we obviously weren't going to be welcome to park behind the venue, so I found alternate lodging. Dammit!"

"What?"

"Oh, nothing." It's not nothing but I don't want to worry them. Not yet. 

One of the many things I worked on last night was booking another gig or two, and the email I just read is the first of what I expect to be a flood of rejections. Who books shows the night of? What was I thinking that I could pull this off? I don't have any connections in the industry in general, much less in Vegas. Any elation I had a few minutes ago has been whisked away.

"So where were you?" Drax asks again.

Okay, so not all of it was whisked away. I still feel a little like Wonder Woman and can't wait to tell them what I've been up to.

"Oh, nowhere special. I was just off getting donuts...and collecting the rest of your fee." I whip out the check and slap it on the table with a flourish.

"What the hell?"

"How?"

"Fuck yeah!"

They're all talking at once and I giggle at the praise they're heaping on me. It's nice to not only do something right but to be appreciated for it. My old boss Harry couldn't wrap his tiny little brain around that concept. Which is, of course, why I'm here. I probably should thank him.

As if.

"Hey, I'm your manager," I say when they finally let me talk. "Isn't that my job?"

I let them beg for a bit before launching into my tale.

"After you guys turned in, I started working. My first order of business as your new manager was to get the money you were owed. So as soon as we got parked, I took a cab over to Rancid Productions and had a little chat with the owner, Mr. Stanway."

"Prick," grumbles Frank. For a guy who just got paid for not working, he looks mighty irritated. And who the heck is he texting?

"You have no idea. But he came to understand that the very core of our civilization rests on the concept of people being true to their word. He also came to understand that he would pay a lawyer about a jillion times more to fight a lawsuit than what he owed you."

"You, Lola, are a rockstar." Drax lunges across the table and lays a big smackaroo on my lips, holding my face in his hands. His kiss is just as electrifying as ever, even after going 24 hours with no sleep. I quiver at the way he looks at me. Thank goodness I'm sitting down or I might have crumpled into a giant, jiggly heap.

"Heh hem."

That brings us out of our own little world. Drax sits back, adjusting himself along the way. I still can't quite believe I have such an effect on him, but I'm loving every minute of it. Pepper was right. If it ends today -- and it probably will, after my next bit of news -- I'll have the memories forever.

I clear my throat and break the bad news. "Unfortunately, I haven't been able to book a new gig yet. I sent out about a hundred emails last night to every venue I could find. My 'dammit' was the first 'no thanks' coming through."

Drax leans over and elbows Savory. "Isn't she cute?"

Savory nods, a smirk playing at his lips. "Totally. She's downright adorable."

What are these two talking about? They're doing that 'best friend psychic talk' again. I'm clearly the brunt of some joke only they know. 

"Yeah, she's smokin'," Jake chimes in, clearly as oblivious as me.

Drax's expression turns dark. "Watch your mouth, man."

If someone were to invent a new device that would allow humans to shoot steam from their ears and fire from their eyes, I'm pretty sure he'd be the first in line to test it. It's silly and shallow and very cave-woman of me, but I'm all fluttery inside that he's so protective. I don't want him to hurt Jake or anything, but I'm surprised to discover a side of me that likes a he-man. Who knew?

I don't want this to turn ugly so I laugh and say, "What are you guys talking about anyway? Other than the obvious..." I wave a hand at my curves, once again poured into my awesome blue dress. "Why am I so cute?"

Drax tears his gaze away from Jake, who's now cowering like a puppy caught rummaging through the garbage. "Lauren, the odds of you being able to book a show at the last minute like this are astronomical. Don't beat yourself up if nothing shakes out. Just getting the rest of our pay is worth the trip, as far as I'm concerned. Plus, other stuff."

I blush like a schoolgirl, but the others ignore the innuendo. 

"Damn straight," Jake says just a bit too enthusiastically. He's trying to make up for his bonehead comment. "Now let's celebrate with some Denny's!"


After an artery-clogging omelette, I'm ready to hit the sack. I'm doing my darnedest to keep up with all the music biz talk the boys are yammering about but it quickly turns into white noise. I catch my head bobbing and snort myself awake.

Classy.

"I see someone's not used to musician hours," Drax says. "We should probably get Sleeping Beauty here back to the bus so she can catch some ZZZs."

I want to argue, to say I'm totally fine, but the truth is, I'm a wreck. The scrumptious thought of resting my brain-dead head on that not-particularly-soft bed in the bus gives me just enough energy to make it back to the RV park. 

Drax guides me to the little back bedroom and begins to undress me. I moan and press against him, half of me wanting him to take me right here, right now. But he's smart enough to know that the other half needs her rest.

"Shh, little Lola. Later, when you're not a zombie. You may be surprised to learn that I like my ladies to actually be awake when I rock their world."

I'm out almost before my head hits the pillow. 

Hours could have passed or maybe just minutes, but something jars me into consciousness. Where am I? The room is dark, though a gleam of light spurts out from the edges of the window shades. Slowly I realize that I'm not in my room over the record store. I'm in an RV. 

Oh, right! A bus. Roadkill's bus. And last night, somewhere between Bakersfield and Barstow, Draymond Maxwell blew my mind -- among other things -- right here in this very bed. I squirm at the memory, flickers of heat sparking low in my belly.

The voices on the other side of the accordion door are growing louder but I can't quite make out what they're saying. Something's going on and there's no way I'm going back to sleep until I find out what it is. I pause as I shrug into the same ill-fitting robe I worked in all night on the way here. 

Just one day ago, I was cursing the day Drax's parents met because they produced the most infuriating demon spawn ever to walk the face of the earth. Now I'm wearing his robe and sleeping in his bed. Oh yeah, and I'm the band's manager...for the time being.

If you would have told me all this yesterday, I would have laughed in your face and then maybe popped you one in the mouth for suggesting I was easy or something. What a difference a few hours and one panty-melting kiss can make! I pinch myself to make sure I'm not actually dreaming. I have no idea how that's supposed to determine whether I'm asleep, but it hurts so I guess that means I'm awake.

"Yes, this would do nicely," says a voice I don't recognize on the other side of the door. "What's back here, I wonder?"

Sliding open the door before anyone else can, I find myself face-to-face with a strange man. A very handsome strange man.  

"Oh!"

He's dressed to the nines in a custom-tailored suit I know cost more than my current car -- which isn't really saying much, to be honest. His dark brown eyes gives me an appraising once-over, a single thick, black eyebrow launching up his forehead. A stray lock of his slicked-back dark brown hair drapes across it.

I pull the robe tighter up top, but that only makes it gape down low. I feel like a slab of meat hanging in the butcher's window.

 "Oh, is right," he oozes. 

Yeah, that's right. This man oozes. Everything about him. He oozes charm, the words he speaks ooze from his lips, his cologne oozes off him in waves, and I'm pretty sure he's oozing hair product. My spidey-sense is screaming 'Run away!' but there's nowhere to run.

"That's enough!" Drax looks ready to bite the head off this guy. Not in a scolding kind of way, but in an Ozzy Ozbourne-with-a-bat way. "We got the message, now get out."

The man's eyes narrow and there's no mistaking that he's dangerous. Ignoring Drax's rage, he takes my hand and lifts it to his lips, never breaking eye contact. I'm breathless with confusion and fear but I don't dare snatch my hand away. 

Just because I'm in a sleepy stupor doesn't mean I'm stupid. I grew up in San Francisco, about a decapitated horse's head away from North Beach, the major Italian neighborhood. It's safe to say that I know a mobster when I see one.

"And who might you be?" His interest in me sends chills down my spine, and not in the fun way. But if there's one thing I know about dealing with this type of guy, it's to be respectful without showing any fear.

Mustering all the bravery I can, I move my lips into something that resembles a smile and twist my hand in his to shake it. "I'm Lauren Raines, Roadkill's manager."

My gaze never wavers from his, but I try to keep it cordial. I don't want him to think I'm challenging him. But over his shoulder, Drax is seething and ready to pounce. I have no clue what's happening, but it's not good, and one wrong move could make it about a billion times worse.

"Marco Gasperini," he says...excuse me, oozes. The twinkle in his eye says he knows I'm more than just a manager. Man, these mob guys pick up on everything.

"It's a pleasure, Mr. Gasperini. How can I help you?"

His slimy smile grows wider. "Oh, I can think of so many ways..."

That's the final straw for Drax. He lunges but luckily Jake and Savory grab him. Marco ignores the scuffle behind him. Cocky bugger! 

"Let's start with the reason you came for a visit and move on from there. Can I offer you something to drink?"

I can tell he's impressed with my handling of the situation but he's quickly growing bored. Or maybe he's running late for an appointment to break someone's kneecaps. Whatever it is, the smile falls away and is replaced by a dark veil of warning. 

"Thanks for your hospitality, honey -- more than your, uh, clients offered -- but I have other business to attend to. I'm sure the boys here will fill you in."

After one final ogle of my barely contained boobs, he spins around and pushes past the guys -- Drax stares daggers and machine guns at him as he oozes by -- slamming the door behind him. 

Once I'm sure he's out of earshot, I stuff my fists on my hips in my most 'angry mama' way. "Can someone please tell me why we just had a visit from the mafia?"

Drax is still super pissed. "Why don't you ask that fuckhead," he gruffs, jerking his head toward Frank.

Only now do I realize that Frank has been sitting quietly on the couch during this whole scene, his head hanging low. When he looks up, tears drip off his chin. His wet eyes plead for forgiveness. My stomach churns at the thought of what could cause such a surly buttmunch to bawl like a pre-teen girl.

"I fucked up, Lauren. I fucked up bad."


"You lost how much?!"

I can't believe my ears. Hey, I've bought my fair share of dollar scratch-offs but I can't really believe someone would bet $10,000 on a football game. Well, maybe a billionaire, but a starving musician?

Frank drops his head in his hands and starts sobbing again. I want to break his kneecaps myself, and I'm almost tempted to suggest letting Marco have his way with the guy but Jake beats me to it. Now I'm ashamed for even thinking it.

"It's not our problem," Jake rants. "We're not the ones who made the bet so why should we have to suffer?"

"Dude," Savory replies, "that wiseguy is going to get paid. He doesn't give two shits who owes him the money. He'll get it, one way or another."

"But I don't have it!" Frank wails. "He's gonna kill meeeee!"

As much as I want to yell at Frank and beat him over the head with a frying pan, it's not going to solve our problem. I take a deep breath and switch gears. 

"How much do you have, Frank?"

He can't even meet my eyes. "Four."

"Okay, four grand. That's well on the way to the full amount. Maybe if we all--"

Frank mumbles something I don't catch.

"What?"

"Not four grand. Four hundred."

The blood drains out of my face -- which might happen soon if we don't come up with Marco's money. I'm at a loss and look over at Drax. He's as shocked as the rest of us.

"How about you guys?" I ask, my voice catching in my throat. 

I only have to look at their faces to know the answer. 

They're working musicians, on the cusp of breaking out. And just last night, they not only canceled a very lucrative concert but they also lost their big-time manager. They don't have it.

"Drax," Frank says, casting a pleading look at him. "Maybe you could..."

"Don't even go there, Frank. You got yourself into this mess. We'll help you figure it out, but it ain't gonna be easy."

"So what are our options?" I ask.

Jake pipes up as he cracks his first beer of the morning. "We either pay up by noon tomorrow or he'll take the bus."

I gape. "But this bus has to be worth more than $50,000! That's not fair!" 

The only sound is Frank sniffling. I know better anyway. The mob doesn't really take fairness into consideration when they come to collect.

"Okay, so we need to find the money. We could sell the bus. I'm sure there's someone in Vegas who will give us at least twenty for it, right?"

Drax shakes his head. I hate seeing him look so defeated. "That asshole has already put the word out to the dealers in town to not buy it. No way is anyone going to go against him. We might as well book our bus tickets back to the bay right now."

I want to cry. I was so proud of myself for getting their concert fee, but that check is a drop in the bucket of what Frank owes. This fun, spontaneous adventure is quickly turning into an ordeal. Drax is right; it's time to go home. Well, it was fun while it lasted.

Before I buy the tickets, I check my email, more out of habit than anything. What I see there depresses me even more. Five more replies from venues, all rejections. I'm about to send an email from some college to spam when I catch the subject line: Urgent reply to your query.

I wrack my brain as the email loads, trying to remember if I reached out to any colleges. Last night was a frenzy of contacting any and every venue in town I ran across. This must have been one.

I'm midway through the email when I realize I've been holding my breath. I scan the rest and let out gust of air. I want to cry again but this time from hope.

"You guys, we might not have to go home just yet." I read the email.

Ms. Raines,

Thank you for reaching out to us. As it happens, today is our annual Founders' Day Festival. The activities occur in the quad throughout the day, ending with a live concert. Unfortunately, the lead singer had to be rushed to the hospital in the middle of the night for an emergency appendectomy. He's expected to make a full recovery, but that leaves us without a band for our grand finale. 

It's serendipitous that I was informed of the cancelation only moments before reading your timely email. I've researched Roadkill and believe our students will enjoy a concert by them. I'm afraid we will not be able to pay a fee, but you are welcome to sell as much merchandise as you can and keep all the profits. 

Hopefully your team will see this as a win-win for both parties. Please contact me to coordinate as soon as possible.

Sincerely,

Alicia Woodward

Student Activity Liaison

Drax is standing next to me, trying to read over my shoulder. Normally I hate it when people do that but I'm too excited to care. "Can we make enough on merch to pay off Marco?"

He sits down next to me and takes over the laptop, checking out the school's population. He turns a lecherous grin on me.

"Depends. Did you happen to pack a corset?"


The school grounds are bustling when the band and I arrive to firm up the details and check out the set-up. There are tables with credit card companies offering free T-shirts and Frisbees, non-profits handing out STD pamphlets and colorful condoms, a raucous game of Frolf, and about 10,000 drunk college kids running around. 

After signing a bare-bones contract and being vigorously informed that the students were off-limits for extracurricular activities, Mrs. Woodward leads us out of her office for a tour of campus. 

"As you can see, our students enjoy blowing off steam during these types of events."

I spot a girl leaning into a fountain to 'blow off' her lunch and about a gallon of booze, her bestie holding back her hair. I was that girl in school, the hair holder. I catch her eye as we pass and give her a supportive 'I know your pain' smile. She shrugs and goes back to tending to her friend.

The stage is a simple three-foot riser, barely big enough to hold the band's instruments. I'm betting the guys haven't played such a low-tech concert for years. 

"Old school," Drax says, nodding approvingly. "We got this. We'll just go bare bones."

"I'm pleased it will suit your needs," Mrs. Woodward says. She's an efficient middle-aged woman, dressed in a smart pantsuit. She's pleasant enough but has barely cracked a smile since we arrived. "I'll be leaving here in about an hour. You can set up whenever suits you, but the closer to eight the better. Goodness only knows what these animals will do to your equipment if you set up early."

I almost laugh at her joke but the expression on her face tells me that she's not joking at all. Her pert little nose wrinkles in disgust at a young couple drunkenly grinding on each other nearby. She really doesn't like these kids much.

Savory and Frank step away to investigate the tiny stage while Mrs. Woodward finishes with us. 

"Your contact for the evening will be Shelby Paxton. Here's her cell in case you need to call. Have a good show."

I punch the number into my phone. When I glance up, Drax is frowning as the woman trundles away.

"Back in a sec," he says and jogs after her.

"Shit, what are the odds?" Jake laughs, already half-lit and it's only four.

"What? What are you talking about?"

He's shaking his spiked head and chuckling. "Shelby. Shit."

"Shelby? Who's Shelby?"

"Only Drax's last girlfriend. Wonder what she's doing out here in the desert."

My body turns icy as the words sink in. I can't stop from watching Drax as he speaks with Mrs. Woodward, no doubt asking about this Shelby woman. I'm dying to know more, and luckily Jake is just tipsy enough that he won't even know I'm grilling him. 

"Huh," I say, feigning disinterest. "Oh, is this the one he dated for a few years?"

"Yeah, that's the one. Man, he was head over fucking heels for that little cutie. Hard to blame him. Smart, gorgeous, rich. Talk about the whole package. Best thing he ever had."

"Wow, she sounds cool. Why'd he dump her?" 

Subtle. But Jake doesn't have a clue.

"Yeah, right. You don't dump a chick like that. Drax was the dumpee all the way."

My guts twist up into knots. "Oh yeah?"

"Dude sulked like a pussy for about six months after she kicked his ass to the curb. Fucked with our tour, too."

"So, um, why did she leave?" If Jake had chugged one beer less today, he might have caught the jealousy in my question.

He shrugs. "She couldn't handle the lifestyle. Drax was pretty wild back then."

Unlike now? I almost snort.

"I guess she didn't want to marry a rockstar."

Whu-whu-whu?!

"Whu?"

"Oh yeah, Drax totally proposed. Got down on one knee on stage at a concert and everything. Next day, she was gone."

The knots in my stomach turn into cold, hard cannon balls. I want to puke. Of course, no one would pay any attention in this crowd. All I can manage to do is clench my jaw and keep my mouth shut.

"Probably didn't help that he was wrecked at the time. I hear girls don't like it when you ask to marry 'em all drunk and shit. Whatever. I don't want to get married anyway."

Savory waves him over to the stage and he stumbles away, leaving me swaying in disbelief. Why am I so surprised? I hardly know anything about Drax, and it's not like I had any illusions about where this relationship was going. Fantasies, maybe. Illusions, no. This was a fling, pure and simple. 

Then why does my heart feel like it's being wrenched apart?


"I am so not wearing this!" I exclaim from the dressing room. 

"Come on, Lola, let me see." 

"No way! It's obscene, Drax."

"I bet you look sexy as hell. And like we talked about, to move product, we need a hot chick selling it. Now come out."

I peek at my reflection again and flinch even harder than the first time. I'm stuffed into a blood-red satin corset that the sales girl had to lace up for me. The 'girls' are spilling out up top and my hips are bulging out down low. My bottom half is clad in skin-tight black leggings that have somehow defied the laws of physics by wrapping around my thighs and ass without shredding their seams.

The last thing I want is to have Drax witness the horror that is me in this get-up but I know he won't let me out of this store until he gets an eyeful. 

I crack the door and peer out at him. He's leaning a shoulder against the wall, arms crossed and bulging across his chest, and my heart starts thumping. Regardless of what has or will happen between us, I know deep in my tightly-bound gut that I will always have this reaction to him. 

Always.

He gives me a wicked grin and a wink. "Strut your stuff, gorgeous."

I don't need the mirror to tell me I'm beet red with embarrassment but I swing the door wide and stand up straight. I don't really have any choice as the corset prevents me from slouching or, you know, breathing.

Drax's eyes bulge. Almost immediately I notice another part of him bulging. Maybe I don't look as grotesque as I think. Feeling a little boost of confidence, I make a slow turn until I'm facing him again and gasp. He's standing right in front of me!

His upper lip pulls back in a snarl. "I could devour you right now." 

My entire body shudders at his growl. I can't help but sneak a peek over his shoulder. The lone sales girl is waiting on a woman who appears to be asking all sorts of questions. Good.

Meeting Drax's gaze, I let my own lips curl up into a wicked smile and hook a finger in the neckline of his T-shirt. I don't need to pull very hard for him to follow. Ah, like a lamb to the slaughter.

As I slip my arms around his neck, I kick the door closed with my foot. He already has me pressed up against the dressing room's mirror, one big hand under one of my thighs, guiding it around his waist.

Just before his lips are on me, he pauses. "I do believe I've been a bad influence on you, Miss Raines." 

I want to spout off a snappy retort but the moment he kisses me, I can only think of getting more. I'm like an addict. I will never get enough. Which will only make it that much harder when whatever this is eventually -- inevitably -- ends. But for now, I'm just going with it.

