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    Chapter 1


    


    


    


    "How are you gonna get anywhere without a car, Hannah?"


    "Everything I need's in walking distance, Monkey. I already told you that like a thousand times."


    Hannah reached across the seat, over the space between her and her little brother and gave him a reassuring pat on the head. He just continued to stare at her with a worried expression. Hannah had been planning her big move out of the house for months, and her twelve year old brother Nate had never been a fan of the idea. Unlike most sibling pairs, Hannah and Nate had always gotten along. Moving day had arrived, and Hannah's heart ached to see her little brother so sad, but there was no way she was turning back.


    "Aren't you gonna be scared sleeping out there all alone?" he asked.


    Hannah flexed her muscle and shot him a silly smirk. "Nobody's gonna mess with this," she said.


    Nate couldn't suppress a smile even though he was really mad at her and wanted to so badly.


    "You've seen the neighborhood," their mom said, looking over her shoulder from the front seat. "You know how nice it is."


    "The Culbertsons told us none of their tenants have ever had a problem out there," their dad said, chiming in from the driver's seat. Her parents were both trying to be positive about it, but they were having just as hard of a time with Hannah's move as Nate was.


    "Besides, I'm only an hour away," Hannah said.


    Nate looked at the digital watch he wore around his wrist; the one she'd given him last Christmas. It had been more than an hour and a half since they left their home in Sparta, and he was just barely able to make out the Nashville skyline in the distance. He gave Hannah an indignant glare.


    "Okay, so it's a little more than an hour, but it's still not that far," she said. "And you can come see me anytime you like."


    Nate knew that was a lie, but he was too mad to call her out on it. Their dad had already made it very clear that it would take about fifty dollars in gas just to go to Nashville and back, and they'd not be able to do it all the time. He crossed his arms and stared straight at the back of their mom's head.


    Everyone was silent for a long enough span of time that Hannah's dad decided to turn the radio on. He searched through the stations until he found some classic rock. Hannah knew that's what it was because she heard the unmistakable voice of Robert Plant, lead singer of Led Zeppelin singing the lyrics of Black Dog. "Hey, hey, mama, said the way you move, gonna make you sweat, gonna make you groove." Her dad turned it up several notches and then seconds later, her mom turned it back down.


    Nate groaned and let his head flop back, closing his eyes. "I can't believe there's anything but country music on in this town," Nate said. He looked over at Hannah. "And you hate country music."


    Hannah was touched by the way he was trying to talk her out of moving, and instead of getting frustrated with him for his efforts, she felt more like she wanted to hug him. She reached over, put a hand on his leg, and leaned in so her parents couldn't hear what she was saying to him.


    "I'm not really sure if I'm gonna make it or not, little man. It's a big world out there and I might just miss Sparta enough to come back."


    Nate looked at her as if to gauge whether or not she was telling the truth, and Hannah let him see a peek of the very real worry that was hiding just under the surface. Truth was, she had no idea how long she could last out here on her own. Financially, it was basically a clean break with her parents. She knew she could probably expect a 20-dollar bill to appear in the mailbox every now and then, but otherwise, she'd be on her own—except for a cell phone they paid for every month. It was not even close to a smart phone, and she could only send and receive two hundred texts a month, but it made calls and had reasonable reception. It was all they could afford, and she didn't even know how long it would last, but it was better than nothing.


    They pulled up at the Culbertson's house no more than twenty minutes after Black Dog had been on the radio. Hannah's dad, Lucas, and Mike Culbertson went way back to their days in the military. They'd been constant companions in the Navy, and had stayed in touch during the years that followed. Their family saw the Culbertsons at least once every year when they drove to Nashville for Thanksgiving, which had been a tradition every year since Hannah could remember.


    The Culbertsons lived on a beautiful, oak-lined street within walking distance of Belmont University. She'd been to their house enough to know that she enjoyed the feel of being around a college campus, and was excited to explore the neighborhood, but Hannah had no plans to take classes at Belmont or anywhere else. No immediate plans, at least. She was smart enough to graduate high school with a 3.3 GPA using very little effort at all, but since she had no plans for any education past high school, she didn't take the ACT or apply to any colleges. Higher education was the last thing on her parents' mind, and she just sort of figured from a pretty early age that she wouldn't try to go to college.


    The Culbertsons, because they're possibly the nicest people in the world, were letting Hannah rent their apartment for not even half of what it was worth. It was a really nice, mostly furnished place that took up the second floor of a detached garage, and Hannah knew how lucky she was to be getting it for only three hundred dollars a month.


    Between her parents and the rest of her friends and family back in Sparta, Hannah had enough in graduation money to pay her first four months rent. Of course she had to buy food and toiletries, but she was resourceful and no stranger to ramen noodles. She figured she'd be finding a job soon anyway.


    She'd been working at a used record and comic book store part-time since her junior year, and had a reference letter from her old boss that basically said anyone would be a fool not to hire her. Mr. Nelson and his store were one of the rare gems in the tiny town of Sparta. She had great memories of working there, and would miss all of her coworkers.


    It was a beautiful Saturday morning in early June, and the entire Culbertson family was outside when Hannah's family arrived. Mike and Susan were working on trimming the hedges and cleaning up the flowerbeds, and their sixteen-year-old son, Sam, was shooting basketball on a hoop that was mounted on their garage. Once he realized they were pulling up, he caught the ball and moved to the side of the driveway where he balanced the ball on his hip with one arm and waved Hannah's dad toward him with the other.


    Lucas pulled into the spot Sam indicated, and the Garrison Family got out of their huge, hoopty van. It was the van Hannah's parents used for the cleaning service they owned, and she should have probably been mortified to ride in it, but she didn't really care. And besides, she was used to it. Her parents had the same cleaning service as long as she could remember, and she frequently had to drive and/or ride in the jalopy.


    Their other car was a Prius that came out like the first year Priuses were made. Her parents had thought about giving it to her when she moved out, but ultimately couldn't make it happen. It was not so reliable, so Hannah thought she might be better off without it anyway. The hoopty wasn't much newer, but it was dependable, and they drove it everywhere. She only really noticed the ridiculousness of the van with it's animated vacuum cleaner logo at times like the present when it was parked next to really nice cars like the ones in the Culbertson's driveway. They were both new, black, and freshly washed, and they shone in the morning sun like a freaking car commercial.


    "Sam said you sent him a text saying y'all were close, but I didn't know you were this close," Susan said, pulling off her garden gloves and reaching out to hug Hannah.


    "It's really not a bad drive," Hannah said.


    Susan gave her a big squeeze. "We're so happy to have you here, sweetheart," she said.


    Lucas spoke up before Hannah had the chance to respond. "We wouldn't just let her stay with anybody," he said. "We sure do appreciate you guys having her."


    "Oh, it's our pleasure," Susan said, reaching up to hug Lucas' neck.


    By that time, Nate and Hannah's mom, Rebecca, had come around from the other side of the van, and everyone sort of congregated on what was left of the basketball court section of the driveway. Several hugs were exchanged between families, and they talked for a few minutes about the nice weather and how tall Sam and Nate were both getting before they decided to start unloading the things from the van.


    Everyone helped carry armloads of things into the apartment, and within twenty minutes of their arrival, the job was done. There wasn't really enough room for all of them to hang out up there, so the Culbertsons went back to what they were doing to give Hannah and her family time to help her get settled. Nate had always looked up to Sam, and was anxious to hang out with him for a little bit while Hannah and her parents were busy.


    "You have plenty of storage space in here, Hannah. Did you see this little linen closet behind the door?" Rebecca asked as she put away some of Hannah's bathroom stuff.


    Hannah peeked her head around the corner to see what her mom was talking about. "I know. I found that when I was in here a minute ago."


    "Do you want to do this?" her mom asked. She held up the curling iron she was holding. "I'm just guessing at where you want all this."


    Hannah glanced into the closet. "No, you're doing fine. I trust your instincts."


    Rebecca laughed. "Oh, you trust my instincts, huh?"


    Hannah laughed too. "Yeah, why not?" she asked, shrugging. "You've done good all these years. You've never once let me down in the way of closet organization."


    Rebecca's expression turned sincere. "I'm gonna miss you, Bootsie."


    Hannah immediately looked at the ceiling and started blinking. "Rebecca Garrison," she said, "you promised."


    "I know, but I can't help it. It seems too soon, that's all."


    Hannah let out a thoughtful sigh. "It would never be easy, though," she said.


    Her mom smiled and reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. "You're right about that."


    They were quiet for a second before Rebecca spoke again. "It's gonna be great," she said sweetly. "I can't imagine a better place for you to live, and I just know you're gonna do amazing in Nashville."


    Hannah smiled sheepishly. "I don't really have a plan."


    "And that's okay, baby. You'll figure it out. You always have a home with us, so you don't really have anything to lose by testing your wings."


    Hannah thought about that. "Even if they work, I'm not sure which direction to fly."


    "You're only eighteen. It's okay to circle a little bit before you decide."


    "Like a buzzard?"


    "I was thinking more like a hawk."


    "Hawks circle?"


    Rebecca laughed and pulled her daughter into a hug. "Yes, honey. Hawks circle."


    Just then, Lucas poked his head into the bathroom. "You girls promised no waterworks," he said.


    "You're right," Rebecca said with an expression that said she was suddenly ready to get down to business. She smacked Hannah on the rear end. "Get to work, Buzzy." Hannah smiled and rolled her eyes at her mom before squeezing past her dad to head for the kitchen.


    "Hey, you know Nate got invited to go to that Fan Fair thing in Nashville with one of his friends next week," Lucas said as she passed.


    "Yeah, why?" Hannah asked.


    "I think they're gonna be in Nashville all day Saturday before they see a concert that night, and Nate's already asked if he can be dropped off and spend the night with you."


    Hannah nodded without hesitation. "Of course, but how's he gonna get home?"


    "Your mom and I will come Sunday to spend the afternoon and bring him home, if you're okay with that."


    Hannah gave her dad a huge smile. "I'm so okay with that. I'm glad you guys are planning a trip up here already. That makes me feel better."


    "I thought we were gonna let Nate surprise her later in the week," Rebecca said.


    "I couldn't stand hearing y'all talk about missing each other like that," he said. "I wanted to give her something to look forward to."


    Just then, Nate walked in the door carrying a basketball. "Your dad just told Hannah you were spending the night next weekend," Rebecca said.


    Nate shot Lucas a disappointed look. "Daaaad."


    Lucas shrugged. "It gives her something to look forward to."


    "He's right, brother. It's gonna make it so much easier knowing you're coming in a week."


    Nate obviously forgave his dad, because he just went on with what he'd come to say in the first place. "I'm gonna shoot some hoops with Sam." He knew he didn't need their permission to do that. He really just wanted to use the opportunity to brag about hanging out with Sam. Getting to say the phrase "shoot some hoops" was an added bonus too.


    "Well, you and Sam have fun, honey," their mom said. "We'll be up here for a couple of hours."


    "Oh yeah, Ms. Susan told me to tell you she wants us to stay for lunch," Nate said.


    "Oh no, we couldn't do that."


    "She said you'd say that and for me to tell you we didn't have a choice."


    Rebecca looked at Lucas and shrugged one shoulder. "Guess we're staying for lunch."


    "Yesssss!" Nate said. He turned on his heel and headed out the door. They could clearly hear the sound of his footfall as he went down the metal staircase that hugged the side of the garage, and within seconds of him reaching ground level they heard the sounds of the basketball as it hit the wall. The side of the garage it was mounted to also happened to be Hannah's bedroom wall, but they could clearly hear the pounding sounds even though they weren't in there.


    "I hope he's not a fan of sunrise basketball games," Lucas said.


    "Susan warned us about it already," Rebecca said. "She said Sam doesn't use it much anymore since he's gotten into lacrosse, and that he knows not to use it when the tenant's home."


    "I'm not really worried about it," Hannah said. "It's probably Nate making all that racket anyway. I'm sure Sam's actually getting it through the hoop."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    


    Hannah held it together pretty well all afternoon. Once her parents and Nate went back home, she kept herself busy with getting organized, but there really wasn't that much to do since she didn't have a ton of stuff. It was after 7PM when she heard a knock on her door. She opened it to the sight of Sam standing there, holding two Styrofoam containers with a brown paper bag balancing on top. He stepped inside when Hannah gestured for him to, and she led him into the little kitchen area.


    "Thanks for bringing that up," she said. "I hope your parents didn't care that I didn't go out to eat with you guys. I just had so much to do."


    "They don't care," he said. "They'll probably try to get you to go with us next time, but they figured you'd be busy tonight." Sam looked around. "It looks good in here. I can't believe you've already got stuff hanging on the walls."


    Not only were there various posters and pictures on the walls, but Hannah had also hung a few strings of white Christmas lights. None of her things were expensive, but she had an eye for decorating, and it felt homey in there already. Hannah crossed to the other side of the kitchen and turned down the speaker that was connected to her iPod.


    "You're getting really good at this," Sam said as he inspected one of the drawings she'd framed and put on her wall.


    She smiled. "You think so?"


    "Definitely. I love the ones that look like this." He pointed to one of the most recent things Hannah had drawn. It was a cartoon of two goldfish kissing with a heart bubble above them. She loved comics, and was a big fan of R. Crumb. The style she'd been developing lately was sort of a sweet, girlie, unicorns and rainbows version of R. Crumb. She used bold outlines, disproportioned figures, and plenty of repetitive lines and skidmarks just like her favorite artist, but she definitely had her own spin on it.


    "You should get a job doing that," he said.


    Maybe it was because she was already feeling overwhelmed by the move, but Hannah cracked up, thinking about how far fetched that statement seemed.


    Sam scowled at her amusement. "What?" he asked. "You could get paid to draw stuff like this for people."


    "What people?" She asked, giving him a challenging glare.


    Sam huffed out a sigh. "You know what I mean. I just think you should try to do something with it, that's all."


    "I'm sorry," Hannah said. "I think you meant that to be a compliment and I'm terrible at taking them."


    "Well, you should learn because you've gotten really good Hannah." Sam continued to inspect the drawings she had on display. "I'm serious. This stuff is really cool. I want you to do something for my room. I'll pay you."


    She wasn't about to let Sam pay her to draw him something. She owed him at least that much. In fact, as she thought about all of the rent money they were losing by letting her stay there, and she had the thought that she might just need to volunteer to draw them pictures full-time.


    "I'd love to draw you one for your room," she said. "Do you have something in mind, or want me to just go for it?"


    She took one of her brand new plates out of the cabinet and scooped some of the spaghetti from the to-go box onto it before sticking it in the microwave.


    "Can you do something having to do with lacrosse?" he asked.