The trouble with corsets is that they don't allow for quick disrobing, plus they're not known for their flexibility, both of which Drax discovers when he tries to get me naked. 

"What the fuck?" he mutters as he fumbles with the complicated lacing in the back. 

"Leave it," I say, batting his hands away and dropping my rump down on the room's tiny bench seat. There's no time to deal with this contraption before someone catches us, but there might just be time for something else.

Without ceremony, I deftly unhook the skull and crossbones belt buckle and have his pants around his ankles before he can so much as suck in a breath. What does it say about me that wetness pools in my skimpy thong at my discovery that he's going commando?

Of course it's not just that. I've been half-excited, half-terrified to see him for the first time since our first kiss. I mean, it has been a while, as Pepper would love to remind me. I almost want to giggle with joy at the beautiful specimen bobbing before my lips, but I'm pretty sure that Rule #1 in the Woman's Guide to Great BJs (if such a book even exists) is to not laugh the first time you see his junk.

Instead, I wrap my fingers around him, softly, and move my hand the full length of his shaft. I'm too entranced to look up at him, but I hear his quiet sigh. Encouraged, I slide the satiny soft tip across my billowing cleavage, tucking it between my breasts for a moment before letting it pop up to mouth-level. 

Part of the thrill of this is the risk of getting caught, but as much as I want to take my time, to lick and explore every magnificent inch of him, I feel the need to hurry. Drax has a hand buried in my hair but he's not tugging, thank goodness. Taggart used to do that and I hated it. 

Dipping my head, I open my lips to take him in when the sales girl knocks on the door. I jerk away from Drax but I notice he doesn't even flinch. 

"How's it going in there?" Her voice is chipper as ever. She doesn't suspect a thing.

"Um, fine! Thanks!" I'm trying not to collapse into hysteria and Drax, as usual, is smirking. 

"Great! I'll be right out here if you need anything else."

I think she's gone and I'm about to actually start when a hoarse whisper filters through the door jamb. 

"For an extra Benjamin, I can get you a copy of the security footage from that room. The angle's good and I guarantee the lighting's flattering."

"Oh! No! The outfit will be fine," I cry as I push a laughing Drax away from me. It was one thing when I thought no one knew what we were doing, but this? Just...ew!

Before I can run screaming from the dressing room, Drax pulls me into his arms, those electric blue eyes boring into my very soul. "A for effort, Lola, but this isn't really you. We'll have plenty of time after the show. Now let's get out of here before you turn purple."


Word must have spread like wildfire that Roadkill would be playing tonight because, I swear, the crowd on the quad has swelled to double what it was before Drax took me on our little shopping spree. No way are they all students. The sheer mass of bodies gives me hope that we just might pull this off.

The boys are getting set up and I'm about to open our merchandise booth when a statuesque blonde in a pale blue, sleeveless, form-fitting dress strolls up to me.

"Are you Laura?" she asks, giving me a quick once-over before plastering a fake smile on her perfect face. This must be Drax's ex, the infamous Shelby.

Greaaaaaaat.

Suddenly I feel completely exposed. I will myself to wake up, praying this is just one of those dreams where you find yourself naked at school. No such luck. I'm wide awake and half-naked at school. I try to smile but what I really want to do is crawl under the merch table and hide for eternity.

"Lauren, actually." I shove a hand at her, regretting that I let Drax choose the black polish that adorns my nails. She probably thinks I have some kind of fungus. Or that I am some kind of fungus.

"Of course, my apologies." 

The silence drags out between us. I don't know if she's toying with me or what but I refuse to be the first to speak. 

"You must be Shelby."

Doh!

"That's right, and if there's anything you need, please don't hesitate to ask. You have my cell. Now if you'll excuse me..."

Before I can blink, she's making a beeline for Drax, whose tanned and tatted skin is shining with sweat from helping with the set-up. I can't tear my eyes away when Shelby flings herself into his arms, kicking up one designer shoe-clad foot as if she was in a movie and this was her long-lost love. 

Maybe it is, the nasty whisper in my head says.

A tiny part of me is relieved that Drax merely looks surprised instead of overcome with joy. But a bigger part of me isn't at all happy with how his arms wrap around her trim waist, as if from muscle memory. Nope, not happy at all.

With one eye on the reunited couple, I unhook the velvet rope that's keeping the rabid college kids at bay. Before I can get behind the table, five drunk kids are pawing through the T-shirts, spilling whatever alcoholic drinks they have so cleverly disguised in their credit card-sponsored water bottles. 

Oh, hell no. 

"Back!" I shout. "All of you, behind the line! One at a time or none at all!"

"Sheesh, lady, get a grip," mumbles a scrawny kid who doesn't look old enough to even be in college, much less drunk as a skunk. My patience ran out about, oh, thirty seconds ago, and I want to go Pepper on his skinny ass. But as irritated as I am with the entire world, we need as much income as we can get tonight. I settle for the Lola version of Pepper. 

"Back of the line, you little shit! Anyone else wanna fuck with me?" Everyone in line quickly shakes their heads as the kid grumbles his way to the back of the now-much-longer line.

This is so unlike me. Maybe Drax was right about being a bad influence. I know I'm only taking my aggravation out on them, but I don't really care. Besides, it probably gives me some kind of street cred to not only be dressed like the voluptuous bride of Frankenstein but also to treat them like crap. Kids these days...

By the time the music starts, I've sold out of medium men's T-shirts and panties with the band's name emblazoned across the crotch, most of which were bought by guys for their girlfriends. Classy bunch.

The handful of kids remaining in my line run to the mass of bodies jumping around in front of the stage. They want to see the start of the show but they'll be back for their souvenirs. Drax is bellowing into the microphone and my heart beats a little faster. I can't understand a word he's screaming, but I can't deny he has the crowd -- and me -- in the palm of his tattooed hand.

A flash of baby blue catches my eye. Shelby is standing front and center in the crowd of kids, never taking her eyes off Drax. Jealousy flares in my heart, which is ridiculous. I don't own Drax. I'm not even his girlfriend. 

As I drag my hate-filled gaze away, a blur of bubblegum pink in the crowd draws my attention. Something about it...

"Good turnout." 

The deep voice startles me out of my hatefire. Don't get me wrong, it's still there, I just turn it onto the speaker...where it dissolves into alarm. What's he doing here?

"Mr. Gasperini. What a pleasant surprise to see you."

His leering gaze lingers on my overflowing top half. "Ditto, honey. And call me Marco."

Heat rises up my chest to my face. Damn, how I long for a cardigan to cover up. It's too warm to be wearing one but, if I felt exposed before with Shelby, now I feel practically naked. There's nothing to do but stick 'em out and up. Maybe it'll put him in a generous mood.

"Enjoying the show?" I choke out. 

Marco barks out a laugh. "You gotta be kidding? I hate this shit. But I got a vested interest so...I'm here. What about you?"

I loosen up a bit. He's not here to break my kneecaps -- yet -- so we might as well have a chat. "It's not what I normally listen to."

This time his scan of my body is more clinical. "You coulda fooled me."

I shrug. "Hey, we have a debt to pay, as you know. I'm told sexy sells and I'll do whatever it takes to get the money on time."

"Oh yeah?" he oozes, a twinkle sparking in those devil eyes. 

My throat closes and I can barely breathe at his insinuation. Is he saying what I think he's saying? He sees my discomfort and winks.

"Relax, honey. I never needed to blackmail a chick to fuck me and I ain't gonna start now. Much as I might be tempted..."

I can't look him in the eye -- and not just because his eyes aren't focused on my face -- so I sneak a glance at Drax. He's screaming into the mic but he's looking our way. Each successive scream is louder and more rage-filled than the last. The audience is going nuts over the pure violent emotion pouring out of him. Marco chuckles. He sees it, too, but he's untroubled by it. 

"See you in the morning, honey. Now don't go runnin' off with my cash. You got a good head on those beautiful shoulders. I think you know what'll happen if I have to track you down."

Chills shudder down my spine. Yeah, I have a pretty good idea.


My table has stayed busy throughout the two-hour show. There were a few lulls but mostly it's been steady with pimple-faced college kids and grungy street punks trying to snap up some Roadkill gear. So busy that I haven't had time to count our earnings, but judging by how little merchandise I have left to offer people, I'd guess we're really close to having Marco's full amount.

I haven't been so busy that I lost track of Little Miss Perfect, though. She's still standing in front of Drax, smiling up at him like he's her demon-knight in shining armor. Is it mean of me to hate her? I don't even know her, and she seems perfectly nice, but I can't deny that I hate her guts. It must be my outfit. I'm pretty sure it's impossible to not hate the world when you're wearing a corset.

Drax belts out one more impossibly long note and the band finishes with a bang. The kids go absolutely crazy. They're ecstatic to have seen one of the hottest new bands on the 'I Hate Daddy' rock scene for free, yet they still want more. The earth vibrates under the thick-soled boots Drax bought me today from the stomping and clapping, urging the band to do an encore. I can't really blame them. I have to admit that, by the end of the concert, even I found myself moving with the music. They're really quite talented.

The guys wave, turn around and pretend they're packing up. Only when the crowd is in a frenzy does Drax turn back to their screaming faces. He holds a hand up to one ear, as if he can't quite make out what their saying. Wiggling his other fingers in a 'Come on, I can't hear ya' gesture, he gets them worked up to a fever pitch. Then, when my eardrums are about to burst from the noise, he grabs his guitar and strums an ugly note. 

The kids start cheering, but before he starts singing again, he introduces each band member. They all get such a huge round of applause, Drax has to wait about a minute between each introduction to be heard. Then he points in my direction.

Uh oh.

I look around me, wondering what the hell he's pointing at, because I know it can't be me. There's nothing but empty boxes.

"And don't forget to tell Lola how you feel when you go buy our special edition signed CD at the end of the show," he shouts. "Ain't she fuckin' sexy as hell?!"

The crowd -- led by Drax -- starts chanting "Lo-la! Lo-la! Lo-la!" Thank God it's dark because my cheeks are flaming. I want to die, right here and right now. But then again, it's better than getting spit at.

I'm standing there stiff as a statue, clueless as to what to do. Drax gives me a wink and a nod, and it hits me. I'm supposed to camp it up a bit to encourage the kids to buy out the rest of our stock. A ball of bile roils around in my stomach at being in the spotlight like this, but then I remember the predatory look in Marco's eyes.

Grabbing a fistful of CDs, I thrust them in the air and start jumping in time with the chant. It's about all I can do since all sideways movement is prevented by the corset.

But it's enough. The kids are screaming even louder now, applauding at my silliness. I feel like an idiot but it's a small price to pay if we can sell out the rest of the merch. I'm vaguely aware that Drax has stopped chanting. And why is he staring at me like that? Naturally, my gaze flicks over to Shelby. She's covered her mouth with one hand and is clearly trying not to laugh.

Yeah, yuk it up, bitch. 

Then I notice a few people pointing, and more than a couple guys hooting in a way that makes me even more nervous than I already am. When a girl waves and points at her own chest, I take the hint and look down. 

Perfect. 

Yup, one of my boobs has popped out of the corset and is bouncing around for half of Las Vegas to see. I spin around, completely mortified, and tuck myself back in, but that's it. I'm done. 

I'm about to burst into tears and sprint all the way back to San Francisco when Drax shouts, "Don't you guys go gettin' any ideas! You can look but you can't touch. If a single one of you horny little fuckers lays a finger on her, I'll break it off and shove it up your ass. Lola's all mine!"

The next second, he launches into the encore and the fans forget about me. I hope. But Shelby hasn't. I'm still in shock from what just happened -- you know, the whole boob thing followed by Drax telling a huge crowd that I'm his, whatever that means -- but my spidey-sense tells me to look up. 

Shelby is shoving her way through the mass of stinky, sweaty teenage bodies and I almost feel sorry for her. Sure, I feel like crying out of embarrassment, but she looks like she's about to cry from something much deeper. I felt the same way when I caught Taggart kissing that other girl...

I shake away the memory and focus on the now. Drax basically just told Shelby that whatever she was hoping for wasn't gonna happen. My chest fills with the heat of absolute joy, and I can't stop the smile that tweaks my lips upward. She doesn't even glance my way as she practically runs off the quad.

What had she been hoping for anyway? According to Jake, she dumped Drax. And how long ago did he say? Three years? If she still had feelings, she could have called him up or at least 'poked' him on Facebook. My sympathy fades pretty quickly.

Besides, I have other things to think about. Like what Drax said, for one. And for another, the horde of kids swarming up to my table like a plague of hungry locusts. Oh yeah, and what Drax said.

I'm his?


"So? How'd we do?" I can't blame Frank for chewing on his nails because it's exactly what I do when I'm anxious. If my fingers weren't busy, I'd probably be doing the same. Marco was right that I understood perfectly what the consequences would be if he wasn't paid on time. Whatever he has planned in that smarmy little brain of his, it almost certainly isn't a massage and a mani-pedi.

"Shh! I'm still counting."

Piles of cash are laid out neatly on the RV's table and my fingers fly on my phone's calculator app. If I lose track of where I am on my list of numbers, I'll have to start over.

"Shelby looked tight, man," Jake says to Drax, cracking open another beer. 

My finger wavers, and I almost hit the Clear button accidentally. I slow down but listen hard -- pretending the exact opposite, of course. I can't see Drax because he's standing over my shoulder, watching me work, but I sense he motions for Jake to shut the hell up.

"Whatever," Drax finally mutters.

"I still can't believe she's here, can you? I mean, what are the odds?" Jake is cute and funny, even with the stupid spiky hair, but he's totally clueless.

No sane guy wants to have his gorgeous ex discussed in front of his new...whatever I am, so I decide to have mercy on Drax -- and me -- by shutting down this whole discussion. 

"Can you all please shut up so I can finish counting? Trust me, your knee caps will thank me later."

"Knee caps? I don't get it." See? Clueless.

I punch in the final set of numbers and look up at them. "Ready?"

No one breathes, much less replies. I hit the 'equal' sign and want to vomit and squeal at the same time. 

"A hair under $11,000!"

Drax drags me out of the little dinette and hugs me tight while the boys...oh, heck, I'm pressed up tight against Drax. I have no clue what the boys are doing!

"You're brilliant, Lola." 

He's beaming at me and, I swear, tears spring up in my eyes at the pride and admiration he's showering on me. Sure, my dads have always been proud of me. They're my dads, after all. But I've never had a guy look at me the way Drax is now. Like I saved him or something. It turns my insides into jelly.

"Me? Those kids didn't come to see me. I just took their money."

"Uh uh, no way. We wouldn't have got that gig without you. And if you don't think that outfit didn't help sales, I'll just have to take you over my knee and give you a spanking." He lowers his voice so only I can hear him. "But don't worry, you'll beg me for more."

Giggles burst out of me, not only at the naughty suggestion but at our success. He's not wrong. They were all ready to turn around when they were fired from that other show. I'm not ashamed to say that I'm downright giddy.

"Lauren?" Frank taps my shoulder and Drax reluctantly lets me go to face him. He's relieved but it's easy to see the shame and guilt swimming around underneath. "I really want to thank you. Drax is right. If it wasn't for you...well, I don't know what would have happened."

I have a pretty good idea and shudder at the thought. My dads had a few friends who got tangled up with some North Beach boys and were lucky to come out of it with their lives -- even if they never walked the same again.

"Frank, I know I'm your manager in name only--" 

"Girl, I think you proved yourself today," Savory says. I shrug but he's not wrong, either.

"Okay, but listen. This can't happen again. How long have you been betting with the mob?"

Frank looks lost, like a little kid who can't find his way home. I actually feel sorry for him. "I swear to God, I didn't know. I just thought he was, ya know, a bookie."

I goggle at him. "How can you not know a Vegas bookie is almost surely connected? And why on earth would you bet more than you can pay? Don't you know what these guys do to deadbeats? I do and it's not pretty."

He breaks down in sobs and crumples to the couch, his shoulders shaking with the shame he feels. The frustration I was feeling a few seconds ago vanishes. 

"Frank, you're addicted to gambling, aren't you?"

His silence is all I need to continue. 

"You need help. As the band's manager, I'm going to tell all four of you that you shouldn't do another thing until Frank gets his demons under control. Your entire career depends on it. If you don't believe me, just think about what you could have done with the ten grand that you're going to give away in a few hours. Or what would have happened if we didn't get it in time."

As that sinks in, I sit next to Frank and wrap a comforting arm around his still-shaking frame.

"I'm so sorry," he whispers, sniffling back tears.

"Frank, we're all here for you. It's done and we're going to move on, isn't that right, fellas?"

Agreement all around.

"Tomorrow we'll head back to San Francisco and find you a good program, okay? But tonight..." I look up at Drax and grin. "Tonight, we celebrate!"

Taking my cue, Drax whoops loudly and slaps Frank on the back. "Drinks on me, buddy!"

Jake whoops even louder in response. I can't help but think he'll be the next one to need a program.

Everyone files out in front of us, and as soon as they step off the bus, Drax pulls me back and growls in my ear.

"Not you, sexy. I've got other plans for you..."

Oh God.


The moment the door closes, Drax spins me around and devours my mouth with his. Our tongues don't just meet, they collide. We're desperate for each other and can't hold back our hunger any longer.

Heat throbs through Drax's leather pants and ragged tank, burning his name on my soul. No matter what happens after tonight, I know Pepper is right. I'll never forget what is about to go down. In fact, I'm sure I'll remember it many, many times in the coming years, when I need a little...inspiration.

Already, the pressure is building inside me. One wrong -- or should I say 'right' -- move and I'll explode standing here with my ass pressed up against the little kitchenette. From the rock hard bulge pressing into my tummy, I'd say Drax is at about the same place.

I break our liplock and gasp his name, breathless with need. His gaze bores into me and, for a moment, I think he's going to bend me over the dinette table and take me like a caveman.

Fine by me!

Instead, he takes a deep, ragged breath and pulls me toward the bedroom, never allowing the electric connection between us break. Drax sits on the edge of the bed and pulls me between his thighs, his hands holding on where my corset ends and my hips begin. 

I'm vaguely surprised that I'm not trying to wriggle away so he won't feel the bulging there. But not once since I met him have I ever felt anything but sexy in front of him. How is that possible when I've spent my entire life criticizing my curves? When Drax buries his face in my overflowing cleavage, I forget about all of that nonsense and focus on him.

My fingers drag up his shoulder and get buried in his thick, dark hair. Inch by inch, he uses his tongue and occasionally some fingers to tease each of my breasts out of the confines of the corset. When they finally pop free, I almost come. 

Sparks zing between my nipples and my core, and his lips are doing such wonderful things to them that I can barely stand up. Only Drax's strong grip keeps me where he wants me, in the perfect position to bob from one tip to the other, suckling and nipping me ever closer to the edge.

"God, I've wanted to do this all fucking day," he mumbles between nibbles.

His fingers tuck into the waistband of my leggings and gently tugs them down over my rump. I'm desperate to shuck off my clunky boots and finish slipping out of the leggings but he won't let me move. His mouth clamps harder onto a nipple and his hands hold me fast.

"Ahh," I cry out at the delicious combination of pleasure and pain. I spasm and pant and focus on not collapsing into a puddle of goo. I can barely catch my breath thanks to the corset, but it somehow only heightens my senses.

Softly and slowly, his hands massage my butt, rolling the leggings lower and lower until they hit the tops of my boots. I know better than to try to help, now. Besides, he's doing quite well, as far as I'm concerned.

I'm so distracted by what his lips are doing to my breasts that I don't even realize one of his hands has slipped around to my front. Only when one thick finger slicks along my opening, do I gasp and lurch into him.

"You're killing me, Drax," I breathe as I clutch onto his shoulders for support.

He shoots one of his patented evil grins up at me. "La petite mort. That's what they call an orgasm in France. Means 'the little death'. And darlin'? You ain't seen nothin' yet."