    Hannah agreed even though she wasn't a hundred percent sure she knew what lacrosse was. She thought it was the one with a net on a stick, but wasn't positive. She asked him, and he confirmed, saying how he'd love to show her a little sometime.


    Sam stayed with her for an hour or so, just hanging out. At one point, she mentioned missing playing Mario Kart on Nate's Wii, and Sam said he'd bring his Wii up there for her since he never used it anymore.


    Sam would do just about anything for Hannah. He'd be the first to admit that he had a crush on her. It had been that way for several years and he didn't bother denying it. She thought he was really cute and everything, but he had just turned sixteen and she'd be nineteen in a few months. There was more than two years age difference between them, and for Hannah it just seemed like too much. Maybe it was more about the fact that she'd known him since they were kids, and had always thought of him as a little brother. Either way, nothing had ever happened between them. She thought he'd be getting over it now that he'd be seeing more of her and some of the mystery would disappear.


    Sam left her apartment at a little past eight o'clock, and the second the door closed behind him the loneliness hit her. She cried for a little bit before she called her best friend, Molly, who was back home in Sparta. Molly would have come to help her move, but she was stuck working at her dad's hardware store and couldn't get off.


    Hannah usually wasn't much of a phone person, but the quietness in her apartment was deafening, and she talked with Molly for almost two hours that night to avoid the silence. Molly had plans to move to Nashville to go to beauty school as soon as her brother got discharged from the Army and could take her place at the store, and the girls had fun scheming about the time when Molly finally got there. Hannah felt better once she got off the phone.


    Hannah developed a bit of a routine during the next few days. She took long walks around the neighborhood partly for the exercise, but mostly just because she otherwise felt trapped without a car. She had plans to figure out the public transit system, but was honestly a little intimidated, and wanted to get some pepper spray or something first.


    There was a coffee shop she'd been passing everyday, but had never gone inside. It was called Common Grounds, and was only a few blocks from the Culbertson's house. It was one of about ten or twelve businesses that lined South College Drive, a street that bordered Belmont's campus. The street used to be residential, and the business on that section of it had just sort of taken over the houses. There were a variety of businesses from clothing stores to restaurants.


    Mature trees lined the streets, and Hannah loved the feel of that little strip. She figured, if for no other reason than proximity alone, she'd probably be applying for a job at one of those businesses, and knew her first choice would be the coffee shop. Hannah needed a few days to process the reality of being alone, but she was starting to feel confident by the middle of the week, so she made plans to go into the coffee shop that Wednesday morning to check it out.


    Boy, was she glad she didn't go in there feeling anything less than confident. It was probably the most intimidating coffee shop she'd ever seen. The level of coolness one had to have to feel comfortable in a place like that was off the charts. The front lawn and oversized wooden deck that extend off the front porch were full of customers. It seemed like every cool person with good fashion skills in Nashville was gathered there, and Hannah walked past them all with a somewhat forced smile as she opened the front door of the house.


    One of the first things that hit her when she opened the door (aside from the smell of coffee) was the music. It was way louder and heavier than she expected for nine o'clock in the morning, and Hannah wondered if they always rocked out in there. Everyone seemed to be going about their business, so she assumed it was par for the course.


    The counter was tucked back and to the right, and there was a line of about eight people waiting to place their order. Hannah looked around nervously, deciding whether she should get in line or walk around and explore the rest of the place a little. She decided to get her coffee first, so she situated herself in line, doing her best not to block the door. There were four huge chalkboards hanging from the ceiling over the counter that listed all the menu items. They had a lot of food options, but Hannah was too nervous to eat, so she just ordered a small coffee with cream and sugar.


    The cashier handed her a mug, pointed to a coffee station in the adjoining room, and told her she could serve herself. She chose a dark roast coffee and stirred in two sugars and a little bit of cream—not skim milk either—the real stuff.


    Most of the downstairs was open, and Hannah sat in the main seating area where she found a small table against the far wall. Every tabletop in that place was different and wonderful in it's own way, and the one she sat at was a colorful mosaic with brightly colored circles. All of them were handmade works of art. She stared for a second at the beautiful one she'd chosen as she traced one of the tiles with her fingertip.


    "You done with this?" a voice said. It startled Hannah, and she looked up to find a girl holding a bus pan and a wet rag. The girl gestured to the small plate that was on the table in front of Hannah.


    "Oh, that? It's not mine. It was on the table when I got here."


    "Oh, I'm sorry," the girl said. "I'll get this out of your way." She put the plate into the plastic tub with a smile and turned to tend to another table.


    "I do have a question though," Hannah blurted. She was instantly mad at herself for saying it, but it was too late. It was out of her mouth, and the girl had already turned around.


    "Yeah?" the girl asked.


    She paused for a second considering making up something like, where's the sugar, but decided to ask what she really wanted to know. "Do you like working here?"


    The girl cocked her head at Hannah, as if she was trying to figure out why she was asking, but didn't hesitate too long before smiling and replying, "I love it. Why? Are you trying to work here?"


    Hannah was taken off guard even though that was a logical assumption for the girl to make. "I think so," Hannah said honestly. "I just moved to town, but I live right down the street and I thought it looked pretty cool."


    The girl smiled. "It's the best," she said. "It really is the coolest coffee shop in Nashville. Well, we have two sister stores, and they'd argue that they're the best, but everyone knows Belmont campus location is where it's at." She looked Hannah over. "You should totally come work here. I'll get you an application from the office if you want."


    Hannah gave her an excited nod. "I'd like that," she said. "Oh, and I'm Hannah, by the way."


    "I'm Taylor." She started to reach out a hand, but stopped. "I'd shake your hand, but—" She looked at the towel then at Hannah with an expression that said my hands are really gross.


    Hannah just smiled. "Should I follow you somewhere?" she asked.


    "No, that's okay. I'll just go grab an application real quick and bring it back to you. You can bring it back anytime and they'll call you if they want to set up an interview."


    "That's great. Thank you so much."


    "No worries—and you can put on there that you talked to Taylor and I said you're cool if you want." She paused for a second and looked at Hannah as if to appraise her, then her expression shifted to mock suspicion, "You are cool, aren’t you?"


    Hannah held out her hands as if she wanted Taylor to check her out, and with a deadpan expression, she said, "Pretty much as cool as they come, obviously."


    Taylor busted out laughing. "Oh my God, you're awesome," she said. She was still laughing as she walked away, but she stopped and looked over her shoulder "It may be a few minutes, so don't give up on me."


    "I won't," Hannah said. She breathed a sigh of relief when Taylor's back was fully turned. She could tell she liked the people who worked there, and it was hard not to get her heart set on things working out. She had to remind herself that they might not even be hiring, and if so, there was probably a list of applicants a mile long.


    Hannah did some people watching for the next few minutes while she waited for Taylor to return. She felt a nervous twist in her gut when she saw Taylor confidently walking toward her carrying only a sheet of paper in her hand. Hannah thought she must be close to her age, although she was really bad at guessing ages, so she could have been way off. Either way, she was young and really pretty, and more importantly, she wore an inviting smile that made Hannah feel entirely comfortable. She'd taken off the dirty apron she was wearing and pulled out the chair and sat opposite Hannah without hesitation.


    "It's pretty straightforward," she said, putting the paper in front of Hannah on the table.


    Hannah glanced down at the piece of paper, and from what she could see, there were just a few words on it—three simple questions, to be exact. One was written at the top of the page. Another a third of the way down and the last was two thirds of the way, giving the applicant plenty of room to write their answers. Hannah picked it up and turned it over. There were two questions on the backside—one at the top, and the other was at the center.