With those words, he abandons the girls and drops to his knees. Before I can so much as take a breath, his face is buried in me and all I can do is mewl like a kitten. 

His tongue is like a lance, licking and stroking my throbbing nub until I'm at the precipice. "Drax," I whisper over and over, barely even able to do that much. He responds by spreading my ass cheeks and sending a fingertip in to explore the dark side of my moon.

I gasp again as lights sparkle behind my eyelids, swirling around like a galaxy. A galaxy on the verge of collapsing in on itself...or of having its own big bang. 

I lose track of what he's doing and focus on the sensations. My entire body feels like a gigantic rocket, ready to be shot into space. All my synapses are firing and with one more flick of his finger, Drax has lit my fuse. 

A low moan starts deep in my throat and grows louder as it claws its way out of my mouth until its a scream of ultimate release. He clutches me tighter, probably to prevent me from falling, or maybe just to lap up each drop of my desire.

As the spasms die down, Drax eases me down onto the bed and I fall back in utter bliss and exhaustion. I swear it takes several minutes for me to recover my senses, and when I do, I realize that Drax has never stopped touching me.

My boots and leggings have magically disappeared, though I'm still strapped into the corset. I reach back to begin the long process of unlacing it but Drax stays my hand.

"Leave it," he growls. God, I love his growl. I love that I make him growl. 

The corset severely limits my ability to move freely, so I'm basically at his mercy. Yummy! I lay back and watch as he undresses for me.

First the tank goes flying into a corner, revealing his beautifully defined and intricately tattooed muscles. My fingers itch to pet the pretty but it would take a crane and possibly a wizard to get me upright enough to take advantage. Soon enough...

It's no surprise, but certainly a delight, to find he's going commando again as he steps out of his leather pants. I marvel once more at the beauty of what he's packing. I've never been one to think men's junk is pretty, but there's something special about Drax. So very big and special!

"Rock out with your cock out," I say, dissolving into a fit of giggles at my raunchy language.

Drax, every inch of him, stands tall and proud. "I do believe I'm a bad influence on you, Lola."

"Thank God," I mutter, the giggles fading fast at his hungry look.

The bed compresses when Drax kneels over me. I try to wrap my legs around him, but the corset pinches in an awkward spot. 

"Ow."

"Should we take it off? Would you be more comfortable?"

I'm taken aback at his tenderness and caring. I imagined he'd sort of throw me around like a ragdoll, overcome by his animal instinct. But his eyes are suddenly filled with concern. Far from being a turn-off, I'm filled with even more need for him.

I shake my curls and smile up at him. "No way, I just need to find a different position."

All worry leaves his face, replaced by a dangerous smirk. "I think we can manage that, Miss Raines."

Just as I'd imagined, Drax flips me over onto my belly like I weigh nothing. When he reaches over me for a couple of pillows at the head of the bed, his cock bounces along my upper back and shoulder blades, leaving a hot trail that I wish I could lick off.

But he has other plans. Grabbing my corset by the laces, he lifts me up and stuffs the pillows under my stomach. When he lets go, I land with a surprised 'Oof'. 

"Hey," I protest. "You just dropped me!" I flip my head around to glare at him but my curls hide him from me.

"Very perceptive, Miss Raines. But I don't care much for your tone. I think you deserve a spanking..."

"Nooo!" I squeal, squirming away from the hand lightly rubbing one cheek. The threat is titillating but I'm not sure I'm ready for that kind of thing.

I jump when the hand is replaced by lips and he drops a loud smooch on my ass. It tickles and I can't help barking out a relieved laugh.

Drax spreads my knees as wide as they'll go, and I sense that he's devouring me with his eyes. I wonder what he sees. I know what I would see, but he seems to like my big ol' butt. As if to drive the point home, the bed dips as he moves into position.

Nothing happens at first, but then I feel something hot and soft skimming along the contour of my hip. It slides along the crease of one cheek before traveling to the other hip. Then it's moving along my inner thigh toward my entrance but jumps over to the other thigh, missing the sweet spot entirely. Then it lands on my lower back and slides slowly, forcefully down the entire length of my cleft.

Need pulses through me and I can tell that Drax is barely restraining himself. His breathing is labored and ragged, and I'm sure he wants nothing more than to plunge balls deep into me. I want the same and wiggle my ass to show him.

"Fuck me," he breathes.

"I'd love to," I whisper back. "Condom?"

He leans over me again, fumbling at the nightstand, and pulls back. I hear the sound of a packet being ripped open in a hurry, and a moment later, I feel him pressing into me.

The pressure is intense and unrelenting and I hope it never stops. He's so much larger than my ex -- larger than the dildo Pepper bought me last year -- that I'm not sure he'll fit. But I slowly stretch to accommodate his girth and in one swift motion, he's buried to the hilt. I scream so loudly from pleasure that I can barely hear his moan of ecstasy.

Now that he's well-seated, Drax grabs hold of the sides of my corset for better leverage. Slowly at first, he starts sliding in and out, giving me time to adjust to him. Little does he know that I've been waiting for this moment since the second I saw him.

I slam myself backward as hard as I can, as fast as I can, and Drax matches me thrust for thrust. I've never felt so filled in my life, so complete. I can't get enough of him. If I'd known it would be like this, I would have jumped his bones in my dads' store!

We rock together in unison, each of us crying out at different moments. Drax reaches one hand between my legs and circles my engorged nub. The fingers of his other hand bury themselves in my laces so I'm completely at his mercy. I writhe like an animal caught in a trap, a trap I never want to be released from.

His movements speed up and I can feel him thickening inside me. I never knew you could feel that but I do now and I send up a little thanks to the universe for this newfound knowledge. Then all thought is blown out of my brain by the most intense feeling of pressure. 

The climax comes fast and furious. I cry out over and over, clenching Drax inside me to the point I wonder if I'm hurting him. Judging from his own frantic movements and grunts of joy, probably not. With one final thrust, he shouts my name so loudly, I'm pretty sure the blue hairs in the next space over don't need their hearing aids to hear us.

We're both panting and covered in a fine layer of sweat. He slips out of me and rolls on his side to gather me in his arms. Snuggling into him, I can't help but feel like I've come home. A sweet sadness envelopes me, knowing this won't last.

Stop future-tripping, dummy. Live in the now!

The little voice is right. I need to spend the rest of tonight acting as if there might not be another. More of this is definitely in the plan, but it's still pretty early.

"You want to go meet the guys now?" I mumble into his chest. His tattoos are fascinating, and I can't stop tracing them with my finger.

"That's about the last thing I want to do right now," he sighs, totally relaxed. 

For whatever reason, I'm suddenly full of energy. I feel like I could dance all night. 

"What, are you scared you won't be able to keep up with me or something, bigshot?" I tease. "I thought you were a rockstar."

Drax pops open one eye at me. "Girl, that's not a game you want to play," he warns.

"Hmm, sounds like a dare to me..."

I plaster the most evil grin I can muster onto my face. Turnabout's fair play, right? It only falters when he grins back, more sinister than ever.

"Oh, Lola...it's on."


It's dark and stuffy behind my puffy sandpaper eyelids. My head is full of pulsing red pudding that threatens to dribble out my ears. A hot curdling sensation moves its way up my throat and I swallow hard to keep it down. Every part of me aches. What the hell is wrong with me?

Oh, right. I'm hungover. 

Most people enjoy this delightful rite of passage in college, but I managed to avoid it. While my friends were moaning in their beds on Sunday mornings, I was either studying or off serving food at homeless shelters. 

Some of those shelters offered Alcoholics Anonymous meetings and I sat in on a few. Something I heard once throbs to the forefront of my memory. This younger woman who lived in her van had just received a chip for reaching six months of sobriety. She was deliriously happy, despite her circumstances. Everyone in that circle knew that things were only going to get better for her if she continued with her program. 

"You know," she said through a grin, "I never wake up in the morning regretting that I didn't get drunk the night before."

Only now, all this time later, do I fully understand what she was talking about. What I'm feeling now can only be described as utter misery and I can't imagine ever drinking again, if this is the punishment. 

I try to open my eyes but the tiny arrows of light shooting in around the black-out shades are too much. I groan and roll away, which brings on a surge of nausea. I choke it down again and concentrate on my breathing.

Kill me. Kill me now.

Lying perfectly still, I kick my brain into gear, trying to remember what happened the night before. After Drax and I made love -- finally! -- we met up with the rest of the band at a dance club on The Strip. 

It was absolute chaos! The beautiful bodies of the young and the horny were mashed together out on the dance floor, and the noise level was even louder than Roadkill's concert. I didn't think such a thing was even possible.

We found the boys in a booth in a far corner with four girls jammed in with them. Four! One empty bottle of champagne was upside down in an ice bucket and Jake was slopping another bottle over the girls' waiting glasses.

"Lauren! Our hero! Let me get you some, too!"

A glass of bubbly was shoved in my hand as we pushed our way into the booth. The girls were all pert and adorable and teensy, whereas I...I still looked like Frankenstein's big sister.

Their plasticky smiles faltered when they saw I was with Drax -- his arm was draped casually but possessively over my shoulder -- but they quickly realized that being rude to the lead singer's...whatever I am...wouldn't end well for them. 

Aw, snap, bitches! 

The next thing I knew, a tray full of tequila shots arrived at the table and the party really started. I have no clear memory of how many I might have thrown down my gullet. Two? Twenty? It's lost in a hateful haze of hangover.

It's not like me to drink so much. My head is throbbing and my mouth tastes like battery acid and cat poop but I try to puzzle what drove me to match those little groupies drink for drink. I guess I had something to prove. I wanted to show them I deserved to be at that table every bit as much as them. Wow, how sad is that?

There I was, snuggled up to Drax, who felt no qualms about showering me with attention. Yet I still felt the need to prove myself to total strangers who I would almost certainly never see again. 

Regret and shame take turns pounding my head and my gut. Regret over drinking too much, of course, but also of betraying myself. I became a different person last night, a person I don't like much -- and not because she was the reason I feel like a giant turd today. 

Drax seemed to like that Lola a lot. Fragments of memories flash through what's left of my brain cells. Kissing. Lots of kissing. In front of people! 

See? That's what I'm talking about. I don't do that kind of thing, and I don't intend on starting now. I'll leave shocking shows of PDA to my dads, thank you very much.

I was just so jacked up from the success we had after everything looked so bleak. I turned it around for Roadkill. I booked an impossible gig. I sold all that merchandise. I saved Frank's ass from being chewed up and spit out by a mobbed-up bookie. That was all me, so why not let loose and get a little wild? Another wave of nausea reminds me why. 

I can't do this again. First off, yuck. But more importantly, I don't feel like I was true to myself last night. Having a glass of wine or even a shot or two of tequila isn't the problem. I'm reasonably sure Dad was right that I don't take after my mother in that way. It's just that I was so caught up with what I thought I should be doing to celebrate, I totally blanked on the importance of celebrating the way I wanted. 

This entire Vegas adventure has taught me a lot about myself. Maybe Pepper was right that I need to cut loose more often, although maybe a little less 'loose' next time. Papi was definitely right that I could do with a makeover, though corsets are definitely not going in my closet. But I can't ever allow myself to forget what Dad always said, either: "Always maintain your personal dignity, Lauren."

I can't say I've done that. I've pushed some of my boundaries to the point of breaking. The drinking, the corset, the PDA in front of what I now seem to recall was a crowd. All in an effort to pretend like I fit in. 

The cold, hard truth is that I don't. This isn't my crowd. I'm a stay-at-home kinda gal, not a hard-partying metalhead. The travel doesn't bother me, and I adore coordinating events, but all the rest of this nonsense isn't for me.

Something else grips my stomach in a tight clench. Grief. As dumb as this sounds, I've developed feelings for Drax. Just one more example of how I didn't protect myself enough. This was supposed to be a quick fling, no harm, no foul. But I let myself get wrapped up in him. 

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

This all has to end. I'll tell them on the way back to San Francisco. Frank has to take some time off anyway, so that will give them plenty of time to find a real manager. 

 But what about Drax? It's not like this guy is even remotely a long-term prospect. Pepper's words ping around my aching brain, and I know she was right. 

A tear slips down the side of my face and disappears in my hairline. It's going to hurt like hell to say goodbye to him, but it's for the best. He'll be free to do his rockstar thing and I'll go back to my life above the record shop, only with a little more sass and a lot more style. 

The decision doesn't make me feel better, but a sense of calm does settle into my skin like a soothing balm. It'll hurt like pulling out a sliver but eventually the pain will fade and my bruised heart will heal.

Carefully and oh-so-slowly, I turn to Drax's side of the bed. In the dim light, I can barely make out that he's not there. He must be used to feeling like this and got up to make coffee. Lots and lots of very strong coffee, I hope.

Like a zombie, I shuffle around the tiny room and shrug on the robe. It's too dark to really get a good look at myself in the mirror -- thank God -- but I manage to smooth my hair into something a little less Einstein-esque.

The bright light of the day sears my retinas when I crack the door open and I slap my hands over my eyes. The pain! I moan loudly and stumble out into the living area. Between my fingers, I can make out that Savory and Frank are at the table, while Jake is stretched out on the couch, looking about as good as I feel. 

"Good afternoon, sunshine!" Drax's cheerful greeting stabs at my ears with icepicks. I groan again and slump into the dinette. "Coffee?" 

It's all I can do to nod. While he's pouring, I slowly peel my fingers from my eyes, allowing them to adjust. It kills but just the smell of fresh-brewed java makes me feel better. I pray he went out and got donuts. I would kill for a maple bar right now.

"Here you are, m'dear," he says as he sets the mug down in front of me and drops a kiss on my forehead. I blindly grope for it with my left hand while I shade my eyes with my right. When did the sun get so bright and why is it so damn sparkly?

Only after my first sip do I start to feel human again. My eyes squinch open far enough to see that they're all grinning at me. Yeah, yeah, I made a fool of myself, no need to rub it in. Of course, I don't feel human enough to speak so I just scowl and take another soul-enriching sip.

"So?" Drax says, sitting down across from me, still beaming at me like an ass. "How does it feel?"

"How do you think it feels?" I croak, setting my mug down even though my body and brain are screaming for more. "It feels like Zeus is inside my skull zapping my brain with bolts of lightning."

"Hellz yeah," Jake groans into a throw pillow he has mashed over his face.

Everyone else laughs. 

"Not that. Trust me, I know how that feels." Drax peels my hand away from the cup and covers it with both of his. I feel a twist of sadness that this will all soon be over. I also feel completely confused. As usual.

"Then what are you talking about?" 

"This." 

He lifts my hand for some reason. I still have no idea what he's talking about. Then I see it. 

Light twinkles all over the ceiling as the sun catches the facets of the biggest diamond ring I've ever seen in real life. And it's on my hand. My left hand. The third finger of my left hand, to be precise. Still, I don't understand. 

"What's that?" My voice is scratchy and weak. My hand starts trembling. Is that what I think it is? It can't be, right?

"Lola, that's your wedding ring. Don't you remember? We got married last night."


































Love On The Rocks


"Lola-mami, lemme help." 

Papi fastens a long, flowing veil to my perfectly coiffed hair with a comb. I feel like a princess waiting to get a glimpse of her prince at the altar. Papi steps back for a better look, gasps and slaps his hands over his mouth. I'm so excited that I almost cry with him but I don't want to mess up my make-up.

"Mira," he says, turning me toward a full-length mirror so I can see for myself the splendor that is me in a wedding gown. I can't hold back any longer, make-up be damned.

I'm beautiful, radiant, absolutely glowing. I'm also seven years old and dressed in a wedding gown that was meant for one of those creepy life-size girl dolls. Doesn't matter; it's perfect.

Since then, I've always had a very specific vision for what my wedding would look like. A church full of loving family and friends all dressed to the nines, classical music played on a harp, me poured into a stunning gown...

A drunken, quickie Vegas wedding officiated by a third-rate Elvis? Not so much.

The moment Drax told me we'd been married, everything came flooding back. Drinking far too much at the club, him teasing me about never getting my answer to the proposal he scribbled on his headshot, and me laughingly saying 'Hell yeah'. Next thing I remember, we were all standing -- swaying, really -- in front of a really bad Elvis impersonator with some kind of eastern European accent. 

I recall laughing really, really hard during the whole thing. Elvis would break out into song at the weirdest moments during the ceremony and throw himself into classic Elvis poses. At the time, it was hilarious. This morning? Yeah, no.

I'm outside the bus, bent over at the waist, trying not to faint from the heat or puke from my hangover, when the door opens. Drax's boots stomp into my eyeline.

"What the hell was that all about?" he grouses. 

Really? He's gonna go there? Indignance trumps nausea, apparently, because I'm up and in his face before I even realize it. 

"Are you kidding me right now? You have absolutely no idea what I could be upset about? Really?" Sarcasm is not a flattering color on me but I wear it like a champ anyway. 

Drax doesn't back down, though. He pushes right back into my face. 

"Honestly, I have no clue. We're on our fuckin' honeymoon here, and you're acting like I pissed in your Wheaties! Aren't brides supposed to be, oh I dunno, happy or something?"

"Most brides are aware that they actually got married!"

Drax shrugs and takes a step back. Does he have the grace to look sheepish? Heck no. He looks more smug than ever, which doesn't seem possible. 

"Hey, you seemed pretty lucid when you suggested it."

Heat infuses my cheeks at his blatant lie. "Bullshit! I remember what happened now, so don't play games. You were bugging me to answer to your 'proposal'--" insert an eyeroll and air quotes "--and I jokingly said yes. Then you led me out of the club and, the next thing I know, I'm standing in a chapel singing 'Love Me Tender' with the worst Elvis I've ever seen."

"That's true, but you're forgetting the middle part. The part where you dragged me into that chapel in the first place."

My blood turns cold. Did I really? Nooooooo...it can't be. I think so hard my brain hurts -- even worse than it already does -- and it comes back to me. Nausea sweeps over me again and I nearly lose it.

"You were so cute in your tight little corset, I couldn't say no. 'Please, Drax. It'll be so fun, Drax.' What was I supposed to do?" 

"What...? You could have refused! You could have said, 'No, we're too drunk to make such a major, life-changing decision.' I mean, you couldn't have really believed I'd marry you if I was in my right mind, could you? We aren't exactly compatible, first of all. Second of all, we've only known each other a couple days!"

His face grows dark, like a cloud is passing overhead. Only, this is Vegas. They don't know the meaning of the word 'cloud' here.

"So what are you saying, Lauren?" His lips press into a thin, hard line and a muscle twitches in his jaw.

I take a deep shuddering breath, tug the ginormous ring off my finger and hand it back to him. "It's obvious, isn't it? I want an annulment."


The ride home to San Francisco isn't nearly as enjoyable as the ride to Vegas was, what with all the lovin'. The tension in the tour bus is thicker than Pepper's famous clam chowder. Drax is sitting up with the driver, looking pissed as hell, and I'm trying to keep a low profile in the back bedroom.

It didn't help when Marco came to collect his money and hit on me yet again. Naturally, it made my skin crawl, but it just irritated Drax even more. 

"Lauren?" Savory taps on the accordion door. "Can I come in?"

He's really the nicest guy, and I have to wonder how he got swept up in the rocker life. It doesn't seem to suit his laid-back, not to mention sober, personality.

"Sure. What's up?"

"I was about to ask you the same thing," he says, sitting down next to me on the bed. "Doesn't seem like your wedding day is going so well."

Good grief. I roll my eyes at him. "Save, it doesn't really count if you can't remember it."

I can't tell if his grimace means he agrees with me or not. I choose to believe it does.

"Drax doesn't seem to think so."

"Please," I chuff. "He's just pouting because his precious fee-fees are hurt. He's not used to being the rejectee. It's not like he really wants to be married to me or anything. We made a drunken mistake."

He's about to say something when Jake pokes his head in the room. "You guys gotta see this!"

We make our way to the table where Frank is on the laptop. Drax is still playing the martyr up front. I don't even care. Seriously.

"Check it out," Frank says, pointing to the screen. 

It's one of the snarkiest gossip sites on the web and right there at the top, in full color and high resolution, is an image of Drax and me stumbling out of the wedding chapel at oh-dark-thirty this morning. 

I've never looked less like myself than in that photo -- and I don't mean that in a good way. My hair is a ratted mess and the black eyeliner that Drax applied before the show has smudged halfway down my cheeks. I'm braying like a donkey, clearly smashed, and to top it all off, my boobs are on the verge of slopping out of my corset...again. Drax, on the other hand, looks as delicious as ever grinning down at me.

The headline reads, "What the Hell Happens in Vegas?!" I'm afraid to look at the photo caption but I can't help myself. I'm like a moth to a flame -- or in this case, the fiery inferno of hell.

Dark rocker Drax with his new mystery bride. What was he thinking...or drinking?

But it doesn't stop there. The blogger has drawn a speech bubble over Drax's head that says, Accepting drinks laced with roofies? YOLO!

I try to hide my horror but Savory is sensitive enough to see it immediately, unlike the other two dolts, who are chortling away. 

"Why don't you sit down?" he says, guiding me to the couch. He looks up to the front of the bus. "Drax. You need to see this."

Drax swivels, sees me, and quickly averts his gaze. It's painfully clear he doesn't want to breathe the same air as me, and I'd go back to the bedroom if my limbs would just obey my brain. But they're paralyzed with humiliation.

"What?" he grumbles as he approaches. 

His bandmates are reading the story so he leans over them to see what's so important. I can't peel my gaze away from his face. At first, there's confusion, similar to what I felt. Then, as it all sinks in, anger. He flicks a glance my way, and a small, squeaky part of my brain wonders what he sees. The gross girl in the photo or the woman he made love to last night. I know the image on the screen is burned into my memory forever.

Doesn't matter. This just confirms what I already knew: We don't belong together. An ugly tingle forms behind my eyes and I don't even try to stop the tears. I certainly can't look any worse than the photo they're all staring at.

"What's the article say?" I whisper from the couch, not really wanting to find out. 

"Nothing," Drax blurts out. "It says nothing. Just a bunch of bullshit guesswork. Fuckin' asshole! If I ever meet that douchebag, I'll kill him."

He slams the laptop shut and storms back to the bedroom. I'm trembling all over and tears stream down my cheeks unchecked, more proof than I ever needed that being in the spotlight isn't for me. Neither is Drax.


I expected to be fired as Roadkill's manager the minute we got back to the Bay Area but Savory informed me that they voted to keep the status quo...for the moment. He didn't mention if the vote was unanimous.

Naturally, I immediately sent out a press release denying the unfounded rumors, blah blah blah, knowing Drax was getting his lawyer to process the annulment. By the time anyone has a chance to figure it out, it'll be like the so-called wedding never took place. In the meantime, the media frenzy has died down to a dull roar over the past couple weeks and no one's the wiser that I'm the mystery girl in the photo.

So I'm doing what I can for the band, which is precious little, from the tiny back office in my dads' record store. Every day I push farther and farther out from California, contacting all the normal venues and promotion companies, but no one will touch Roadkill with a ten-foot pole. It seems Marvin Harmony managed to make good on his threat and the band has been blackballed. 

I suspected as much but my old coworker Michelle confirmed it when she had to pass on a show. "Sorry, Lo, but I'm still new here. Now's not the time to put my neck on the line. Marvin's a spiteful old fuck. Don't hate me!"

I could never hate her but I'm frustrated as hell. We're dead in the water until I can figure out something, and it doesn't help that the drummer is off in a pricey gambling recovery center and that the lead singer has been MIA ever since the bus rolled into town a couple weeks ago. I can't very well book any shows that do come our way when I don't know if we'll have a full band.

"Any luck, honeybear?" Dad, wearing an ancient 'Frankie Says Relax' T-shirt,  sets a steaming cup of Sleepytime tea in front of me. Normally, that's the strongest thing I'll take to relax, and as much as I appreciate the thought, it's not going to come close to doing the trick. 

"Nope."

"Well, you'll figure out something. You always do."

I snort. "Oh, really? Dad, I suck. I'm a complete and utter failure at this band management thing. I mean, I didn't really think I could do it in the first place, so I don't know why I'm surprised, but it just really bums me out."

"Lauren, I so wish you could see what I and everyone around you sees. You're a smart, beautiful, capable woman. You stepped into an impossible position with that band and you saved their asses. Twice. Who else could have done that? Who else would have bothered even trying?"

I shrug, still feeling a little sorry for myself but my father's praise is like a salve. He's always known just what to say to make me feel better. And if he didn't, Papi did.

"It's too bad that Draymond fellow didn't want to pursue things. He seemed...nice." 

Um, yeah. I maybe didn't tell anyone about my little elopement. My dads would have been over the moon thrilled -- mostly at the idea of getting me out of the house, I think -- and Pepper would have flipped her shit on me. She may be smaller than me, but I'm pretty sure she could kick my ass two ways to Sunday. Thank God they don't read the gossip blogs.

No, it's better to let that little secret fester away until the dust settles. Maybe someday, many years from now, when everyone's telling their craziest stories, I'll pull it out of the vault to shock them all. After all, I always lose that game because I never do anything crazy. Well, almost never.

But his mention of Drax sends me reeling. It's not like he's been far from my thoughts, no matter how hard I try to push them away, but hearing his name -- even his real one -- threatens the tenuous grasp I have on my emotions. That prickly feeling starts up behind my eyes, remembering how tender he was the night of the concert.

The night of our wedding.

"Sweetie? Earth to Lola. You okay? You look sad."

I jerk at Dad's words, startled that I'm still in his office. Where else would I be? In Drax's arms? Stupid little girl! 

"I've got something stronger than tea, if you need it, you know."

Normally his efforts to get me high are annoying, but I don't have the bandwidth to bother. I just sigh. "No, thanks."

"Okay," he says, kissing the top of my head. "I'll leave you alone."

Alone. 

That's me. Alone. Always and forever, amen.

My phone buzzes next to my keyboard, telling me to hurry up and read this very important text message. I almost ignore it so I can continue wallowing in my pity party but I can see out of the corner of my eye that it's from Savory.

Band mtg @ 9 on boat. Y or N?

I hesitate. I want to ask if Drax will be there, if he's heard from him since the last time I asked, but that just sounds sad and desperate. Instead, I type back a simple 'Y'. 

Why indeed.


The Marina District is a funky mix of drunk college kids, snobby rich people and troubled homeless folk. Going down there at night can either be a fun party or land you in jail, sometimes both. Not for me, of course, but I'm okay with that.

I'm grateful Savory gave me a key for the marina's gate because I wouldn't want to have to stand there and wait for him to come collect me in the dark. As it is, I make sure to pull the gate tight behind me so no one can follow me in.

The docks are kind of rickety but not dangerous. Smelly and wobbly, more than anything. It doesn't help that packs of sea lions regularly haul themselves onto the docks to sleep. A seven hundred-pound bull is bad enough for a floating dock; imagine the damage he and his harem of five females wreaks. 

The scruffy setting doesn't seem like the right place for the dark-hulled beauty that Savory and Jake are staying on, but it's surrounded by other fancy yachts. I guess with real estate this prime, marina owners can get away with neglecting upkeep for a good long while.

My first trip down here taught me a valuable lesson in shoe selection -- no high heels, no black soles, and traction is a good thing. My trusty old Keds fit the bill perfectly. 

I stop at Sandra Jean's slip and take a good look at the fifty-foot sailboat. It's perfect. The amber dock lights glitter off her dark-blue hull like yellow diamonds and, even in the dark, the glossy varnish on the exterior wood shines brightly. I don't know anything about boats, but even I can tell this one is something special. They're lucky guys to have a friend who will let them crash on this baby.

Climbing the dock steps, I call out, "Ahoy, Sandra Jean. Permission to come aboard?"

"Ay, matey, get yer ass down here!" 

Jake's already started on the boat's seemingly infinite supply of booze. Wonder if he went with wine or found a stash of hard stuff. All I know is that the last time I was here, he was complaining loudly about the boat's lack of good old-fashioned beer.

I carefully turn around to climb down the ladder into the living quarters. No need to risk breaking my neck. There's no way EMTs could get a gurney down these docks, much less haul me out of this boat. Once both feet are safely planted on the floor, I spin around and nearly fall down from shock.

All four members of Roadkill are seated around the U-shaped dining area, looking at me. I can't help staring at Drax for a moment, before he averts his gaze. God, I've missed those eyes. I don't even realize how much until this moment. My heart clenches and I think we'll have to call those EMTs after all, but it finally starts beating again. Quite a bit faster than before, but I'll take it.

I slump onto the seat across from the table. I feel vulnerable and on display, like a criminal and they're the jury. My eyes want to return to Drax's somber face, but I force them to turn to Frank.

"Welcome back, Frank. How was your...time away?"

He smiles warmly at my awkwardness. "Really good, Lauren. I'm still working with someone as an out-patient, but we both feel I'm over the hump. I really can't thank you enough for the encouragement to get my shit together."

"I'm so glad, Frank." I finally allow my eyes the gift of glancing at Drax and my breath catches in my throat. "Good to see you, Drax," I squeak.

He still won't look at me, just grimaces and gives me a curt nod.

"Lauren," Savory says, drawing my attention, "we're at a crossroads."

"Yeah, and not the one with the Karate Kid," Jake says, without a trace of humor. That's when I know something big is on their minds.

"We've been talking for the last couple days--" 

My mind stops listening to Savory. Drax has been back for two days? And he never called or texted or came by the record store? Two whole days?! 

I don't know why my feelings are hurt by this revelation. I was the one who insisted on the annulment. I mean, someone had to be the responsible adult, right? Why can't he understand that? It's not like we were in love. So why is he acting like I broke his heart or something? 

"--so unless you have some news, we think that's what we'll have to do."

They're all staring at me, waiting for an answer but I have no clue what I'm responding to. "I'm sorry, what?" 

"Break up," Drax snaps. "We're going to break up and go our separate ways."

I feel as if he's not only talking about Roadkill. "Oh."

"Marvin really fucked us," Jake grouses, slamming an empty glass to the table. It's a water tumbler but Jake doesn't drink water. The ice is a dead giveaway: He sniffed out the high-octane stuff.

"You guys, I've been busting my butt to find some gigs, but it's hard when two members of the band are MIA. No offense, Frank."

I shoot a glare Drax's way. No need to let on that no one would hire them right now anyway. After the torment he's put me through, I think he deserves a glare or two. Of course, he shoots one right back at me.

Savory sighs. "Stop it, you two. What's done is done, can we just move on?"

"I can if he can," I blurt out before I can stop myself. I can't believe I really just said that. What am I, a ten-year-old?

"Good," Savory says, ignoring my infantile comment. "So, do you have any news to report?"

"I...I..." The truth was, I didn't. I fielded five more rejections today from big venues from as far away as Omaha. Marvin had tentacles everywhere, apparently. But I didn't want to tell them that. Artists' egos can be fragile and it's the job of the manager to keep them pumped up and feeling positive.

"Listen, guys. I understand how you're feeling--" I ignore Drax's chuff "--but you shouldn't make a hasty decision. Now that everyone's back, let me do my job. No need to rush it. Besides, it's not like you're living out of your van..." I look around the luxurious wood-trimmed cabin pointedly.

All eyes turn to Drax. He's staring at me, hard. Shivers trill up my spine and I'm instantly aware that my panties are wet. Good grief, I can't even be mad at him without also being drawn to him. His lips part to speak and I get a glimpse of his tongue. The tongue that did so many wonderful, unforgettable things to my body. All I want to do is suck on it. I wonder if he would mind...

"You have one week."


One week keeps bouncing around in my brain as the boys discuss other matters, such as who likes which cabin on the boat the best and how many bottles of wine Jake has already gone through. I'm just biding my time, hoping for a brilliant idea -- and maybe a little alone time with Drax. We clearly need to talk.

He finally makes his move to leave and I let him, but not without noticing that he doesn't actually say goodbye to me. I give him enough time to get a little way down the dock before rushing after him. I don't want the guys to overhear, but I don't want him to get away completely.

"Drax," I call out, running down the wobbly dock. He glances over his shoulder and shakes his head. Nope, can't get rid of me that easy, buddy.

I catch up to him at a trot, and am slowing down when I stumble over a nail jutting out of the dock. I spin around like a clumsy ballerina and, once again, fall right into Drax. Only this time, he's not prepared. 

Arms clad in a black leather motorcycle jacket pinwheel, much as I imagine mine did on the loading dock the night I got fired from my job, but it does him about as much good as it did me. In the blink of an eye, he vanishes into the inky depths of San Francisco Bay.

"Drax!" I shout again, reaching out toward where he fell in. "Drax!"

When he surfaces, he's sputtering and cursing a blue streak. "Dammit, Lauren! Fuck! Shit! Dammit!"

"You already said that one." I know the Bay's waters are frigid and a body can go hypothermic in less than a minute, but it's all I can do to not crack up. I've never seen him taken so off-guard. He stops splashing around for a second, then bursts out laughing.

"Watch yourself, Lola, or you might be joining me. Now help me out."

As neglectful as the marina owners seem to be about upkeep, they at least had the foresight to install drop-down ladders every twenty feet down the dock for just such an emergency. Drax is heavy in his dripping riding gear but together we manage to haul him up onto the dock, where he rolls on his back, breathless and chuckling.

I kneel next to him and brush his mop of dark hair out of his eyes. "You okay? You must be freezing."

He clasps my hand to his clammy cheek and closes his eyes, and my heart hurts that I can no longer see them. "For some reason, whenever I'm around you, my blood runs hot."

A warm balloon rises up in my chest, overwhelming me with emotion. My fingers tremble against his cheek. "Maybe...maybe you need some...mouth to mouth?"

His eyes open and capture mine. A storm is brewing in them, tugging him one way, then the other. I can see the moment he lands and gains his balance, and I'm saddened. I know the answer even before he smiles sadly and shakes his head.

"It's late." Too late, he means. "I need to get rolling."

"Okay," is all I can manage as I watch him get up. The least he could do is have the common decency to look like a wet rat or something, but nooooo...he has to look like a glistening god.

Holding out a hand, he helps me up. "You on your way home?"

"Yeah." I swear, even after everything, he leaves me breathless. And, really, he made the right decision a moment ago. Any hanky-panky would just muddy the waters. At least he's talking to me again.

"Did you drive?"

"Parking's atrocious down here. I took the bus."

He stops in his tracks. "At this hour? Uh uh. Nope. I'll give you a ride."

"On your bike?" The very idea of getting on the back of his motorcycle petrifies me. Worse than speaking in front of a crowd. "Um, the bus is fine, really. I don't want to put you out."

A second ago I was ready to jump his bones on a rickety dock, but the mere mention of riding on a motorcycle has me running. He smiles -- oh God, that smile -- and shakes his head, drips of seawater glittering like raindrops in the dim moonlight. 

"No way. I can't allow our manager to put herself in harm's way. Who knows, maybe you'll figure out a way to keep the band together. Can't risk losing out on a miracle like that, can I?"

"But...you should go back to the boat and dry off or something. You'll turn into an icicle riding a bike soaking wet like that."

"Nice try. Don't worry, I won't let anything happen to you."

Boy, do I like the sound of that. Stop it, I chide myself. I'm the one who nuked any chance we had as a couple, so I just need to leave it be. But...his butt in those leathers...Stop!

I tear my gaze away just as a light-colored Beetle goes chirring past. It's dark and the street isn't that close, but I swear it's bubble-gum pink. It couldn't possibly be the woman who roofied Drax, could it? There has to be more than one pink Beetle in the City. Then the car is lost from sight, going in the opposite direction we'll be riding. 

Riding. All thoughts of Barbie are chased away by images of my bloody, mangled body wrapped around light poles or street cars. But Drax is determined to get me on the back of his bike, and I can't deny that the idea of pressing up against him -- in a perfectly acceptable way -- is overriding the warning signals blaring in my brain.

"Put this on." He shoves a helmet at me when we get to the bike, which is as black and intimidating as I remember it being. I'm anxious but I'm helpless to do anything but obey. My body is crying out for contact with his and this is the only way to slake its need.

"Don't you have one?" I ask.

He nods at the helmet I'm slipping on. "That's it."

"Oh! In that case, I'll just take the bus."

He gives me a 'don't go there' look and jumpstarts the bike. It rumbles to life and he motions me on. Thank goodness I wore jeans tonight or it might have been a bit embarrassing when I swung my leg over the saddle. It's big -- big enough to handle Drax's bulk and my plump ass, but only if I'm snuggled up tight against him with my arms wrapped around his waist. 

Sigh...

If my fate is to die in fiery crash tonight, at least I'll die happy.


My lustful thoughts are interrupted by sheer terror as the bike lurches forward. My hands clamp down and a shrill scream fills my ears. Only when I pause to take a breath do I realize it's my own voice. 

Then we're moving easily down Divisadero Street and I can somehow breathe again. The City whizzes by and I slowly relax. I trust him completely. 

"This is amazing," I shout at the back of his wet head. He bobs it in agreement and pushes us faster. Thank goodness for wind visors or I'd have a face full of saltwater splatters. 

Most people who visit the Bay Area are surprised to discover just how cold it can get here. Mark Twain is credited with saying, "The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco," and it's holding true tonight. The air is already chilly, but factor in a headwind of forty miles an hour and it makes for a very cold ride. Especially when you're underdressed and the front half of you is soaked. If I'm shivering, how cold must Drax be? 

The ride takes about twenty minutes, and by the end, I'm a frozen Popsicle, but still, I'm exhilarated. Drax jams down the kickstand and I jump off, tearing the helmet from my head. 

"Wow, that was fantastic! I've always been scared of motorcycles, but you make it look so easy."

I know I'm grinning like an idiot but I can't help it. Not only is Drax no longer giving me the cold shoulder, but he gave me a ride on his bike, an honor I'm certain most ladies don't get. 

They don't get to marry him either, a little voice whispers but I shush it.

I'm so excited, jumping around like a happy puppy, that I don't notice it at first. Only when Drax turns his head toward me do I see his entire body shaking like it's about to come apart. His teeth are chattering so hard he can barely speak.

"Shit! You're getting hypothermia from those wet clothes. I'll call an ambulance."

"No," he grunts, clumsily dismounting. "Inside."

He leans into me and I support his weight as well as I can as we slowly shuffle to Raines Records. It's probably stupid to not call 9-1-1 right away but he is moving pretty well. Maybe just warming him up will do the trick. All sorts of ideas skitter through my head as to the best way to get the job done...

The commotion of me opening up the store and helping Drax navigate the aisles brings my dads downstairs. Dad is carrying a baseball bat and Papi is holding an icepick sharp stiletto, size thirteen.

"Dio mio," he screeches when he sees us, rushing over to wrap his arms around Drax. "Chulo, you so cold!"

It doesn't escape my attention that Papi's hands are holding tight on Drax's narrow hips, not helping in any way, of course. He flinches at my scowl and moves them up, which relieves me of some of the load. 

"What the hell happened, Lauren?" Dad has a bad back so he's following along helplessly. I can't help but admire tonight's T-shirt from Madonna's 'Who's That Girl' tour. It's ancient -- from 1987, or so the shirt says -- but in near-perfect condition.

"Long story. Right now we need to get him upstairs and out of these clothes."

"Ooh, I'll help!" Papi offers. Yeah, big surprise.

Drax seems to be gaining back some strength because he manages a soft chuckle. "I think I can manage myself."