    "That's all?" Hannah asked. She hadn't taken the time to read the questions, but it just seemed too simple.


    Taylor shrugged and smiled "I guess that's all they need to know," she said. "I think it's more about the interview anyway."


    Just then, the death metal that had been playing the whole time went into this really loud guitar solo that was extremely hard to ignore. Taylor rolled her eyes. "I can't take it anymore," she said. She stood up and cupped her hands around her mouth before she yelled into the room at what must have been close to the top of her lungs. "Let's see a show of hands for everyone who wants to change the music!" she yelled.


    Most of the hands in the room shot up. Seriously, like thirty hands went up in a matter of a second.


    "Aw, come on!" the guy working the espresso machine yelled. "It's just getting to the good part."


    "I'm sorry, Nothing, you're out numbered." Taylor turned to look at Hannah, but didn't move to sit back down. "That's Nothing. He's an atheist and his music sucks. I'm not sure if the two are related. We all take turns choosing the music, but his mostly gets vetoed. He's used to it. He's harmless." She tapped the table. "I'm off to chose something else, and I have to get back to the dishes anyway. It was nice meeting you."


    "You too," Hannah said. "Thanks for getting this." She held up the application.


    "No problem," Taylor said. She pointed at Hannah and gave her a stern look. "Don't mess it up." Hannah got wide eyed and Taylor laughed. "I'm just playing, you can totally mess it up if you want."


    Hannah left Common Grounds trying not to let herself feel as hopeful as she wanted to about it. She wanted to be friends with Taylor. She wanted to be friends with Nothing and the rest of the gang for that matter. She waited until she got home to read the questions on the application.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    


    It took Hannah the better part of two days to finish filling out the application, and when she did, she hung it on her fridge with a magnet. She was planning on waiting until that Saturday to bring it in because she didn't want to accidently hand it to a manager without being prepared to make some kind of on-the-spot first impression.


    The first thing she did was have it copied on heavy duty card stock so that it could hold up to her answers, then she preceded to draw a detailed cartoon answer for each question. Each answer was a scene that took up the entire space provided, and by the time she was finished, the paper was covered. The front and back were both so thoroughly covered with artwork that it was hard to even see the questions themselves. She answered their five questions with five honest cartoons, and she hoped it'd be good enough to get their attention for an interview.


    Question 1: What was the biggest mistake you made in your life and what did you learn from it?


    Her drawing was that of a rollercoaster with the girl in the front seat hurling hilarious looking cartoon vomit out of her mouth. Her riding partner was shrinking back in horror and she was sporting a thought bubble that said, "I'm never gonna eat a funnel cake again."


    Question 2: Tell me in no more than two words what you think we do.


    Her drawing was two words written in big, bold, bubble letters that looked like they were shooting out of a coffee mug. The words read, "Sell smiles," and the outside edge of the drawing was lined with at least a hundred smiley faces, each one unique.


    Question 3: What kind of person do you like to work with?


    She wasn't trying to hide the fact that she wanted to work there, so she went with a shameless approach. Her drawing was of Nothing the atheist and Taylor. She tried to remember them both, but she put Nothing wearing a T-shirt that had that A in a circle on it. She was pretty sure that meant anarchy, and she didn't know if that and atheism were the same thing, but she thought they'd get the idea. Taylor was easy. She had big lips and a long ponytail that made her unmistakable.


    Question 4: (Top half of the backside.) Can you do this job?


    She drew herself behind the counter at Common Grounds. She even searched pictures of it on the Internet so she got the placement of the register and the espresso machine. She had six arms, each doing a job. Two were working the espresso machine, one was getting a bagel, one was taking some money, one was handing a customer a mug, and the last was giving a thumbs up. Her eyes were closed and her head was tilted to the side with a bubble above her head that contained a series of Z's. Basically, her cartoon stated that she thought she could do it in her sleep. She knew it was taking a risk, but she decided not to overthink it. She'd be herself and hope for the best.


    Question 5: Why shouldn't I call your last job for a reference and why? (Here's the part where you tell us where you used to work so we can call them and see for ourselves.)


    Hannah knew her old boss at the record store wouldn't have anything bad to say when they called. He loved her and made sure she knew she always had a job to come back to. She drew Mr. Nelson in front of his record and comic store. He was wearing a cheesy grin and had a button on his shirt that said I heart Hannah. She focused most of her creative energy on the window displays of the store making each of them about things that actually happened at the record store, including the time when her friend found a joint in the bottom of a Pink Floyd album. It wasn't just a roach or anything. It was a whole joint, and yes, they smoked it in the parking lot after their shift. It still did the trick even though it was who knows how old, and every time either of them were having a bad day—they searched the bottom of Pink Floyd records just in case. Of course, it never happened again.


    Anyway, one of the posters in the window behind Mr. Nelson was a scene of two girls finding and smoking a bottom-of-a-record joint, and the rest were full of other memories Hannah made at the record store.


    She planned on attaching the letter Mr. Nelson had written her since her drawing hadn't given them his contact information.


    Hannah loved how the application turned out, but there was just no way to know how they'd respond to it. At the very bottom of the back page, there was a space for her contact information. She filled it in with her neatest comic book print.


    The application was completed and on display on her fridge when Sam came up to her apartment that Friday afternoon to tell her his mom wanted her to join them for dinner. She hoped he'd notice it himself, but he was in there talking to her for a few minutes without seeing it, so she went ahead and asked him to take a look. She was pretty certain that she was going to turn it in no matter what he said about it, but she wanted to get a second opinion just in case she unintentionally drew something really offensive or something.


    "That drawing on the fridge is my application for Common Grounds. I want you to take a look at it, if you don't mind. See what you think."


    Sam crossed the kitchen area where he stood and stared at the picture for a long minute without saying a word.


    "The questions are at the top of each little section," she said.


    "I see them," Sam said. He reached up and carefully removed the magnet, catching the paper in his other hand and bringing it to his face so he could inspect it more closely. He turned it over and saw that the backside was also completely covered. He looked at it for a few seconds before closing his eyes in disbelief.


    "This is so cool, I can't even think straight right now," he said.


    "Oh, stop," Hannah said. "I'm not fishing for compliments. I really want you to look at them and see if you can understand how they relate to the questions."


    "Of course I can see that, Hannah. It's amazing. They answer these questions more clearly than words."


    Hannah felt a wave of excitement hit her that someone besides her got it and liked it. She hoped whoever looked at it at the coffee shop would feel the same way. He returned the paper to its spot on the fridge and turned to face her.


    "My parents want to eat Thai food. They said you should come."


    "Your parents have fed me more than I've fed myself since I've been here."


    Sam shrugged. "They don't mind. They told me to come ask you. I think we're leaving at six. We should be back by eight if you had something going on. You know, since it's Friday night and everything."


    She smiled. "I don't really have anything going on. My little brother is coming to spend the night tomorrow, and I was thinking about bringing the application to Common Grounds sometime this weekend, but tonight it's just me and Mario Kart."


    "I'm going over to my friend's house later. His parents are out of town. You can come with me if you want."


    "That's really sweet, Sam," she said. "I'll think about it, but I'll probably just hang."


    It wasn't that she didn't want to go. She would have loved to have something to do for the evening since she hadn't made any friends in Nashville yet. She was pretty sure she wouldn't go, though. She feared Sam might take it the wrong way if she agreed, and didn't want to give him false hope.