"Awww..." 

"Stop pouting, Luis," Dad scolds, "and go get some water heating for tea. Draymond needs to warm up."

By the time we reach my room, Drax doesn't need my help, though he's still moving pretty slow. Still, my anxiety ratchets down about twenty notches. Maybe we don't need the EMTs after all. Dad brings him one of his robes and we leave him to change.

"I thought you two were splitsville," he whispers as we head toward the tiny kitchen.

"We are."

"Then why did he risk hypothermia to bring you home? That's not something an ex does. That's something a not-ex does."

My heart flips in my chest but I don't let on that his words mean something to me. And it pisses me off that they do. I'd already decided to end things, yet here I am acting like a lovesick idiot. What's wrong with me?!

"He right, you know," Papi says over his shoulder as he prepares the tea. "Dat boy still got it for you. Why you so red, Lola-mami? Maybe you still hot for him, too? Hmm?"

I slap Papi's hands away when he tries to tickle me. "Stop that, he'll hear you."

"Goot!" he says even louder, chasing me around the room. "Let him! Maybe he realize you da whole enchilada. Dat he should marry you pronto."

"Actually, I already did." 

I freeze in my tracks. Drax is leaning against the doorframe, making Dad's ratty old robe look positively erotic and watching our silly scene. Oh, and blabbing about our drunken Vegas adventure.

"Excuse me?" Dad says as he hands Drax some Sleepytime.

"Nothing!" I interrupt, turning Drax around and pushing him toward my room before he can take the mug. "He's making a joke. Ha ha, good one, Draymond."

Papi's attention is laser-focused on Drax's backside, but I can see in Dad's eyes that he knows something is up. Luckily, he's not as nosy as Papi, so I may have a chance get away from this whole thing without them ever finding out.

I slam the door shut and whirl on Drax.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?!" Why does he always smirk when I'm annoyed with him? Why?!

"Problem?"

"Yes, there's a problem. I didn't tell my dads about...that. I didn't tell anybody, and I'd appreciate it if you'd do the same."

The smile falls away and fire blazes in his eyes. "I'll do whatever the fuck I please, darlin', and right now, I want to do this."

With the speed of a panther, he's got my hands pinned above my head against the door and his body is pressed against mine. I react viscerally when his lips crush mine, wrapping a leg around him and thrusting into him. I'm enveloped by a heady mix of his scent and seawater. I could breathe it in all day. It stirs something feral inside me, something wild that I'm afraid to set free.

But something else sneaks in there, another scent I know but my foggy brain won't allow me to recognize. It's especially hard to concentrate now that he's nibbling my ear, exactly in the spot that drives me into a frenzy.

I suck in another deep breath and the mystery smell takes shape in my brain. Whatever it is, I'll forever associate it with this incredibly exciting moment. At first it's fuzzy, like smoke drifting upward, but then it swirls and compresses into the form of a person. Drax flicks my earlobe with his tongue and I grind even harder into him. I've devolved into an animal, grunting my need, but still the vision in my brain continues to gel together until I can see a face. 

It's Dad.

Ew!


"Ew! Ew! Ew!" I stutter, slithering out of Drax's hold. 

Am I going to vomit? Choking back a retch, I run to the other side of the bed. Granted, it's about two steps from where he's standing but I can't risk him touching me while he's wearing Dad's robe

"What the hell..." 

The poor guy's completely perplexed. There I am on the dock trying to give him mouth-to-mouth, pressing my boobs against his back the whole ride here, letting him ravage me against my bedroom door, and now this?

"I'm sorry," I plead, "but that robe...it smells like..."

"What?"

"My dad!"

Comprehension dawns on his face and he barks out a series of laughs that chase away the disgust in my belly and replace it with joy. He's got the best laugh. It's a down-to-your-toes kind of guffaw that would make Oscar the Grouch smile.

"Well," he says, still chuckling, "I guess there's only one thing to do."

And just like that, Draymond Maxwell is standing in my childhood room stark naked, a puddle of faded blue terrycloth at his feet. Everything about him is hard. 

Every. 

Single. 

Thing. 

Yeah, that works.

We lunge at each other and land together on the bed, hands and mouths everywhere. It's been weeks since he last touched me but it feels like years. I know we only made love the one time -- if you don't count what he did to me on the way to Vegas, and good lord, how can you not? -- but I miss it. I miss him.

I scrabble at my damp top, ripping it over my head and flinging it and my bra across the room. I don't have time for niceties -- I need him to touch every part of me, right now. And he does. As big as his hands are, they're no match for my girls, but where his hands leave off, his lips take their place. And I'm in heaven.

The sharply defined muscles in his arms and back are mesmerizing. I can't seem to stop running my fingers along the ridges and valleys, sighing when they flex and quiver under my touch. Another part of him quivers against my thigh, reminding me that my snug jeans have got to go. 

Reaching down to unzip them, my fingers graze along his length. I swear, I didn't intend to, but his guttural moan encourages me to change tacks and grasp him fully. He rests his head on my chest, panting, and pushes deeper into my hand. As it turns out, I need to use both hands, which is just fine by me.

He sets up a rhythm, then claims my mouth with his. It's not a gentle kiss but there's more to it than the animalistic passion of just a moment ago. So much more. Without missing a stroke, he pulls his head back, brushes a stray curl from my face and gazes into my soul. 

Tears spring into my eyes unbidden. Emotion bubbles up inside me and I want to let it out by taking him inside me. I can't stand one more second of not being fully connected to him. 

Though I'm loathe to do it, I release him, and wriggle my butt out of my jeans and panties in one fluid motion. He rolls onto his side and languidly strokes himself as he watches my every movement. His eyes never leave me. God, I'm about to explode with need!

I lay back, ready for him to take me, but he decides to torment me a bit first. One hand holds my hands lightly above my head while the other explores my curves. First stop, Nipple Central, where he circles each with his index finger before adding his thumb to roll and pinch it. I arch and gasp and silently beg him to never stop what he's doing.

He eventually does, though, slicking down my tummy and alongside one rounded hip. Stroking up between my thighs, he grazes my mound but doesn't stop. Instead, he skims my other thigh, his powerful fingers tucking under my knee and pulling it aside, leaving me fully exposed. 

Slowly, so damn slowly, he inches upward toward the final destination, all the while holding my gaze with those ice-blue eyes of his. He knows I'm powerless to look away, and why would I ever want to? 

He leans in and brushes his lips against mine at the moment his fingers make contact. I sigh and arch into him, up top and down below. I want him, I need him. His touch does things to me I never thought possible.

Our tongues dance and mingle as his fingers play me like I'm his instrument. My core is already as taut as a guitar string. It won't take much more plucking for me to reach a crescendo.

He can sense I'm close and drags his hand away. I moan in protest and arch again, to no avail. How can he do this to me? Bring me so close only to deny me. My entire body is tingling, almost vibrating.

He pulls away and searches my face. Whatever he's looking for, I'll give it to him. All he has to do is ask.

"Lola," he murmurs, his voice like warm velvet across my skin. 

"Hmm?" I sigh, drinking him in. 

"What happens next?" He tucks a curl behind my ear. Why is that so hot? I dunno but I almost climax from the simple act.

I smile devilishly. "Oh, Mr. Maxwell, I know for a fact that you know exactly what happens next. You fuck me like a demon."

An eyebrow shoots up at my filthy language, and even I'm surprised by it. What can I say, he brings out the naughty in me.

"No, I mean after after. Tomorrow morning. Where do we stand?"

I blink in confusion. What's he talking about? I can't think past the next few seconds, and he wants to talk about tomorrow? 

"Huh?"

His features darken a shade. "You were pretty clear back in Vegas that you didn't want to be in a relationship with me. Does this--" he waves a hand between our naked and almost-touching bodies "--mean you've changed your mind?"

Honestly, I hadn't thought about it. I can't deny that I pretty much haven't stopped thinking about him for the last couple weeks, and seeing him tonight got me more than a little hot and bothered. So when he slammed me up against my door like a rutting animal, my brain checked out and instinct took over. Of course, now my head is running in circles trying to figure it all out. 

Nothing's changed. He's still a wild musician whose lifestyle is just too crazy for me. Even if I did want a relationship with him, it could never work out. Once they find a real manager, he'll be traveling so much we'd never see each other. Factor in all the groupies offering all kinds of favors, and I wouldn't stand a chance. 

Neither would my heart. Because even right now, after a short tryst that happened weeks ago, it's about to break open all over the place. 

"I..." It's all I need to say. He can read it on my face.

Any vulnerability that remained in his gaze winked out like a dying flame. "I see. Then I think I'd better leave."

I want to argue. I want to beg him to stay, to make love to me all night as a final goodbye, but I know the answer will be no. And he's right, as much as I hate to admit it. Sex will only confuse our already confusing situation.

 "I'll ask your Dad to borrow some clothes," he says as he shrugs back into the robe. I'm not sure Dad will have anything that would fit him, but I don't argue. I couldn't even if I wanted to. All the air has been sucked out of my lungs.

Drax turns back to me before opening the door and walking out of my room, and possibly my life. He stares at me for a long moment, and I swear he's going to say something profound, something to make me change my mind. I almost want him to. Then again, it's almost a relief when he does speak, because the simplicity of his words say it all.

"Bye, Lola."


"Are you telling me that he just left you hanging on the edge of orgasm without finishing you off?" 

Pepper, whose hair is a vivid green now, is positively outraged at my revelation two days later. We're sitting in a booth at the back of Pepper's Pot but, as usual, it's packed. No fewer than four heads turn our way at her words.

"Shhh," I hiss. "Besides, that's not the point. The point is that he left without having sex. What guy does that? I thought it was against their code or something."

Pepper shrugs and bites a hunk out of one of her incredible asiago rolls. "Guys may be a lot of things, Lo, but they're still human. Sounds like the dude wants more than a backstage quickie."

 "But..." I shake my head but I feel the truth of her words. "Naw, it can't be."

"Why?" She swipes her forearm across her chin to wipe away a dribble of curry pumpkin soup. Pepper doesn't bother with social etiquette. She figures she's already covered in soup anyway, so what's a little more.

I take a thoughtful -- and much more tidy -- spoonful of my Thai-spiced watermelon soup with crab meat. My answer is a moan as I savor the way the serrano peppers boost the crab and balance the sweetness of the watermelon. Pepper's creativity never fails to astound me.

She grins and repeats her question. It takes a few seconds for me to fully recover. 

"Come on, Pepper. Look at Drax. Then look at me."

She's about to argue and tell me how gorgeous I am, but I hold up a hand before she can ask the restaurant full of people if they'd fuck me.

"I'm not coming down on myself, but get real. Besides, our lifestyles are totally incompatible. I'm a homebody. You know that better than anyone. And Drax is...well, he's no homebody."

"Well, that's true. I can't count how many times you've ambushed me into playing Scrabble with your dads when I came over to take you out clubbing. But maybe a little partying would be good for you, ever think of that? Loosen you up a bit?"

"I tried, I really did, but I didn't like who I became. He talked me into wearing a corset, for goodness sake. In public!"

Pepper narrows her eyes at me. "You didn't tell me that. Bet you looked hot as fuck!"

I blush at the compliment and the memory. At the time, I was kind of horrified, but looking back, I did look pretty voluptuous. Drax seemed to think so, anyway. Then I remember Drax's ex-girlfriend Shelby laughing at me when my boob popped out of the contraption.

"I think in the end I looked scary. Doesn't matter. I just don't understand what he wants from me."

Pepper smirks. "He probably wants to marry you."

I choke on a hunk of crabmeat and start coughing uncontrollably. Pepper hops up and slaps me on the back, as if that trick has ever worked once in the history of the world.

"You okay?" she asks, all innocence and sweetness. Pepper is anything but innocent and sweet.

I wave her away once I can breathe again. "Yeah, fine. Just went down the wrong pipe."

"Ah. I thought it might have been something I said."

I snap my gaze up to meet hers. There's a twinkle there but I can't tell if she knows something or is just teasing me. She can't know, I finally decide, no matter what the warning bells in my head say. Not only does she not have time to read gossip sites, I know for a fact that she loathes their very existence because she tells me so every time she catches me looking at one on my phone.

"Nope, just crab."

The silence between us is weirdly awkward so I focus on my soup. I chance a peek up only to catch her grinning at me.

"What?"

She points her spoon at me, dripping orange soup all over the table. "It's true! That was you! I thought so but Raul said it couldn't be when I showed him. But it was! You married the rockstar!"

More heads swivel in our direction, instinctively knowing that our conversation is infinitely more interesting than yet another discussion about fluctuating interest rates.

"How the hell did you find out? And when?! I've been back for two weeks and you didn't say a word."

She's guffawing now and the whole restaurant watches. Pepper's known for her curt and frequently surly attitude toward customers, so to see her laugh must be a treat. Or maybe they're hoping she'll send everyone a round of Pepper's Poppers. 

 "I saw the blog post the night it was posted," she manages to say through chortles. "I showed Raul but he said you'd never do something so foolish, and that you'd never dress like that in public."

I blush because Raul's right. Lauren would never do such a thing. But apparently Lola had other plans.

"I didn't say anything because I assumed if I was right, you'd tell me the minute you got home. Since you didn't, I figured Raul was right. But can I just tell you how pissed off I am that you didn't tell me? Real bitch move for a bestie."

She's smiling but I can tell my not-so-little secret has hurt her feelings. We tell each other everything, so my keeping this from her is pretty major. As if I don't feel bad enough as it is.

"I swear I was going to tell you after Drax's lawyers finalized the annulment."

Pepper's eyes bulge out. "Annulment? Why the fuck would you do such a dumb-ass thing?"

"Um, because of all the stuff we just talked about? Any of that ring a bell? Or how about because we were trashed out of our gourds and didn't know what we were doing."

She sniffs at my reasons. "No way. No way did that dude marry you on accident. I'll bet you a double scoop of Double Rainbow ice cream that he was fully aware the whole time."

I bark out a laugh that doesn't sound as self-assured as I want it to. "You're a crazy woman, you know that?"

A nearby businessman chuffs at my statement and Pepper flashes him a glare that would burn the paint off a car. "Got something to say, Chuckles?"

He's been here before, apparently, because he quickly shakes his head and buries it in his bowl of soup.  

"Yeah, thought so," she snorts. Turning her attention back to me, she says, "Lo, I love you more than my own bitch of a sister. I would do anything for you. I will also support you in anything you do. But when I see you self-destructing, don't expect me to keep my big bazoo shut."

I have no idea what she's talking about so all I can do is look at her blankly.

"I don't know this guy. Never seen you two together. But since he whooshed into your life, I've never seen you more alive. It's like you're a human version of The Wizard of Oz. You've been existing in a sepia-toned world and suddenly you're running around in Technicolor, baby."

I open my mouth to object, to tell her that I liked my old life, that I don't belong in his world, but she holds her spoon up to stop me.

"I know, your old life was so comfy cozy, like an old pair of slippers. I say chuck those mangy mules in the trash and slide into some FMPs."

At my confusion, she explains: "Fuck Me Pumps. Trust me, you'll love 'em. They may not be comfortable at first, but you'll never regret wearing them."

Is she right? Have I fallen into a rut already? At such a young age? Maybe, but that doesn't change the main problem here. 

"But I can't live that lifestyle, Pepper. Look what I did during my one wild night of drinking. You know my family history. I won't risk it."

"Listen to me, Lo. You're a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for. You know as well as I do that you could find a balance between what you think his lifestyle is and what you want your lifestyle to be. Besides, you'll never know if you don't try."

"So what exactly are you saying?"

She rolls her eyes. I'm clearly the thickest person on the planet according to Pepper. 

"I'm saying, if you go through with this annulment bullshit, you'll have to find a new place to eat lunch."


On my walk back home, I detour through the quirky Mission District and muse on what Pepper said. I'm pretty sure she wasn't serious about banning me from Pepper's Pot, but I certainly can't rule it out. As good as her soup is, I would never base a big decision on the threat of being denied it. Well, not this big, anyway.

It's her words about Drax that keep playing over and over in my head. That he had to know what he was doing the night we went to the chapel. I wrack my brain, trying to remember how drunk he was but it's all pretty foggy. The important snippets stand out, but the more mundane stuff, such as how many shooters I tossed back or exactly which snotty girl hooked up with which bandmember, are a blank.

All I know is that he still seems pretty miffed that I don't want to continue with our sham of a 'marriage'. Which is pretty strange, really. Sure, he's still attracted to me and wants to pursue the rockstar version of a relationship, but it's not possible a guy like him would really want to commit the rest of his life to a girl like me. 

Is it?

I'm so lost in thought that I'm not paying attention to my surroundings and almost get knocked down by a bicycle messenger as I cross the street. The tatted guy speeds by and gestures with one hand. I choose to believe he's waving and continue on, more aware of everything around me.

That's how I see them, standing in line to get into a trendy new restaurant. Drax is dressed as gritty as ever, which contrasts sharply with the stylish outfit on the woman standing next to him. Her back is to me but I know I've seen her before. 

My gut clenches and I very narrowly miss being mowed down by a skateboarder before I jump onto the relative safety of the sidewalk. There I duck behind a slender tree and peek around to confirm my suspicions.

Drax's date shakes her long, wheat-colored hair then turns a winning smile on him, offering me the perfect view. Sure enough, it's Shelby. His ex. What's she doing here? She lives in Las Vegas. 

A well-dressed older couple in front of them turn to laugh at whatever joke the perfect Shelby just told. In an instant, I can see the resemblance. The man has Drax's height and coloring, while the woman has clear blue eyes. They have to be his parents. 

Shelby leans into Drax, winding an arm around his waist and dropping her head onto his shoulder. His parents beam. What the hell is going on? Some kind of twisted family reunion? 

No, this is something else entirely. Shelby is being far too handsy for a regular ex. And the fact they're out with his parents says even more. They're back together!

I can't decide if I should cry, scream or vomit, so I do none of them. Instead, I seethe from behind the refuge of my skinny tree. 

How dare he? Just two days ago he got naked with me, pressured me about our 'relationship', yet here he is canoodling with his ex. What a hypocrite! What's worse, he's a cheater. I bet a dollar she doesn't know about our little rendezvous in my bedroom.

I have half a mind to stomp up to the happy little quartet and tell them exactly what's what but I realize tears are streaming down my cheeks. People are looking at me as they walk past, though no one's approached me yet. It's only a matter of time. The Mission is filled with friendly hipsters and old-school hippies who want everyone to live in love and harmony. Anything that doesn't conform to that really harshes their buzz.

I turn to run down an alley and smack into yet another bicyclist, this time a very thin Asian woman dressed in khakis and a funky military-style hat. There's no way she can hold up to my heft and she goes flying, her already-beat-up bike crashing at my feet.

"Oh, are you okay?" I hurry over to where she's landed. She's rubbing her narrow hip and wincing, but otherwise she seems in one piece. Thank goodness she's wearing a helmet

"I'm fine," she says. "It's my fault anyway for riding on the sidewalk. I know better. At least I didn't fall in that pile of shit."

I glance to where she's looking, about two feet from where she landed, and see said pile. And it's not from a dog. I shudder at just how gross people can be and help her to her feet. She's so tiny, it's like helping a kitten stand up.

"Are you sure I didn't hurt you?"

"Nope, I'm good. You have a good day, m'kay? Later!" She waves -- a real wave -- and jumps back on her bike, this time rolling down the street.

I turn and bump into someone else. What the hell is going on today?! But the moment I breathe in, I know who this someone is, even before his strong hands grip my shoulders. I tip my head back for hours until I meet his hypnotic eyes.

"Uh...hi."


"Are you okay? Were you hurt?" Drax's face is full of concern and my heart threatens to shred apart. 

"No, I'm fine, really. I was more worried about her, to be honest."

He doesn't even glance at the woman riding away. His focus is lasered in on me, searching my features to make sure I'm not lying or in shock. 

"Draymond?" a smooth female voice coos. "What's going on, darling?"

"Yes, son, what seems to be the trouble?"

His parents are about as stiff as plywood, dressed in clothes that even I can tell must have cost a fortune. Nothing I read about Drax mentioned much about his family, but they're clearly well-off.

"No trouble," he says. "Mother, Father, this is Lauren Raines, Roadkill's manager."

Two sets of lips press into hard, thin lines of disapproval but they hold their tongues. I'm guessing they've had a lifetime of practice.

"Pleasure, dear. I'm Sandy and this is my husband Warren." 

She puts out her hand so I shake it as I learned from my dads -- firm and fast. It's like holding onto a rotten fish and I can't wait to drop it. She clearly feels the same from the grimace she's wearing. His is a little better, but not much.

"Nice to meet you both. I didn't know you lived in San Francisco."

"Oh, God no," Warren snorts. "We live in Manhattan. We're just out visiting Draymond for a bit."

I try to resist but my gaze flicks over to where Shelby is now pouting with her fists on her slim hips. Sandy notices and breaks out in a megawatt smile.

"That's Shelby, our soon-to-be daughter-in-law."

"Mother, stop that. You know that's not true." Drax snaps, oblivious to the fact that the world just stopped spinning. I wonder if I'll ever breathe again...

"Oh hush, Draymond. One never knows where one's life will lead. It's possible my dreams could come true and you'll produce an heir with one of the most intelligent, beautiful and winning creatures in our circle."

"Sandy, leave the poor boy alone." Warren's voice drops to a loud whisper. "You know if you push him he'll push back, just to defy us."

He gives me a wink, as if to say, 'Ain't that right, sister?' I do my best to smile but it must not have worked. He looks almost offended by it.

"Well, we really must be off," Sandy says. "Poor Shelby's over there holding our place in line. I'm baffled as to why we're eating at an establishment that doesn't take reservations but I suppose we must all be up for an adventure now and then."

"It was...nice to meet you," I stutter, just now getting the feeling back in my extremities after her previous shocking announcement. "I'm sure we'll see each other again soon."

Warren snorts again. "I should hope not. No offense to you, my dear, but Draymond will be joining us in New York shortly and I only make it out here a couple times a year to race in the bigger regattas. I suppose you don't get back east very often." 

It wasn't a question.

"And would you believe it?" Sandy cuts in. "Shelby has accepted a position teaching at Columbia. Isn't that wonderful? The Dynamic Duo together again. Hopefully till death do they part, this time."

"Mother..."

She waves a bony hand at him, despite the giant diamond weighing it down. "Never mind. Good luck with...everything, dear. Come along, Warren."

They totter off, waving madly at Shelby and trying not to touch anyone or anything along the way. I watch them as long as I can so I don't have to look at Drax. A lot of information came my way in the last minute or so and I'm having trouble processing it.

"You're moving to New York?" I squeak out. Naturally, there's a bigger question spinning around in my brain, but asking about Shelby would seem so...desperate.

"Guess that depends on you."

"H-how?" Is this where he pressures me again? Say you love me and I'll stay, is what I imagine he'll say. A little voice inside me pipes up, So say it.

"You have till the end of the week to come up with a plan or the band breaks up, remember? Otherwise, I suck it up and go work with my father."

"Doing what?"

"Teaching music. He's the headmaster at a private school. Figures a real 'rock-and-roller', as he calls me, will be a boon to their music program. Maybe I'll start another band."

"In New York."

He gives me a 'why not' shrug. "It's not like there's anything keeping me here. Right, Lola?"

I nod but I can't meet his eyes. They see the truth of me and that's not something I'm willing to share right now, mostly because I'm not sure what it is myself.

I hate myself for what I'm about to ask, but I can't resist. "And Shelby?"

I feel his hot gaze on me, but I carefully mask my features as I study the metal stud embedded on his jacket collar.

"Why do you care?"

"I don't! I just..."

"Listen up, darlin'. I've had just about enough of this wishy-washy bullshit. First you want me, then you don't. But wait, maybe you do. Nope, not this time. I'm crazy about you but there's only so much a man can take, Lauren. You need to figure out what it is you want. If you can do that by Friday, let me know. If not, it's been nice knowin' ya."

Crazy about me?

I'm left staring after him as he stomps away, my heart hammering in my chest. He's called me out, and he's completely justified. He's been nothing if not consistent in his pursuit of me. It's me who's the asshole, the one who keeps changing the rules of the game. He's right. I do need to figure out what I want, and fast.

 I ache for him to turn around, take one last look before following the hostess inside. If he does, that means there's hope I haven't waited too long. If he doesn't, it could mean he's so fed up that he doesn't want to waste anymore energy on me. Please turn around, please turn around, please turn around...

He doesn't.


The last three days have been sheer hell. Not only am I no closer to deciding what I want from Drax, my luck hasn't changed in finding a venue that will book Roadkill. I'm running out of time. If I could get them a gig, I might be able to talk Drax into giving me more time to figure out my own shit.

A steaming cup of Sleepytime appears before me. "You'll chew those things to nubs, honeybear. How's it going?"

I yank my thumbnail from between my teeth and sigh.

"Not so good, Dad. Marvin really covered all the bases. He must have sent out a mass email to every decent venue in the country. I'm at a dead-end."

"So, what, the band's just going to break up?" he asks, perching himself on the corner of the antique desk he and Papi bought the year I turned two. I have vague memories of pulling out the drawers and crawling up them like stairs to sit in the very same spot while Dad worked. 

"Looks that way," I mutter miserably.

"Humph. Seems like the fans might have something to say about that. Can you imagine how that gang of goths will react when they hear?"

"I dunno. Bands break up all the time and fans don't go nuts."

"Don't tell that to Dimebag Darrell's family."

"Who?" 

He gives me a look of sympathy that another music culture reference has gone over my head. 

"So then what?"

"So then we all go our separate ways." I pretend that it makes no nevermind to me, that I'm not crushed at the looming inevitability.

"And you and Draymond are..."

"Are nothing." My voice seizes up and tears spring to my eyes. All this back and forth really is exhausting. I don't blame Drax for giving me an ultimatum. 

"Really? Because I could swear that boy fell in love the moment he saw you. In fact, he said something strange the other night about marriage..."

That's it. I can't handle anymore discussion about Drax or Roadkill or my miserable, disappointing life. Great, heaving sobs roll over and out of me. Dad gathers me into his arms, the safest place I know, and I let all the stress and fear and heartache loose and sob into my father's shoulder, clutching at him like a life-preserver. It seems as if I cry for hours before I calm down enough to release him.

"I'm sorry," I choke out, ineffectively wiping at the dampness on his faded Prince concert shirt. 

"Oh honeybear, that's what I'm here for, you know that."

Papi's shaved head pops into the tiny office. "You got a call, Lola-mami. Wait, what happen? Why you cry?"

I sniffle back tears and try to regain my composure while Dad explains. Papi is despondent that he missed a good bawling session.

"Ay, why you no wait for me?!" he wails. "We no cry together since dat last nasty pendejo broke up with you!" 

One of the nice things about Papi is that his storms pass quickly and with little damage. "We cry later, kay?" he says, dropping a kiss on my forehead.

I smile up at him, the heart and soul of our little family. "Okay, Papi. I love you."

"Ay!" He tears up and runs out of the office before his tastefully applied eyeliner can smudge.

"Okay, sweetie, I'll leave you to it," Dad says. "Don't forget that call."

Right. The handset of Dad's ancient, beige desk phone weighs a ton compared to modern phones. It has those giant clear buttons that blink to show which line is holding. I take a deep breath and mash down the first button, praying that it's one of the dozens of venues that haven't yet said no.

"Lauren Raines speaking."

"Lauren! It's Harry. Harry Stephens. How ya' been?"

I'm stunned into muteness. The last time I saw my old boss, he looked like he was about to pop a gasket. What the hell could he possibly want?

"Um, good?"

"Great! Say, I hear you're doing a bang-up job managing Roadkill. That's good to hear."

"Um, thanks?" 

Who would he have heard that from? The only person I can think of is my ex-coworker Michelle, but she wouldn't have blabbed to Harry.

"Yeah, so...I wanted to call to apologize for being so hard on you."

Screw him if he thinks I'm going to let him off the hook that easy. So what if I deserved to be fired? He didn't have to humiliate me like that.

"You mean the night you screamed at me in front of about a hundred people and then fired me?"

Harry laughs uncomfortably. He's used to being the cock of the walk, having everyone run around him like minions. Well, I don't work for him anymore, so I don't have to pussyfoot around. 

"Uh, yeah, well...I guess emotions were high that night, and I just wanted to say I'm sorry."

"Okay."

I refuse to accept his lame, half-assed apology, and the silence drags out between us. Can you say 'awkward'?

"Listen. I maybe acted a little too...hastily that night. This place is crazy without you, Lauren. I want you to come back."

My skin crawls at the arrogance in his offer, like I should be so lucky to work for him again. Little does he know that losing that job was the best thing that's ever happened to me. No, I'm not making much -- okay, any -- money at the moment, but it opened my eyes to the possibility of still having a career without having to demean myself. 

"You mean you can't handle the workload alone and no one else will work with you, isn't that right?"

His reply is stony silence.

"Now you listen, Harry. I wouldn't work for you again if you paid me four times what you did before. You have no respect for your employees, anyone really. You're the most spiteful, hateful, miserable man I've had the displeasure of knowing. Have a nice life."

The handset is halfway to the cradle when he shouts something I don't quite make out. "What did you say?"

"I said, I'll book your boys. Against my better judgment, mind you, considering what happened last time, but I hear you might be having trouble getting gigs."

Damn, gossip travels fast. "What did you hear?" I demand. My blood is boiling.

"Oh, just that a certain someone has it in for your boy Drax. And that if you don't set up something soon, Roadkill may become roadkill themselves."

I'm speechless. Finally, I get the nerve to tell Harry what I think about him and he lays this on me. 

"Marvin will have a shit fit," he continues merrily, "and I'm sure I'll pay for it somehow, but if you agree to come back to work for me -- at double your previous salary, by the way, not quadruple -- I'll book the band as a headliner. That should keep 'em limping along till things settle down."

'Stunned' doesn't even begin to describe how I'm feeling. Run over with a Mack truck is more like it. My world compresses around me until the only thing I can see is the bright light glowing steadily behind the phone's acrylic button. 

"Think about it," Harry says, his voice hollow, like it's coming through a tin can with a string attached. "But I need an answer by tomorrow morning."

The phone buzzes in my ear for a full minute before I carefully replace the handset. 

"Shit."


I'm so nervous I could puke. Hand to heart, my stomach is flopping around in my belly like a dying fish. Good thing I didn't have any appetite before coming down to the marina to present my plan to the boys or there'd be a mess all over the boat's pretty teak and holly floor.

Drax was uncharacteristically early but he hasn't said a word since I arrived a few minutes ago. He hasn't even looked at me. My stomach flips even harder. If he's this pissed off, he may want Roadkill to die, no pun intended. I hope the fact he showed up at all is a good sign.

Jake was the last to arrive and now that they're all settled, I'm left standing across from them like a salesperson giving a pitch. Which I guess I am, come to think of it. If they don't go for my plan, Roadkill will break up and Drax will move back east, and I really don't want that to happen.

"Okay, Lauren," Savory says, giving me an encouraging smile. "Lay it on us."

I nod and clear my throat. If I don't make words come out of my mouth soon, something more disgusting will, so I take a deep breath and dive in.

"Guys, Marvin's really kicked Roadkill's ass. It's not fair and it's not right, especially considering that the reason Drax was late for that show was because he was kidnapped by some crazy chick, but he's not backing down. I've put in a dozen calls to him but..."

"Fuck Marvin," Drax growls. Yeah, he's pissed.

"Right. Well, I've been busting my hump all week trying to line up a decent gig but it's no good. He's got too much power in the biz and every big venue -- every one that called me back, that is -- said how sorry they were, blah blah blah."

"Fuck them, too," Frank chimed in.

"I disagree," I say. "Yes, fuck Marvin. But the venues...we need them. Eventually. What we have to do is prove to them that Roadkill can bring in big ticket sales. If they see the numbers, Marvin's little blackball game won't mean a thing. As powerful as he is, the bottom line is more important."

"Sure, but no one will book us, you just said so yourself."

This is where it gets sticky. I try to swallow but my mouth is a desert. 

"Not no one, exactly. I got a call from my old boss this morning. He's willing to take another chance on the band. It could be an opportunity for you to prove you're reliable and can still draw the crowds, which might help you book more gigs afterward."

Drax's eyes burn with fury. "I wouldn't work with that asshole if he was the last--"

"He is," I say, cutting him off mid-rant. "The fact is, he is the last concert promoter who is willing to even consider booking you."

He glares off into a far corner.

"That's fucking great, Lauren," Jake says, grinning at everyone. "What's the big deal? He was kind of a jerk but whatever. I say we do it."

Savory doesn't look convinced. He gives me a knowing look, and asks, "What's he want? No way is that dude just going to book us out of the goodness of his heart. He wants something. What is it?"

Drax's gaze returns to me, and I can practically feel it on my skin, warming me. Not in the way I want, exactly, but beggars can't be choosers.

"Me."

I don't dare look at Drax but out of the corner of my eye, I can see him tense. 

"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" he spits. 

Seriously? He's acting jealous? Don't get me wrong, I don't hate the idea of him being jealous -- and that appalls me just a little -- but he can't act like I'm his property or something.

"In exchange for booking you, he wants me to go back to work for him," I spit back. 

Silence settles over the group. Jake breaks it as only Jake could. "Does that mean you won't be our manager anymore?"

Duh, I want to say, but only because I'm already stressed out and irritable. I nod instead. 

"Nuh uh, that's bullshit," Frank says. "You can't go back to work for that douchenozzle. Besides, we're a team."

My heart swells at his words, as crass as they are. There's nothing quite like feeling appreciated. 

"That's sweet, Frank, but we won't be a team if you guys split up."

"Jesus," Savory snorts. "It's like Sophie's-fucking-Choice! Take the gig and lose you. Don't take the gig and break up."

Drax has been sitting like a stone statue, just staring at me. I have no idea what he's thinking but my heart does flip flops and I very nearly lose myself in his eyes again. Dang, that's so easy to do! But I have more to say, now that the hook is set.

"Actually, there is another option."

The mumbling and grumbling stop and all eyes turn to me, eager to hear what will get them out of this mess. 

"I've made a few inquiries, scratched together a few ideas, and I think I have an interesting idea."

I pull out a very rough sketch Papi drew and hand it to Drax. "It's called the 'Route 666 Tour'. We drive the entire length of Route 66, or what's left of it, from Santa Monica to Chicago. We stop every couple nights and perform at any little podunk venue that'll take us. I've called a handful of hip spots and they all gave me a tentative yes."

"And what if they say no?" Savory asks.

"Then we set up in a park or something. We can easily get permits in most small towns -- Marvin doesn't have that much pull -- and even if we can't, holding illegal concerts just adds to Roadkill's bad boy mystique."

"I don't get it," Jake says, scratching his head. Literally. Scratching his head. "How's this supposed to help?"

"It's brilliant," Drax mutters, the tiniest hint of a smile playing at his lips. "Marvin's trying to ice us out. The longer we go without a gig, the faster we'll be forgotten. But if we do a grassroots tour, focusing on the fans and not the money or the prestige big venues offer, they'll come in droves."

He gets it! He gets me! 

"Exactly! We waive our fee so the venues keep the ticket prices low, as a thank you to your loyal fans. They spread the word and, hopefully, the tour will go viral, for lack of a better term. Merch sales will more than make up for lost ticket revenue, and the goodwill it'll generate should get us back in the graces of the bigger venues."

The discussion goes on for quite a while, working out details, potential problems, and possible opportunities. Relief washes over me that they're as excited as I am. I half-expected them to take Harry's offer because it was a sure thing. I would have been crushed but I also would have understood.

"I just have one more question," Drax says, catching my gaze. "Does that mean you've decided you want to stay with us?"

I know what he's really asking. He wants to know if I've made a decision about us, not Roadkill. Up until this moment, I was still trying to figure it all out, but watching his face light up over a tour where he'd make next to nothing but would thrill his fans clenched it for me. Draymond Maxwell may be an arrogant, bossy show-off, but there's nothing more in the world I want than for him to be my arrogant, bossy show-off.

"With all my heart."


































Rock Your Baby




The cocoon-like warmth of my slumber peels away, layer by layer, until I'm floating in a hazy gray lake of heat. Low pulses of red and white flash behind my eyes as my heart increases its tempo. I squirm with need, inadvertently grinding my ass into something hard and hot. A low moan in my ear draws me closer to the surface and my eyelids flutter open.

I'm in the back bedroom of the bus, nude, and Drax is spooning me in the most filthy and delightful manner. One hand is playfully tweaking the tips of my breasts while the other explores farther south. Without even being aware of it, I've spread my legs to grant him better access. Apparently, I'm running on pure animal instinct.

I grind against him again, earning another moan, this one louder than before. Still fuzzy from sleep, I tip my head back and our lips lock. There's no talking because there's no need. We're together, we're in love -- at least, I'm pretty sure I am -- and fucking like bunnies is expected. And I'll have to say, I've never been awakened in a more pleasurable way.

Drax drags my leg over his thighs and uses his fingers to spread me open and guide himself to my entrance. My body is more than ready for him and I wonder how long he's been warming me up. Long enough, that's for sure, because he slides into me easily and all the way to the hilt.

I cry out into his mouth, his tongue absorbing the noise. He fills me so completely that I already feel the pressure building inside me. Relentlessly, he thrusts into me from behind, his fingers playing me like his guitar until all the light in the world compresses into a single bright pinpoint behind my eyelids. Then it explodes.

I'm still pulsing around him when his guttural moan turns into his own cry of ecstasy. Waves of heat wash over me with each diminishing thrust, until we're a mass of glistening skin and entwined limbs, wrapped in our love.

"Good morning," he pants in my ear.  

I barely have enough breath to laugh or strength to roll over in his embrace, but I manage both. "Boy, I'll say it is."

He grins and pulls me closer. "Sorry, but you were tucked up into me, all soft and curvy and gorgeous...I couldn't resist."

"You have my permission to wake me up like that every damn day, got it?" 

"Don't tempt me, Lola," he growls. 

"Promises, promises," I tease.

After the band meeting last night, we talked for hours while the rest of the band went out to celebrate our new plan of action. Wanting a little more privacy than what we could get at my dads' place or on the boat -- his parents' West Coast racing yacht, as it turns out -- we ended up at the lot where the band's bus is stored. Strictly speaking, overnight guests aren't allowed, but a $20 bill slipped to the night watchman ensured we wouldn't be evicted.

As much as I wanted to jump his bones right then and there, we had a lot to work out first. For starters, what he was doing with his ex the other day.

As it turns out, Drax wasn't expecting Shelby to show up with his parents. They arranged that without his knowledge, and he wasn't thrilled about it. Seeing her in Las Vegas only confirmed his belief that she'd done him a favor by dumping him back in the day. In fact, after I saw him in the Mission that night, he told her there was no future for them, even if they both ended up in New York. And now that everyone is on board with the Route 666 Tour, New York is off the table. 

I also shared my concerns about losing myself to the lifestyle and that, if he wanted to be with me, he had to be with Lauren, not Lola. "Who do you think I fell for?," he asked, then guided me to the bedroom and made love to me all night. 

And this morning.  

Snuggling into the crook of his neck, I breathe him in. It's a heady mix of cloves and sex that gets my motor purring. Even after a passion-filled reunion last night, and this morning's sunrise edition, I still can't get enough of him. 