    "Oh well, you can come if you want. It'd be fun. My friend Ellis is picking me up. He's my ride most of the time until I get my truck next week." Sam loved to mention his impending truck purchase. It was so cute how he thought that would be such an enticement since Hannah didn't have a car.


    It was, actually.


    She'd never admit it, but she knew she'd be tempted to ask for a ride if she started to go stir crazy being stuck in the neighborhood. She never had a car of her own, but she had access to them when she lived at home. In fact, she didn't at all like the feeling of not being able to go somewhere if she wanted. Now that she thought of it—saving up for a car was going to be pretty high on her list of priorities.


    "Who's your brother going to see?" Sam asked, randomly.


    She was thinking about not having a car, and had no idea what he meant. "What?"


    "I thought he was spending the night tomorrow because he was in Nashville for a concert."


    "Oh yeah, he is," she said. "He's going with one of his little friends to see Cam Bishop."


    "I figured. A bunch of my friends are going there too."


    She looked at him with an unimpressed expression. "I don't get it," she said.


    He shook his head. "Me neither. I can't stand country music."


    "It's not my favorite either."


    "Don't lie. You said you hate country music."


    "I mean I don't want to say I hate somebody's art, because that's what it is, and there are a ton of people who like it—I'll just say it's not my thing. Nate called me earlier. He's so excited about the concert that I had to act like getting to see Cam Bishop is the coolest thing in the world."


    "Do you even know who he is? He's like one of the most popular—"


    "Of course I know who he is. That song of his called Our Time to Shine was voted our senior song and I've heard it about a thousand times over the past year."


    "I hope Nate doesn't come over singing it."


    "It doesn't really matter," she said. "I miss him so much, I won't even care."


    "How long's he staying?"


    "Just one night," she said. "My parents are coming to get him Sunday. I'll probably bring them to Common Grounds so they can know what it looks like in case I get the job."


    "You're gonna get the job," Sam said.


    "I don't know," she said, trying not to be too hopeful. "I don't even know if they're hiring. It's not like they had a sign out or anything."


    "If they're not hiring, you should try that Greek restaurant right there next to it. We go in there sometimes. It's the same type of people working there as in the coffee shop. It's cool."


    "Thanks, that's good to know," Hannah said. She knew the place he was talking about but hadn't really even noticed what type of restaurant it was.


    Hannah went out to eat Thai food with the Culbertsons, but passed on going to the party with Sam. She was alone as she had been every night for the past week, and she was starting to crave human contact. She heard from her friend Molly, who was back home in Sparta hanging out with a group of their friends. It was really hard for Hannah to refrain from feeling sorry for herself. She was on the verge of tears, and that wouldn't have been the first time that week.


    Hannah called her mom to tell her the truth about her feelings, and that was just about the smartest thing she could have done. Rebecca, God love her, said some things during the two hour phone call that helped Hannah gain a little perspective on her situation, and she hung up feeling a little better. During their conversation, Hannah told her mom about the coffee shop and the application she'd filled out. Rebecca made her promise to send a picture of it via email if she decided to hand it in before they got there and could see it in person.


    Hannah went ahead and emailed pictures of the front and back to her mom because she knew she was curious. Her phone rang within in a few minutes of sending the email. It was her mom saying how impressed she and her dad were with the drawings, and how they'd have to be silly not to hire her baby girl. Even though Hannah felt better from the whole talk, she had a nice little cry after she hung up with her mom—she couldn't help it. She was just plain lonely.


    Once she got a few tears out, she put in her earbuds and found an album called Boys and Girls by the Alabama Shakes on her iPod. She started it at the beginning and listened to it all the way through before falling asleep.


    Listening to an album from start to finish was a concept taught to her by Mr. Nelson. Hannah, who'd been raised by parents that were both mix tape junkies, was skeptical of it at first, but Mr. Nelson had been onto something, and she learned to view an album as a piece of art. She especially loved that Alabama Shakes one, and like several of her other favorite albums, she had listened to the whole thing enough to know the lyrics by heart. Once it was over, she took out her earbuds and turned off the lamp at her bedside.


    As she dozed off, she calculated how much she'd need to make per month to afford car insurance. She was hoping to save money to pay cash for a car, but she knew she'd have to get insurance. She fell asleep budgeting hypothetical coffee shop money.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    


    Hannah was given permission to use the Culbertson's washer and dryer since the apartment didn't have a set. She had fallen asleep early the night before, and was awake and ready to go to Common grounds to hand in her application. Before she could do that, she wanted to wash her favorite jeans. Normally she wouldn't care how freshly laundered they were, but these particular ones fit her best on day one, and she wanted to feel as confident as possible.


    She woke up at 8AM but gave it an hour before she went to wash her jeans out of consideration for it being Saturday morning. The Culbertsons were already up and milling around the kitchen when Hannah went inside. They invited her to stay for breakfast but she told them she wanted to get back to her apartment so she could get ready to go to the coffee shop.


    "Which reminds me," Hannah said. "Do you happen to have a letter size envelope?"


    "I sure do, sweetheart," Susan said. "It's nothing fancy. It's just one of those yellow ones."


    "That's perfect," Hannah said.


    Hannah started her laundry and Mrs. Culbertson said she would throw it in the dryer once it was finished. She sent her back home with a pop tart and the yellow envelope.


    She was on her way to Common Grounds by 10:30AM. The amount of jitters that were coursing through her body were just about unmanageable. She walked around the back way in an effort to work off some of the nervous energy. There was an alleyway behind Common Grounds, and like all the other businesses on the street, the back yard had been turned into a parking lot. Common Grounds had a gravel area that could hold about fifteen or twenty cars.


    Hannah, who had walked there the long way, approached from the back of the coffee shop, and had to walk through the gravel lot and on the path that ran along the side of the house to get to the front door. She was alone on the path and stopped to consider the envelope. Part of her thought it was cheesy to put an application in an envelope because then she would just have to explain what it was to the person she talked to. On the other hand, she felt slightly shy to see the reaction to her unorthodox way of filling it out. She stood there on the path for at least half a minute before she decided to go ahead keep it in the envelope.


    Hannah expected them to be busy. Her plan was to order coffee to go and slip it to the cashier as an afterthought when they already started to help the next customer. As she approached the door, she started to get the feeling that they might not be as busy as she imagined. There were less than ten people on the patio, and when she opened the door, she saw that she was the only one in line. In fact, as soon as she walked in, both employees standing behind the counter told her hello and made eye contact.


    She recognized the person working the cash register as Nothing the atheist, which made her decide that maybe it would be a better idea if she brought it back some other time. It wasn't like she was scared of him or anything, it was more about the fact that he was featured on the piece of paper that was in the envelope, and she didn't know how he would react to his cartoon if he looked at it.


    Hannah ordered her coffee to go and paid for it. Then she took the paper cup to the coffee station where she poured and doctored her coffee. She wasn't even thirsty for it. She was just going through the motions. She was a little disappointed about how everything had gone down.


    She pushed the door open with her backside and turned to walk out with her coffee in one hand and the yellow envelope in the other. She noticed a guy with a bus pan and a rag cleaning one of the tables on the deck. It reminded her of Taylor and she figured, why not just hand it to him, since he obviously worked there. Without giving it any more consideration, she walked over to him.


    "Can you please give this to your manager?" she said. She set the envelope on a nearby table since his hands were most definitely wet.


    "Sure. I'm a manager," he said. "Is everything okay?"