Lazily, I skim my hand along the hard planes of his back, down to his tight rump. I've never touched an ass that firm before -- I've only touched one other one, and it was less-than-impressive -- and I can't seem to stop. I could touch him forever and never grow tired of it.

When he twitches against my thigh, I twitch inside. I know guys usually require some time to recoup but I can't wait. It's a primal need, something deep down that demands to be claimed by him immediately.

Skimming around to the front, my fingers wrap around his girth. I search out his lips for a soul-deep kiss while I squeeze and release and pet and stroke, urging him to hurry up already. It's working.

Breaking away, he looks at me in a daze. "Again? I had no idea you were such an animal."

"Shut up and fuck me."

"Yes, ma'am!"


My phone buzzes on the tiny nightstand, drawing me out of my nearly-catatonic, post-sex drowse. I fumble for it and almost drop it before punching the right glowy thing on the screen.

"Hmm?" I'm too drained to care how unprofessional it sounds. 

It's Savory, and he doesn't sound happy. "Jake's been arrested."

That sure as hell wakes me up. "What?!"

"I guess he got trashed and made a mess of some bar after I left him last night. The cops were called and he's in the drunk tank now. They said he'd be ready to pick up about now."

"Shit! How much damage?"

Drax stirs next to me.

"I've already talked to the bar owner. He agreed to not press charges or send us the repair bill if we comp him a show."

I let out a sigh of relief. The band doesn't have much in the coffers and we'll need every penny to get the new tour rolling.

"But, Lauren, this has become a problem. Something needs to be done."

He's right, of course. Jake is out of control. He's a nice guy, but I've always been a bit disgusted by his drinking. I guess it just hits too close to home.

Savory tells me where to collect Jake and rings off. Drax is fully awake by now so I give him all the dirty details and we come up with a plan. Three hours later, we're all on the boat, poor Jake looking like death and smelling even worse. 

"We can't have it, Jake," Savory is saying. "We need to be able to rely on you and, right now, we can't."

"I'm fine, guys," he insists but it's easy to see that even he doesn't believe his own words.

"Jake, I've found a good place that we can take you today." 

The look he gives me breaks my heart and disgusts me at the same time. It's sort of a 'Don't do this to me, I want to keep killing myself slowly' look. I've never understood how someone could destroy themselves so completely and do it so willingly. 

"But..."

"Jake," Drax interrupts. His expression is hard but his tone is gentle. "It's either rehab or you're gone. Your choice, bro."

Jake gapes at him. "You'd really fire me? What the fuck, man? We're fuckin' musicians! You know, rock n' roll and all that? It's not like you have a reputation for acting like Mary-fucking-Poppins!"

Drax shakes his head. "And it's about time we all grow up and start acting like professionals."

"What about the tour?" Jake asks, grasping at straws.

"We'll wait for you, dude." Savory pats him on the shoulder. 

"But who's gonna pay for it?" His arguments are getting weaker and weaker. "I don't got that kinda money."

"Don't worry, bro, it's taken care of," Drax says. 

Contrary to my previous assumption, Drax is no starving artist made good. He had family money, and a lot of it. Not only did he pre-pay Jake's 28-day stay at the exclusive in-patient rehab, but he also paid for Frank's, as well as a gigantic diamond wedding ring. When I asked him this morning why he didn't just pay off Marco, he pointed out that bookies don't usually take credit cards.

"But..." Jake mumbles.

"Dude, you woke up in jail this morning, ferchrissakes," Frank says, wrapping a comforting arm around his friend's shoulders. "You have a problem. You gotta admit that, at least."

Jake sniffs and ducks his head. "Yeah."

"That's the first step, right there, bud! Now Drax and Lauren are gonna drive you up to the place, m'kay? We'll see you in a month, and you better be ready to rock, you got it?"

Jake smiles weakly. "Okay."

The poor guy sobs quietly in the back seat the whole way up to the rehab center my dad recommended. Drax tries to give him encouragement but Jake's too wrapped up and wiped out to hear much of anything. It's touching to see how much Drax cares for his bandmate. A lot of guys would have just fired the kid, but Drax is putting him through a pricey rehab. 

My stomach knots up as we get closer to the facility. I've never been to this one but I've seen enough to know they're all pretty much the same. Some are fancier than others but they all serve the same noble, if often futile, purpose. Growing up, I learned to hate them all for their failure in curing my mother. It was a heckuva lot easier to hate the institution than to hate the patient.

Although that came, too.

I shake away the painful memories as we pull up to the facility's main entrance. It's a beautiful Greek revival building, complete with ivy growing halfway up the brick walls. The landscaping is perfect and the overall tone is serene. 

Stepping out of the car, I catch quiet snippets of classical music outside. If I didn't know any better, I might be lulled into thinking everything was going to be okay. It seems to work on Jake because he's stopped sobbing and seems almost eager to get inside. 

I'm itchy with bad memories. Drax senses my mood and entwines his fingers in mine. I draw strength from them, from him, and we follow Jake inside. The lightest hint of lavender is in the air, no doubt pumped into every room to help calm the patients. It does little to calm me, but I'll be out of here very soon anyway.

The reception area is decorated entirely in shades of white, even the employees waiting to check in Jake. I'm too busy taking in the surroundings to pay much attention to them though.

"Good morning," soothes a woman. "You must be Jake Ward. Welcome to Serenity House."

Something about her voice tickles a memory bank. I glance over but don't recognize her. She's plump like me, and her dark brown hair flows over her shoulders in a way that I envy. I've always longed for hair that doesn't sproing every time I move my head.

I step closer, hoping she'll say something that will hint at how I know her. When she laughs, Drax looks at me in surprise. 

"She's got your laugh, Lola."

My head feels as if it's about to crumple in on itself and I have to lean against Drax for support. I can't believe what I'm seeing and hearing and feeling. It can't be her. The last time I saw her, maybe ten years ago, she was wasting away from the drugs. I begged Dad to stop making me go see her. It was killing me to see her killing herself. I thought she died years ago.

The woman behind the counter glances up at me, then does a double-take. Tears well in her gentle, brown eyes -- eyes that I inherited from her -- and she smiles tenderly. 

"Lauren," she whispers. 

I hear it now. It's been so long since I've heard her voice, it's not surprising I didn't catch it at first. Especially since I assumed she was long-dead. But now I can't unhear it. 

I want to run. I want to scream, cry, fall to the floor and throw a tantrum. But I manage to control myself and say the only thing that comes to mind.

"Hi Mom."


I watch as Grace Barnett, my mother, if you could call her that, leads Jake back to a conference room. As his personal intake counselor, she'll oversee his rehab and be his go-to gal for the next month. Which is hilarious to me. 

Grace was never someone a person could count on for support -- well, not me, anyway. She was too busy getting wasted or trying to figure out a way to get wasted to worry about other people, much less her own daughter.

Thank God our little reunion was brief. She didn't even try to hug me, which is a giant relief. I'm pretty sure I would have throat-punched her if she'd tried. All she did was smile and turn her attention back to Jake, which is exactly where it should have been.

"I thought your mom was..." Drax doesn't say 'dead' as we head out to the car, but I know what he's asking.

"Guess not."

"You okay?"

"Sure. Why wouldn't I be? Just found out my mom's alive. Yay." 

"Oookaaay." 

We might not know every quirk about each other, but he knows enough to keep his mouth shut as we drive back toward the marina. My brain is swirling. I have no idea what to think or even how to think. 

"I mean...like, what the....how did she...." Apparently words are beyond me, too.

"Babe, deep breaths."

I take a few breaths and it actually helps. "I'm just...surprised."

"No doubt. Why did you think she was dead?"

I shrug nonchalantly but I'm a mess of so many emotions inside that I couldn't name them all if I tried. Shock, anger, love, hate, fear. It's too much to take, but as she always did, she's left me with no choice but to deal with it all on my own. Except now I'm not on my own. I have Drax.

"She was a drunk and addict my entire life. Dad somehow managed to keep her sober during the pregnancy, but after that, she was a goner. Last time I saw her, she was in the hospital from yet another overdose. They suspected that time it was on purpose. She looks nothing like I remember, which I suppose is a good thing."

"Your Dad didn't know?"

Shame and anger push all the other emotions out of the way. "Maybe. He did his best to keep her in my life, but after that visit, I told him I never wanted to see or talk about her again. I overheard the doc telling Dad she probably wouldn't pull through, and I wouldn't have been able to handle going to her funeral. He tried to bring her up a few times over the years but I always shut him down. He finally gave up."

"Looks like she made it."

"Looks that way." 

I spent years building a wall up against the pain Grace had caused me, only to have it crumble the second I saw her. I need to get it back up fast if my psyche is going to survive.

"You going to call her, now that you know?"

"Why should I? It's not like she tried to get in touch with me." 

I slap more bricks on the wall, but not fast enough. Tears prickle at my eyes, and I'm just grateful I don't have to hide them from the man sitting next to me.

"Lola..."

"Just leave it, Drax. I'll be fine but I need to talk to my dads. Mind if I drop you off? "

Thirty minutes later, I'm bursting into Raines Records, ready to yell at Dad for not telling me about Grace, or maybe for trying to keep her in my life, or maybe for partying just a little too hard with her on the night I was conceived. I'm not entirely sure what all I'm mad about but, by God, he's going to hear about it!

Papi whirls away from a customer when I enter and runs to me, gathering me in his arms. I'm mad as hell and don't really want a hug but, I have to admit, his embrace soothes me. 

"Oh, pobrecita, you see your madre today, yes? She was muy feo, very ugly, yes?"

For whatever reason, Papi has always been insanely jealous of my mother. It seems silly to me because Dad met him when I was one and hasn't had eyes for anyone else ever since. 

I suspect part of it is that he worries she'll take his place in our little family, which could never happen, of course. But mostly, I think he just hates that Dad was ever with a woman in the first place.

"Luis, stop that," Dad scolds. "We agreed to never speak ill of Grace in front of Lauren, no matter how old she gets."

"Ay, I forget. Lola-mami, you okay?"

"I'm fine." I pull away from Papi's bear-hug, though he doesn't want to let me. "I just...wait, how did you know?"

"Grace called a few minutes ago."

My skin tingles with fury and hate and misery and fear. Everything I ever felt as a kid -- not knowing if she'd be straight or sober when I visited, wondering if the next phone call would be to tell us she was dead, resentment over her miserable attempts at being a mother -- bubbles up to the surface.

 "You've been in touch with her?! You knew where she was all this time and you never... What kind of father are you?!"

It's a low blow, I know, because Dad has never been anything but devoted to me. He's not Ward Cleaver, by any means, but he always had my best interests at heart.

"Lauren Anne Raines!" 

I'm stunned by Papi's use of my full name. I can't remember the last time he said it, but I'm sure I was a kid doing something naughty. 

"You no speak to your padre like dat!"

"No, it's okay, Luis. Lauren has every right to be angry." 

Papi relents but arches a finely plucked eyebrow at me as a warning to watch my tone. I guess you never grow too old to be reprimanded by your parents, and it smarts just as much.

"I'm sorry, honeybear, but you've made it very clear over the years that you had no interest in hearing about Grace. I tried to tell you that she got her life together but you refused to listen."

"Why did you stay in contact with her in the first place? It's not like you had to. There was no court order for visitation or custody. She signed away her parental rights the day I was born, for godsakes!"

I hate the stab of rejection I feel at that, but I can no longer deny that I've always felt abandoned by my mother. There's no question she did what was best for me by letting Dad raise me, but still...I've always wondered if raising me herself would have helped her clean up faster. Probably I would have ended up in foster care and had a horrible childhood, but the thought's still there.

"She's your mother, Lauren. I didn't need a court order to tell me what was right. As messed up as she was, I felt it was important to keep her in the loop on what you were doing. Oh, boy, you should have seen her grin the day you graduated college. Seeing you walk across that stage--"

"What? She was there?!"

"Of course, she was. High school, too."

I don't understand what's happening but I know I need to sit down. I manage to make it to a seat behind the counter and gape up at Dad.

"Lauren, are you ready to listen now?"

At my nod, he tells me how Grace barely survived the last OD -- the last time I saw her -- and that he paid for her to go into Serenity House, where she finally got clean and sober. She'd spent the last decade working menial jobs and attending night school to earn her Master's degree in rehab counseling. To complete the circle, Serenity House hired her as a counselor the day of her graduation two years ago.

"Sweetie, she understood why you didn't want to see her, and she wasn't willing to push you. Not because she didn't want you in her life, but because she knew she'd caused you too much pain. But she always believed that the day would come when you'd eventually seek her out. Guess today was that day."

Did he really just say that? But of course it all makes sense now. 

"I didn't seek her out!" I jump up, brushing away Papi's hand, and pace the floor. I've never been so angry with my Dad, ever. "You sent me there! You knew all along that Grace worked there and that's why you recommended it when I told you about Jake. Do you have any idea how earth-shattering it is to just bump into the mother you thought had popped fifty too many pills?"

"Honeybear, it was the only way I could think of to get you talking about her."

I jab a finger in his face, a part of me noticing how raw my nails are. I don't even remember chewing them, that's how upset I am.

"Don't you dare call me 'honeybear'! I honestly don't know how I can forgive you for this, Dad. Not only do I feel rejected by my own crackhead mother, but now my father has betrayed me. What a great day this has turned out to be!"

I run out of the store in tears, Papi shouting after me to come back. I have no idea where I'm going but I'm doing something I never did as a child. I'm running away from home.


I used to think there was no safer place in the world than in the arms of my dads, but sitting here on the Sandra Jean snuggled into Drax's embrace, I know differently. 

"I just can't believe they'd betray me like that," I repeat for what must be the tenth time. He's let me prattle on and on, all the while holding me to his muscled chest and not saying a word. 

"What do you think?" I look up at him, expecting total agreement. I should know by now to always expect the unexpected from Drax. 

"You really want to know?"

No! "Of course."

"I think you're being too hard on them, especially Papi...er, Luis. Let's get real. He couldn't go against Malcolm, so let's exclude him from the hate parade. Now from what you've told me, Malcolm tried to tell you about your mom several times over the years. So I'm trying to figure out how this is all his fault."

Ooh, the dude's just poked a hornets' nest. I shove back from him, fire practically spitting from my eyes. "So it's all my fault?!"

"What? No, that's not what I said!" He takes a deep breath and captures me with those damn eyes. He knows I'm powerless now. "Lauren, how old were you the last time you saw your mom?"

"Fifteen." I grind out through clenched teeth.

"I know you've always been a good girl...well, mostly--" he gives me a wink and I blush furiously "--but in my experience, even good girls rebel. Especially when they're that age. My father deals with teenagers every day and he'll tell you that's when kids practice asserting their independence. It prepares them for adulthood. So there are times when adults need to let the kids make their own choices. I'd lay good money down that Malcolm didn't try to talk to you about her just once, did he? I bet he tried a bunch but you shut him down every time, am I right?"

At my defiant expression he continues. "So? What would you have wanted him to do differently? Force you to discuss your mother, as he'd been doing for years, or respect your wishes and hope that one day you'd come around?"

He's right, dammit. I want to be angry -- no, I need to be angry. I need someone to direct all this turmoil onto.

"Fine. Whatever. But what the hell am I supposed to do now? Go running to Mommy Dearest and live happily ever after?"

I slump into him again, defeated and frustrated and still more than a little confused. I love the way he strokes my arm. It's so much more comforting than being petted like a grumpy puppy, the way Papi was doing it.

"Why not?"

"Um, because she's a pill-popping drunk? Because she always chose booze over me? Because she ruined my life?"

Drax's hand stops mid-stroke. "I know it feels that way, Lauren, but maybe there's another way to look at it. Your mother is an alcoholic and addict. Call it a disease, an allergy or whatever you want, it all boils down to power. As in, she has no power over any of it. Her addictions completely controlled her every move, every decision. She never loved the booze or the pills. In fact, I have no doubt she hated them. But they were the puppet masters and she was the doll dancing around to please them."

He pauses to let his words sink in before continuing.

"As for her choosing them over you and ruining your life...please. Girl, that woman had balls the size of Texas when she gave you up. Can you imagine how painful that must have been?"

I really can't believe what I'm hearing. "What are you talking about?! What kind of mother just gives away her baby?!"

"The kind of mother who loves her daughter so much that the very thought of subjecting her infant to the horrors of her daily life is out of the question. That poor woman fought her demons for nine months to ensure you were born healthy but she knew she didn't have the strength to resist them forever. Just imagine what your life would have been like if she'd never told your dad she was pregnant. My guess? You would have been in and out of foster homes...or worse. No, giving you up was the greatest gift she ever gave you."

Everything swims in front of me from the tears streaming down my face. I hate that he's right, but he is. I thought it myself earlier. The little snippets of time I did spend with my mother when I was younger gave me a pretty clear picture of what her days were like. I don't even want to think about the nights. 

I think back to her expression when she recognized me earlier. It was pure love and understanding. That's why she didn't make a big deal about seeing me. She knew I needed time to adjust. My heart clenches and for the first time in a decade, a spark of hope gleams there. Maybe there's a chance for some kind of relationship with her after all.

"How can you know all this? Did you talk to her?" I whisper into his ever-dampening shirt. 

He hugs me tight and a sob escapes me. I love him. I do. I fought it for so long but, really, I knew the moment he kissed me. I can't believe I'm really here with this amazing man.

"No, I didn't talk to her. But I know her, because I know myself."

"Huh?"

"Lauren, I'm a drunk. I've been sober for two years now, but I know what I am and the pain I've caused. I put my parents and bandmates through hell, I drove away Shelby over it, and I earned myself a helluva reputation to boot. But none of that stopped my compulsion to drink. Savory saved my life when he dragged me to a meeting and sponsored me in AA. So yeah, I think I have a pretty fair idea of Grace's struggle."

I'm stunned into silence for a moment as I click through freeze-frames in my memory. I guessed that Savory didn't drink but Drax...

"You're not sober! I saw you drinking at the bar with that sparkly pink nightmare, and that night in Vegas when we...y'know.... We were both trashed!"

His silence is unnerving. I pull back to look at him. "Drax?"

He gives me a wolfish grin and shrugs. "You saw me drinking lemonade at that bar. And sorry to disappoint you, darlin', but I was sober as a judge when I married you."


What is with this day?! First, I discover that my dead mom is alive, and now I find out that my 'drunken groom' doesn't even drink! I've barely processed his words when it dawns on me what his words actually mean.

"So...you married me because you...wanted to?"

He's still got that shit-eating grin on his face and I'm not sure if I'd rather smack it off or kiss it off. Maybe both.

"Don't you remember what I wrote on my headshot the day we met?"

Of course I remembered. Like I would ever forget. Marry me. My heart starts thumping in my chest.

"Did you think I was fucking around? Lola, you stole my heart the minute you chewed me out on the sidewalk in front of your dads' store. I knew you were the one and I thought it was only fair to let you know." 

He laughs but I can barely breathe. I'm glad he continues because I couldn't speak if my life depended on it. 

"I spent enough of my life screwing it up, I sure as hell wasn't gonna let you get away from me without a fight. So when you suggested we get married in Vegas, you didn't have to ask twice. Lauren, haven't you figured it out by now? I love you."

"I...I love you, too, Drax." I can barely squeak it out, mostly because I never truly thought I'd get to say the words. Even after we patched things up, I never imagined he felt the same way.

Drax whoops and gathers me into his arms. Our lips search each other out, seeking confirmation of our love. But we're both so elated we can barely focus. He grabs my face and rains down kisses over every inch, making me giggle. Finally, he pulls me into him and we just hold each other for a few minutes, rocking gently with the motion of the boat. 

"Now I'm a little bummed about the annulment," I mumble into his neck. He smells so good I could just eat him with a spoon -- or without -- but I try to control myself, at least for the moment. A pang of absence shoots through me when he pulls away. Grinning, naturally.