    She smiled, but felt so nervous and trapped that she started immediately retreating in an effort to make her exit off the side stairs of the deck. "Oh, it's all good," she said, smiling and waving him off like he should just go back to busing tables. "It's just an application I'm dropping off for you to look at whenever. Thanks!" She threw another big smile in there for good measure and then turned and ran off toward the path that led to the back of the house.


    What an idiot! I literally just ran away from the guy who was probably the one to impress. How could I have known he was the dad-gum manager? He was busing tables for crying out loud! I should have just talked to him. What's wrong with me? Why in the world would I run away like that?


    Hannah was horrified, but what could she do? It wasn't like she was going to turn around and go back. She just kept walking, holding the cup of coffee she cared nothing about. She told herself there was always the Greek restaurant.


    ****


    Her little brother didn't get to her house until 10:30 that evening, and rather than spend the whole day alone, Hannah hung out with Sam. She was pissed at herself about the application fiasco and felt lonely and frustrated. She and Sam played Mario Kart and listened to music, and too bad if that gave him false hope. She needed the company.


    That evening, after Sam had gone home, Nate's ride text her to let her know when they'd be arriving. Hannah sat on the stairs that led up to her apartment when she knew they were close. She and Nate were extremely excited to see each other even though it had only been a week.


    He told her all about the fan festival and concert they'd been at all day, going on and on about what a good singer Cam Bishop was and how he had Daisy Lee as a surprise guest to do a duet. Hannah knew Daisy Lee was a female country singer, but was just as unimpressed by her as she was by Cam Bishop—maybe even more unimpressed, if that was even possible. She was happy Nate was excited, though, and loved hearing him describe everything.


    They stayed up till almost 2AM, talking, and cutting up, and even playing a few games. She missed her little brother's company, and was so glad Nashville was close enough to do sleepovers. She told him all about how she'd dropped the envelope and turned tail and ran around the side of the coffee house. He thought it was a hilarious, and asked Hannah to retell it three times. Each time she embellished a bit more to the point where she was saying she threw it at him like a Frisbee and ran off while it was still in the air. He laughed like it was a hilarious sight, and Hannah laughed too, thinking that it wasn't far from the truth.


    "I want to go in there tomorrow when mom and dad get here," he said.


    "I was planning on bringing you guys, but now that I did that today, I'm a little embarrassed to go back there."


    Nate looked disappointed, but didn't protest. She wanted to bring them there, and still might, but she felt reluctant since the drop and run was so fresh.


    Her parents ended up talking her into taking them by there. They spent the whole afternoon in Nashville, and one of the first things they did was walk to Common Grounds. It was slow in there, and there was only one person behind the counter. Hannah was relieved to find that it wasn't any of the people she'd encountered so far, and her family got drinks and checked the place out like any normal consumers would. Hannah and her family enjoyed a visit to Common Grounds without a single confrontation about her recent job seeking, and she was so glad they got to see it.


    The Culbertsons put a bunch of food on the grill that night and had Hannah and her family over for dinner. They left for home at around 8PM, and Hannah went to bed smiling for the first time in a week. The next morning, which happened to be Monday, Hannah's phone rang with a number she didn't recognize. She picked it up without thinking much about it.


    "Hello?"


    "Is this Hannah Garrison?" a voice said. Even though he'd only said a few words, she could hear in his voice that he was smiling.


    "Yeees," she said, smiling back.


    "This is Michael Vick. I'm the general manager of Common Grounds coffee house, and I'd like to set up an interview with you, if that sounds okay."


    Hannah wanted to squeal, but obviously didn't. "I think it sounds great," she said.


    "Can you meet me there at nine tomorrow."


    "Tomorrow morning?"


    "Does that work for you?"


    She was silent for a second, trying to catch her breath. "Sure," she said. "I'll see you tomorrow."


    "Excellent. I'll see you in the morning." She could tell he was smiling, but he hadn't mentioned the application. She assumed he liked it since he was calling for the interview, and spent the rest of the day in a good mood because of it.


    The next morning came fast, and by then, her good mood had shifted into being so nervous she could shake right out of her skin. She wore a shirt that wouldn't show sweaty armpits because, well, that's just how high-strung she was—it was bad enough to plan her outfit around it.


    She walked into the packed coffee shop at 8:53AM. She didn't really know what to do. She wasn't going to stand in line with the people ordering coffee, so she decided to try to talk to the person working the espresso machine.


    "Hey, I'm a little early, but I’m here to meet Michael," she said.


    The barista was a girl she'd seen before but never talked to, and she nodded as she continued to turn knobs and push buttons. "What's your name?" she asked.


    "Hannah."


    The girl tilted her head back and yelled behind her in the direction of the kitchen. "Tell Michael Hannah's here to see him." Everyone turned to look at Hannah for a second, but then went back to what they were doing.


    A handsome, blonde, ruddy-cheeked guy came out of the doorway that led to the kitchen wearing a huge smile. He looked to be in his thirties, and she knew by the way he regarded her that he was the guy she'd spoken with on the phone. He came around the counter with his hand extended for her to shake.


    "I'm Michael," he said.


    "I'm Hannah."


    "Would you like some coffee, Hannah?"


    "Is that my first official question—because it's an easy one. Yes. I'd love some. Put me down for no hesitation on that one."


    He laughed. "What'll you have then, Miss Hannah?"


    "Now, this one's tougher for me. I'm afraid I haven't tried most of your menu. I'm up for being surprised if you want."


    He smiled and studied Hannah's face for a second before responding. "A surprise it is," he said.


    He pointed to a table that was made from an old "men at work" sign that had been glazed over. It was a table for two in the middle of the crowded room, and Hannah sat down at it, hoping she was going to be able to control her nerves. She took a few calming breaths as she watched Michael make her drink.


    Once he was finished, he brought it to the table, and Hannah noticed that he was holding the yellow envelope along with a small three ring binder. He must have grabbed that stuff when he went back there to make her coffee because he hadn't had it with him before. He sat in the seat across from her and placed the binder and envelope in a neat stack in front of him. They shared a few seconds of silence as he looked at her like he didn't know quite what to say.


    "We, uh, we get some interesting answers to our application questions, as I'm sure you could imagine, but, uh, yours, uh… it's in a class of it's own, Ms. Hannah."


    She gave him a hopeful smile.


    "It was the most fun I've ever had reading an application," he said. "I almost felt like we should have it framed or something." He hesitated for a second then said, "To tell you the truth, I liked it so much, I was tempted to offer you a job over the phone." He opened the envelope and carefully removed the paper, smiling as he looked it over again. "I can't believe how you nailed Taylor and Nothing like this," he said, laughing.


    She just smiled. She was curious to know whether or not they'd seen it, and if so, how they reacted but she didn't ask. Instead she just said, "I'm glad you liked it. And for the record, I would have taken that job you almost offered over the phone."


    He hesitated only for a split second before replying. "Well, let's make that happen then."


    She looked at him as if she was assessing how serious he was.


    "I'm not kidding," he assured her. "The application was pretty much enough, but I like your personality too, and I'm the person who does the hiring around here. I don't see why we should drag it out, if you want the job."


    Hannah couldn't stop the smile that spread across her face. "Sure. I'd love the job," she said. She was shaking from excitement, and she clasped her hands around the warm mug of coffee to play it off.


    "I wont be able to do more than fifteen or twenty hours a week on the schedule, but people are always looking for someone to cover their shift."


    "Sounds perfect," she said.


    Just then, the front door swung wide, and Michael looked toward it to see who was coming in. He'd done it a few other times since he'd been at the table, but never for more than a quick second. That time, however, his eyes stayed on the person and he began smiling broadly.


    Hannah followed his gaze to find a guy standing there. He was just about the most gorgeous thing Hannah had ever seen. He was over six feet tall with shaggy, dirty blonde hair and darkish skin for a white guy. She wasn't sure, but it seemed from where she was sitting like he had light eyes.


    She tried her best not to get caught staring. The freaking guy looked like he'd just stepped off of a photo shoot for GQ magazine, which was amazing since he had on cargo shorts and a T-shirt. She could see why Michael started smiling at the sight of him. It was almost impossible not to smile.


    "In walks Jason Lane," Michael said.


    "What, that guy right there?" Hannah asked, peeling her eyes off of the beautiful beach bum to look at Michael.


    "Yep, that guy right there." Michael scooted back in his chair and stood up. "Sorry Hannah, I need to talk to Jason for one quick second," he said. He tapped the table as he turned to walk away then he looked back at her, smiling. "We obviously still have some things to talk about. I'll just be a second."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    


    


    "Hey Jason, I'm glad I caught you, man." Michael said. He approached Jason with an outstretched hand, which Jason shook, giving him a warm smile.


    "How's it going, Michael?"


    "We're doing well. Hey, uh, my wife wanted me to be sure to tell you what a rock star you were for pulling them backstage at the concert the other night."


    "Oh, it was no big deal, really."


    "It was to them. My ten-year-old hasn't stopped talking about it. She and her friend think I’m famous now."


    "I thought you were famous," Jason said smiling.


    Michael touched Jason's shoulder. "Seriously, man, thank you. Those two little girls—you pretty much made their year."


    "I was glad to do it. I'm just glad your wife recognized me and said something."


    "Can I get your coffee today?" Michael asked.


    "No, no, no. I'm good."


    Michael looked at the girl working the register. "Anne, I've got his," he said pointing at Jason. Anne gave him a thumbs up and Michael shook Jason's hand one more time before heading back to the table where Hannah was waiting, watching the whole exchange. She expected to hear that he was some big country star even though he looked more like he belonged on a surfboard instead of a horse. Jason Lane. She racked her brain, but couldn't come up with anything.


    "Jason Lane," Michael said. He was still grinning from ear to ear as he once again sat down across from her.


    Hannah shrugged apologetically, letting Michael know she wasn't sure who that was.


    "He comes in here at least three times a week. Always about this time, and always orders the same thing."


    Obviously that didn’t help Hannah much. "Did he used to work here or something?"


    Michael laughed. "No. I'm surprised you've never heard of him. He's a songwriter. His dad, Mack Lane, is one of the most famous songwriters this town has ever known, so he's just following in his footsteps."


    "Wow. That explains why your daughter was excited to meet him."


    "Oh, no, it wasn't Jason my daughter was so excited to meet," Michael said. "She saw him at the Cam Bishop concert the other night, and Jason got them back stage. My little girl's crazy about Cam Bishop."


    "My little brother is too," Hannah said. "He actually went to that concert—only he didn't go backstage."


    "That's what happens when you run into his best friend before the show," Michael said.


    "That guy is Cam Bishop's best friend?"


    "Yeah, but he was Nashville royalty long before that."


    "He doesn't seem like—"


    "I know. He's a super nice guy. You'd never know he's a ka-zillionaire."


    "His dad must have written some classics."


    "Oh, you have no idea. I can't believe you've never heard of him—songs like Who's Leaving Who and My Only Love—but he doesn't need his dad's money. Luckily for him, he inherited his talent."


    "Oh, that's right. You said he's a songwriter too."


    "He's already had a few big ones and he's super young. He's the one who wrote that song Cam Bishop recorded called Our Time to Shine. That one got really popular."


    "Oh my God, he wrote that?" She thought about the song she'd heard like a million times over the past year. She couldn't imagine how someone who looked like that could write the cheesy country song everyone blasted from their truck stereos in the high school parking lot.


    "Thanks for the coffee, Michael," she heard.


    It startled her, and she jumped a little as she turned to see Jason looking at them smiling. He was way too gorgeous to write country music. She couldn't believe someone who looked like that even liked country music, much less contributed to it.


    "It's the least I can do," Michael said. "Thanks again for the other night."


    "You're welcome," Jason said. He started to turn toward the door, but before he could, his eyes made contact with Hannah's. He gave her an easy smile, and they proceeded to stare at each other for several long seconds before Hannah got antsy and broke the eye contact. She looked over at Michael shyly before glancing back at Jason, but by that time he had turned and was headed out the door.


    "You'll have to get in line behind about five other girls who work here."


    "What? You mean me? You mean him? No, I don't even know who that is."


    "You'll see him all the time if you work mornings."


    Hannah didn't know what to say. "I think that's gonna be up to you."


    Michael opened the binder. "I guess that's one thing we need to talk about."


    ****


    Jason drove to Cam's downtown apartment instead of going to his office on music row like he normally did on weekday mornings. Cam had a week off, and was officially in party mode. Jason got into his share of trouble, but he really wanted to be taken seriously as a songwriter, so he was doing his best to work as hard as he played.


    Cam had a penthouse apartment in one of the most exclusive buildings in Nashville. There were quite a few other A-listers living there as well, and they had a separate entrance around the side of the building that required security clearance. Jason spent a good deal of time there, so when he passed the guard on his way in, they just waved at each other. The lock on Cam's apartment door used thumbprint technology, and it turned green when it sensed Jason's print. He knew he'd find booze and girls when he went inside—he just didn't know how much of either.


    The place was a freaking wreck, and Jason grimaced at the thought of cleaning it up. His eye swept the room. It was a total mess, but seemed to be devoid of all human activity. When you're famous, people don't leave your house until you kick them out, so Jason knew Cam kicked everyone out at some point in the night. He vaguely wondered how many people must have been there to cause that scene. Suddenly, he saw movement on the couch. He squinted into the living room, trying to focus on the person. It was definitely not Cam. It was a girl. He had to take a few steps in her direction to see who it was.


    "Hey Reagan, where's Cam?" he said.


    She gasped and shot up on the couch, shrinking away from him instinctually.


    "It's me, Jason."


    "God Jason, you scared me half to death! I didn't hear you come in."


    "I'm sorry. What happened in here?"


    Reagan sat up on the white leather couch and blinked to clear her eyes as she took in her surroundings.


    "There were quite a few people here at one point," she said. "Cam kicked everybody out besides me and Porsche."


    "Where are they?"


    "In his bedroom."


    Jason started to take a step to go wake him up, but Reagan stopped him. "Jay, come here for a sec." She patted the seat next to her and he walked over.


    Jason, Reagan, and Porsche went to the same private high school. It was only a place the richest of the rich could afford. It was sort of a mix between a private school and a boarding school. They didn't stay on campus every night like you would at a boarding school, but they took frequent, long trips as a school in an effort to make the students well-traveled.


    He had a good relationship with the people he'd gone to school with including Reagan and Porsche. Actually, his relationship with Reagan and Porsche went way deeper than his other classmates. Jason had been sexually active with both Reagan and Porsche since they were all in tenth grade. He'd never had an exclusive relationship with either of them, but he'd done just about everything in the book to them both sexually. Neither of the girls ever made a fuss about wanting a relationship, and he knew how lucky he was to find a couple of lovely ladies who wanted to experiment. They didn't meet Cam until two years before when he first came to Nashville, but it quickly became obvious that he was up for whatever, and he was freaking hot, so he got added to the mix. Jason sat down next to Reagan on the couch, but didn't sit back like he was planning on staying there.