"Good news on that front, too, darlin'! I never filed the papers."

I blink in absolute confusion. "What?"

"Yep. Never even called the lawyer. Figured I'd wait so see if we could make this thing work, and look. We did! So...here."

He tugs something from a tiny pocket in his jeans and holds it out. It's the ring. My ring. My wedding ring. I watch as he slips it back on my finger, numb and speechless.

"Been carrying it around every day since Vegas."

The giant rock sparkles and glints like crazy because of the tremors. My hand is shaking so badly I can barely focus on the ring. What I can focus on is the anger boiling inside me and how truly screwed up this day has been.

"You lied to me?"

His grin falters. "Uh, well, not exactly. I was just holding off till you made your decision about us. But it's all okay now."

"You're kidding, right? You can't possibly be that stupid, can you?"

He bristles at the name-calling, and normally I wouldn't be so mean, but I'm flabbergasted at what he's done.

"Hey, now--"

"No! Don't you dare try to pretend this isn't a big deal just because we figured things out. You promised you'd take care of the annulment. What else are you lying to me about?"

"Nothing, I swear!"

"Just what a liar would say." I jump up to leave. I can't stay here one more minute. How can I trust him now?

"Lauren, don't leave. Agreed, it wasn't my finest moment, but I only did it because I'm so fucking in love with you. I couldn't let you go, not without trying first. Don't you see?"

"Is that supposed to be an apology?!" I balk.

A cold, hard glint sparkles in his eyes. "No, it's not. Because I'm not sorry. I want to be married to you. You want it, too. You just said so."

He's got me there. I did just say something to that effect, but still...

"I don't know what I want now. You lied to me, Drax. I need to think."

Before he can speak, I scrabble up the steps, jump to the dock and flee.


I have no idea where I'm going, I just know I need to walk. Maybe I'll go see Pepper. Then again, maybe not. Everyone else in my life has shocked or disappointed me today; I couldn't bear it if she had some big secret, too. 

No, better to just walk and think. The waterfront is the perfect place for that. Seagulls swoop and tumble on the brisk wind that sweeps through the Golden Gate. White caps tumble on the bay, giving a group of small sailboats a bouncy ride toward Alcatraz. I'd sit and watch but I have too much nervous energy built up inside. 

The breeze helps to cool me off, whisking away some of my anxiety, but not even close to all of it. My emotions feel like a piece of flotsam being tossed around in the bay's choppy waters. I barely crest one wave of emotion before another crashes down on top of me.

First things first, I think. My dads have been there for me all my life so I'll start with them. It's also the easiest to deal with because I know in my heart I'll forgive them. Drax was right that I hadn't left them much choice because anytime Grace was brought up, I shot them down. How can I say they're wrong when they only did as I asked?

Grace, on the other hand, was never there for me. She made her choice when I was born that she loved the booze and pills more than me. The old bitterness wells up but I let it roll over me and then it's gone. 

Once again, I think back to Drax's words. As much as I'd like to cling to my childish anger, I can't deny that what he said rings true. Dad dragged me to enough support groups for the loved ones of alcoholics as a kid to know that addicts' brains seem to work differently. 

As I stroll through a lovely, hilly park, gratitude washes over me. Grace had a lot of options when she found out she was pregnant after a one-night stand. She could have ended the pregnancy, but she chose not to. She could have never bothered to track down Dad. She could have insisted on full custody, or even partial custody, but instead she signed away all her parental rights immediately so Dad would know he'd never lose me. And maybe to take away any temptation she might have later. 

Grace didn't give me up because she didn't love me. Just the opposite. She gave me up because she loved me more than anything and wanted only the best for me.

I smile through my tears. Not gonna lie, there's still a lot of pain, but for the first time ever, I see a real glimmer of hope. It's going to be a slow process, but I know she'll be patient. She's waited this long, after all.

The hill heading down toward Fisherman's Wharf is steep, and I can barely keep up with my own feet as I trot down. It's sort of how I've felt during my whirlwind 'whatever' with Drax.

He swept me off my feet and kept me off-balance, but he never let me fall. Except to fall in love, that is. That I did all on my own and I fell hard. So to have him lie to me...

Although it does occur to me that I never followed up on the annulment. I never once asked him about it after we left Vegas. I may not be a lawyer, but even I know something like that would require at least a signature, maybe even a court date. Did I really think it would all go away with one conversation?

And the truth is, I didn't want it to go away at all. The reason I got flustered every time the wedding was brought up was because I assumed Drax didn't want to be married to me, not the other way around.

As it turns out, he wanted it all along, so much so that he wouldn't even file the paperwork until he was certain there was no hope. There's something touching and romantic about that, yet he still deceived me. I can't let that slide. 

I'm pondering the best way to tell Drax what I've decided, and not really paying attention to my surroundings, when I step out onto the street to cut across to Ghirardelli Square where I plan to treat myself to a sea salt caramel sundae. Visions of gooey caramel sparkling with chunks of sea salt are blasted out of my head by a blurry, chirring blob of pink.

The next thing I know, I'm lying on the pavement, my head starting to throb with a dull growl that I sense will become a full-blown scream very shortly. Other parts of my body join voices with my head, but I'm too dazed to pinpoint which ones. 

Another voice screams in unison with my body, but this one's louder, and outside of me. Then a raging red face hovers above mine, screaming something my brain has trouble processing. Spittle flies everywhere as she fumes, but I barely notice. It's all I can do to concentrate enough to figure out who this mad woman is. 

It's Barbie! 

I try to reach out to her, push her away, but my arm won't budge. I can't even turn my head to look at it. All I can do is lie here and stare into Barbie's lunatic eyes. Finally her words start to make sense...sort of.

"...mine, I tell you! You're fucking crazy if you think he loves you, bitch! I don't care what he said in Vegas, he loves me! Stay away from him or next time I'll kill you!"


"I tink she waking up."

The voice is familiar, comforting. I know I love this person long before I recognize who it is. More voices chime in.

"Lauren? You awake, honeybear?"

"Come on, darlin', flash those beautiful brown eyes at me, 'kay?"

"Lo, you better wake up now. My chilled cucumber soup isn't gonna last much longer with this crowd."

All people I love, I know that much. But where am I and why are they all telling me to wake up? As much as my body is telling me to go back to sleep, I don't want to disappoint them.

Bright light burns my retinas for a second as my eyes adjust. Smiling faces are looming over me, and the smell of disinfectant permeates the air so much that the light scent coming from the bouquet next to me barely touches it. Ah, I'm in the hospital.

"What...happened?" I groan, trying to sit up. Pain scorches through my leg, setting off the pounding in my head. 

"Easy now," Drax says, concern etched into his face. "You don't remember the, um, accident?"

"Accident?"

Dad leans in. "You were down by Ghirardelli when you were hit by a car. Ring any bells?"

"Um..." Something is trying to pierce the fog in my head, but I can't quite make it out.

"Maybe this will jog your memory." Pepper shoves them both back and puts her face in mine. "He's mine, bitch! I'm a crazy freak who's stalking your man so I think I'm going to hit you with my puke-pink Bug! Boogaboogaboogaboo!"

Leave it to Pepper to make me laugh, but damn! It hurts!

"I remember now. What the hell? She ran me over?"

"Witnesses say it was a glancing blow, thank God," Drax says, smoothing curls off my brow. He looks so worried that my heart would break for him if I wasn't in so much pain. "But she definitely hit you on purpose. A couple of German tourists tackled her before she could do more damage. She's in jail, and it doesn't look like she's getting out anytime soon."

"Did you ever find out what she did to you while you were roofied?"

"Not exactly, but the cops searched her place and found a bunch of photos. I was passed out in all of them but she wasn't. I haven't seen 'em and, frankly, I don't want to."

"Honeybear, don't worry about all that now," Dad says, giving Drax a dark look. "You should focus on getting better, okay?"

He's clutching Papi's hand for dear life. More worry that I wish I could take away.  I blink away the tears of shame I feel coming on.

"Dad, I'm so sorry for yelling at you. You and Papi were right. I was a jerk. I love you both so much."

I can't remember the last time I saw Dad cry, but they're both weeping openly as they lean down for a very gentle hug. When they pull back, I notice someone else in the corner, keeping her distance. 

"You don't have to hide, Grace." I wave her over. "Thanks for coming."

Her fingers are cool as she tentatively slips them into my hand. The childish part of me must still be asleep because I know it would demand that I yank my hand away. I'm sure it won't be gone forever, but for now I take comfort in my mother's touch and give her a squeeze.

"Lo, what were you doing down in tourist central, anyway?" Pepper asks as she pulls a carton of soup from a paper bag. My stomach breaks the tension in the room by rumbling loudly.

Even though Pepper asked the question, I turn my gaze to Drax. It's time to tell him. "I was caught up in what I decided."

He tips his head in a 'go ahead, I can take it' nod.

"Drax, I can't stay in a marriage that's based on dishonesty. Not only was I completely obliterated when we went to that chapel, but you broke your promise to take care of it. I hope you understand."

His lips are a thin, hard line, but he nods again. "Yeah, I get it."

"We need a fresh start," I continue, trying not to smile. "That's why I think we should get married again, this time in front of all our friends and family. And preferably with me sober this time."

Drax grins and whoops loudly, gathering me into his arms, heedless of the tubes and wires connected to my arms. "Ouch!"

We're all laughing when Dad interrupts. "Wait. What? When did you get married? Why wasn't I informed?!"

"Shh, mi cielo," Papi soothes, pulling him away to give us space and dabbing at his eyes with a tissue.

The door to my room swooshes open and a tired-looking doctor hurries in and scans my chart. 

"Miss Raines?"

"Mrs. Maxwell," Drax interrupts. The doctor blinks in irritation. He doesn't have time for nonsense.

"You should all leave the room."

Irrational panic stabs at my gut at the thought of being alone right now. "No! They can stay. Please."

He shrugs and presses on, clearly in a hurry. "You suffered some minor lacerations and a mild concussion when you fell. The worst of your injuries, as I'm sure you've noticed, is a broken tibia." He nods at the cast that I had not actually had time to notice. "You'll want to take it easy for a few days for the concussion, but you should make a full recovery. Of course, you'll want to follow up with your OBGYN as soon as possible, but it appears the baby is just fine."

Silence falls across the room. He must sense that we're all gaping at him because he looks up. 

"Baby?" I squeak.

"Yes, of course. Wait, you didn't know?"

My blank stare is all the answer he needs.

"Awkward," Pepper mutters.

"Oh, well, it looks like you're only a few weeks along and, like I said, it seems as if the baby's fine. Congratulations. Now if you'll excuse me..."

In a swish of green scrubs, he's gone.

"But...we used a condom..." I whisper, breathless with shock.

My eyes feel about ten inches wide. Drax's are just as wide, but he's doing something I didn't expect. He's grinning.

"Guess we're in that lucky two percent who do it wrong, Lola."

"Hug her, estupido!" Papi sniffs as he follows his own advice and hugs Dad.

I'm engulfed again in Drax's arms. The whole room erupts with cheers and laughter and tears as everyone takes their turn hugging me. 

Grace comes last, hesitant to reach for me. I reach for her instead. Her shoulders shake with a silent sob. Her breath tickles my ear and warms my heart when she whispers, "You're going to be a wonderful mother."

"Thanks, Mom."


































Epilogue




"How's little Lizzy today?" Drax asks when he walks into Dad's office at Raines Records, smooching my big ol' belly first, then bestowing a lingering kiss on me. I groan in protest when he pulls away.

"She's been dancing a lot." I rub my stomach and our daughter kicks in response. "And stop trying to name her after female rockers."

"I don't know what you're talking about, darlin'. All my suggestions have been perfectly normal names."

"Janis? Courtney? Alanis? Give me a break. I suppose you want to spell Lizzy without the 'i', not unlike a certain Lzzy Hale?"

"Huh, what a good idea! You're a genius!"

 I cast a mock glare his direction and go back to catching up on my email. Life has been a whirlwind since Kayla Sparkles -- yeah, that's her legal name -- tried to kill me with her car. Obviously, I healed up nicely, but more importantly, the tiny life growing inside me held on tight and made it through the danger zone.  Best of all, Kayla will be locked away for a long, long time on charges of kidnapping, attempted murder and generally being a ginormous bitch.

By the time Jake got out of rehab, I was down to using one crutch, and had pretty much booked the entire Route 666 Tour. It was a tough couple months, with three to four shows a week at much smaller venues than the boys were used to, but every organizer I worked with was thrilled with the idea of a 'half-price' tour. Not only did they get their full cut, but they sold about a bajillion more tickets. 

And that was our goal. Rock the hell out of the Route 66 towns, blow their minds with dirt-cheap tickets, and make the big boys sit up and pay attention. Judging by the email I just opened, it worked.




Laura,

Congrats on a successful summer tour! Word is that Roadkill is back in business and ready to rock n' roll. Now that you've had a little time to rest up, it's time to figure out your next step. And have I got a opportunity for you.

As you undoubtedly know, I've taken on a few more metal bands since we last worked together. I'm working on a big Japanese tour for next year and I want Roadkill to headline it. We can hash out the details later.

Cheers,

Marvin Harmony




I bust out laughing and Drax leans over my shoulder to read what's so funny. 

"Wow, he's the same arrogant prick he always was," he chuckles. "He can't even be bothered to get your name right. What are you going to tell him?"

I let my fingers do the talking.




Melvin,

So good to hear from you! Yes, we'd heard you signed some new artists. I trust they're as lucrative as Roadkill was for you. Oh, but I'm sure it's not about the money, is it?

As you undoubtedly know, Drax and I are expecting our first child in a few months. That being the case, we've already made the decision for Roadkill to stay in the U.S. next year, with one exception. They'll be playing the main stage at Donington. Remind me, you could never get them booked there, could you? Oh well!

Cheers,

Lauren Maxwell




Drax chuckles in my ear and sends tingles to all my bits and pieces when he nibbles my neck. "Have I ever told you that you're a total rockstar?"

"Don't be silly," I giggle. I can't help it. He makes me feel like a lovestruck teenager every time he kisses me. Even now, bulging with his baby.

"Seriously? Babe, you got us booked on the main stage of one the most prestigious heavy metal festivals in the world. You're either a rockstar or a magician."

I shrug, acting like it's no big deal, but I know that he knows how hard I worked to pull it off. That he appreciates it so much sends a flush of pride to my cheeks.

"I just hope I can survive three days of ear-shattering heavy metal," I tease. "I'll have to buy earplugs by the case!"

Drax wraps his arms around me from behind and nuzzles my ear. Why does he do this to me? Because he knows it drives you crazy. 

"You love our music, admit it."

I shake my head, my curls bouncing in his face. "Never."

"Oh yeah?" Like a striking cobra, Drax's hand shoots out and snatches up my cell phone before I can stop him. 

"Hey! Give that back!" 

I try to grab it but he's too fast. He taps the phone a few times while holding it far above my head. Then he's grinning like the ass he is. Music blares from the phone. Roadkill's music.

"Then why do you have an entire playlist full of our songs? Hmmm?"

I blush and manage to get the phone, tapping off the music app. "What kind of manager would I be if I wasn't familiar with my client's work?"

"You just refuse to give me the satisfaction, don't you?"

I give him a wink and a sly smile. "Gotta keep the egotistical rockstar on his toes, don't I?"

Drax gathers me in his arms, immobilizing me with his gaze. Growing up, I was lucky enough to learn what a loving, respectful relationship looked like from my dads, but I know now that I had no idea what it felt like on the inside. I thought I had a clue, but Drax has shown me what love really is.

"You ready for tonight?" His voice is thick with emotion. Tears spring to my eyes, not only in response to his love, but to my own.

"You won't believe the gown Papi found. It's gorgeous, and doesn't make me look too much like a disgraced bride."

A frown wrinkles his brow. "Hey, little Lita was conceived on our wedding night, don't forget. This is a renewal of our vows, so she's totally legit."

Lita? How do I know that one? Then it dawns on me. "Lita Ford? Really?"

He's all smiles. "No go?"

"I had something else in mind."

"Okay, hit me with it."

"Quinn. It's Dad's middle name, and I did promise to name my firstborn after him for setting up your signing at their store at the last minute."

"Quinn..." 

I hold my breath as he rolls it around for a few seconds, testing it in his head. Then his gaze drops to mine again, softening with a gentle smile. He tucks a curl behind my ear and cups my cheek in that way that leaves me weak in the knees.

"It's perfect. Just like her mother."




~ * ~ * ~




Thank you for reading So I Married a Rockstar! If you enjoyed it, I would be honored if you would leave a written review on Amazon. It will only take a minute or two, and will help others discover this book, too. Rock on!
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Curvy girl Bethany Mills can't believe her good fortune when her new neighbor turns out to be devastatingly hot. But someone that gorgeous could never fall for someone like her...could he? A charming personality and appreciation for sappy music aren't the only things Maximilian Pearce is hiding, and just when Bethany thinks she might get her very own happily ever after, a shocking revelation forces her to make a heartbreaking choice.
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Laid Bear 2: The Kodiak Clan
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Curvy bear shifter Veronica Muir is ready for a new mate. It's been six long and lonely years since her husband was killed, leaving her to raise rambunctious twin cubs on her own. And wouldn't you know it, the first time she dips her toe into the dating world, she ends up falling head over heels in love...with a human. 

Marine biologist Jess Slade is still raw from his divorce when he spots Veronica's online profile. Unable to resist her luscious curves, he takes a second chance on love by moving to her hometown of Kodiak, Alaska. But the one thing he doesn't know about her might be the one thing he can't get past. 

When a group of human-hating werebears called The Brotherhood threaten to tear them apart -- quite literally -- Jess and Veronica, with a little help from Max and Bethany, must decide where their loyalties lie and if their love is worth fighting for. 
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Nothing can stand in the way of a werebear and his woman...not even crazed valley girls! 

Take a trip in the wayback machine to 1986, when the hair was big and the shoulder pads were even bigger. Yuppie bear shifter Chet Pearce is used to living the high life in L.A. His days (and nights) are filled with hot fashion, hot parties and hot chicks -- and not necessarily in that order. So when he's sent to a podunk British Columbia island to be initiated into his ancestral clan, he bristles under their restrictive rules and lack of awesome parties. 

Punk isn't just a type of music to curvy Crystal Witherspoon, it's an attitude -- and she's got plenty to spare. Shuttled off to her grandparents after getting mixed up with the wrong crowd, Crystal does her best to fit in with all the 'normal' people in Port Numas but her rebellious nature can't be contained by neon headbands and acid-washed mini-skirts. 

Sparks fly when Chet and Crystal first meet, and it doesn't take long before they realize they're meant for each other. But their families have other ideas. Will old prejudices force them apart or will their bond be strong enough for them to survive on their own? 

BUY NOW AT AMAZON




*~*~*~*

About the Author




New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Marina Maddix is a romantic at heart, but hates closing the bedroom door on her readers. Her stories are sweet, with just enough spice to make your mother blush. She lives with her husband and cat near the Pacific Ocean, and loves to hear from her fans. Connect with her at:

* www.MarinaMaddix.com 

* Newsletter subscribers will get the chance to snap up new releases , enter fun contests and so much more! All contact info will remain completely private – no spam!

* Twitter (@MarinaMaddix)

* Facebook

* Google+

* Goodreads

* Email




~ * ~ * ~




Copyright 2015 Marina Maddix

www.MarinaMaddix.com




All rights reserved. 




The characters and events portrayed in this book are a work of fiction or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

This story contains sexually explicit material, and is intended only for persons over the age of 18. All of the characters involved in the sexual situations in this story are intended to be 18 years of age or older, whether they are explicitly described as such or not.

The cover art for this book makes use of licensed stock photography. All photography is for illustrative purposes only and all persons depicted are models.

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