    "I thought you were gonna come party with us last night since Cam's got the week off."


    He shot her a regretful smile. "It's Tuesday right now, Rae. I can't just go crazy on random Monday nights."


    She stuck out her lower lip. "You used to go crazy on Mondays all the time."


    He smiled and put a hand on her naked thigh. All she had on was a blue plaid shirt and pair of lace panties. "I know. I'm just trying to be taken seriously, you know? I don't want to just be Mack's son my whole life."


    "I'm just Roxanne Dyer's daughter. So what? Our parents made enough money for us, and our kids, and our kid's kids. You don't have to go punch a clock."


    "I want to, though. I have fun writing, and I like making a name for myself in this town."


    "I can respect that," she said with a resigned sigh. "I think I'm just a little frustrated because I haven't seen you in a while, and well, to be honest with you, nobody does it for me like you do."


    "Oh come on, you can have your pick in Nashville."


    "You're right I can, but none of them are as good as you. You don't realize what an anomaly you are, Jay. Most of the other guys our age are total idiots in bed. Not many of them have the experience we do, and quite frankly, it's like fucking amateur hour when I'm not doing it with you."


    "Cam's good, isn't he?"


    "He's good, but Porsche has been talking about how she wants to spend more time with Cam alone. Nick's good too, when he's in town, but he's never here. But you three are the only three young guys on the face of the earth who know what they're doing, and I haven't been with any of you lately. My last five orgasms have been fake."


    "So are you not going to be with Cam anymore at all?" he asked, focusing on the very scary topic that Porsche could be developing feelings.


    Feelings—the true F word.


    "No, I'm still going to be with him," she said. "I could have been in there with them right now if I wanted. Porsche said she's good with all three of us being together, but she just asked me not to be with him without her. It's something I've asked of her in the past when I was having some feelings, so of course, I'll return the favor."


    Jason did not ask who Reagan had asked Porsche to stay away from. He was the obvious candidate, and if it was him, he really didn't want to know. He reached up and ruffed up her hair playfully. "We'll have to make a date here soon," he said. "I'll set you straight." He started to stand.


    "How about you set me straight right now?" she asked. "If you give me twenty minutes, you can go to work feeling a lot better."


    He laughed.


    "I'm not kidding, Jay. Let's help each other out." She raised her eyebrows, challenging him. "You know you want to."


    Now that she mentioned it, he did want to. (Who cared if his inspiration was the little cutie at the coffee shop?)


    "Go brush your teeth," he said.


    Without a word, she sprang off the couch and padded to the guest bath. She was back three minutes later, but this time she was only wearing the panties.


    Not even twenty minutes later, they collapsed onto the couch together.


    "You have no idea how bad I needed that," she said.


    "What's the matter, you can't get anybody to pull your hair for you?"


    She giggled. "Not like you."


    "I have to go wake Cam up," he said. He searched around for his shirt, and once he found it, he pulled it over his head and shrugged into it.


    "I know," she said. She gave him a smile that said it's no big deal. "I'm glad I ran into you up here."


    "Me too," he said. "That was fun." He smiled at her, and she returned it.


    "As always."


    "Tell your mom hi for me," he said.


    "I will." Reagan gave him a little wave as he tightened the canvas belt that went around the waist of his shorts and took off for Cam's bedroom.


    He knocked on the door as he opened it. It really didn't matter what the state of affairs were in there. It wouldn't be anything Jason hadn't seen already.


    "Cam, you really need to learn how to return a phone call."


    Cam moaned from the bed as Jason crossed the room to open the blinds, continuing to talk as he walked. "If you would just learn that one little thing, you could avoid having me come over here to wake you up like this."


    "What, dude? What is it that couldn't wait?"


    "I have lunch with Daisy in less than two hours and I need you to tell me if it's a pass on that one song, because if you don't want to record it, I'm gonna pitch it to her with the other songs."


    Cam let out a frustrated groan. "Are you kidding me? You didn't have to wake me up for that. If you wrote the song for me, all you have to do is tell me to record it, and I will. I trust you Jason."


    "So, you want to do the song?"


    "Yeah, of course I do."


    "Have you even listened to it?"


    Cam hesitated, deciding whether or not to lie.


    "No, I haven't listened to it per say, but if you say I'll like it, then, I'll like it."


    "Okay fine, you're doing it because I know it's perfect for you, but I shouldn't have to tell you that. Next time listen to it like I ask you too. You need to care about whether or not you identify with your music, Cam."


    "I do care, boss. Don't act like I don't work my ass off."


    "I'm not saying that."


    "What time is it?" Cam asked.


    "Just after ten," Jason answered.


    Cam let his head fall back onto the pillow. "I've only been asleep for like four hours," he said. "Close the damn blinds."


    Jason hit the button, and the room went dark again.


    Cam sighed. "Thank you. And, put me down for that song. I'm sorry I didn't listen to it. I meant to and I forgot."


    "No worries, I'll just take it out on you on the court."


    "I'm not playing basketball with you until I get about twelve hours sleep, but then I'm game."


    "Just call me later."


    "Alright. Good luck with Daisy."


    "Thanks."


    Jason waved at the girl who was cuddled up next to Cam. Even though the room was pretty dark, he could still see enough of her to know her eyes were open. "Hey Porsche," he said.


    "Hey," she said sleepily. "I think Reagan's here somewhere."


    "She's on the couch. The place is a freaking mess out here."


    Cam threw a pillow at him. "Get outta here and let me get some sleep. I'll take care of that later."


    Jason didn't need to be told twice. He closed the door on his way out.


    Reagan was either sleeping or pretending to be when he passed through the living room, and he didn't bother finding out. He just walked quietly past so he wouldn't disturb her.


    Jason had some emails to take care of, so he went to his office for a little while before heading to his favorite sushi bar for his meeting with Daisy Lee.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    


    Hannah left the interview in an utter state of shock about how good everything had gone. Of course, she had imagined walking in there and having them say her application was amazing, they were in love with her, and they wanted to hire her on the spot, but she never thought that would actually happen. She was so excited she smiled on her way home even though she was walking alone. She wanted to wait until she got home to tell her mom, but she couldn't make it. Halfway there, she fished her cell phone out of her purse and called.


    "Well?" her mom asked.


    "I got the job," she said.


    "I knew it."


    "It's just part time, but the manager said I'll be able to pick up shifts."


    "Aw, I knew it, baby. Did they like your application?"


    "They loved it. The guy I met with, Michael, said he was tempted to frame it."


    "Are you serious? Is he going to?"


    "I have no idea," Hannah said, laughing. "All he said was that he wanted to."


    Rebecca laughed too. "I guess even thinking about having something of yours framed classifies him as a fan, though."


    "Oh, he was really sweet about it for sure. He said he almost hired me over the phone without an interview."


    "Seeee? I told you it was awesome. I'm so happy for you, and proud of you too."


    "Thanks. Hey mom, is Nate with you?"


    "He sure is. He's coming with me on a job this morning."


    "Can I talk to him real quick?"


    "Sure. And congratulations, Baby Girl."


    "Thanks Mom."


    There was a brief pause and some rustling.


    "Hey."


    "Hey bubs. Guess what? I got that job."


    "Really? That’s cool. Do you like it?"


    "I haven't started it yet, but I think I will. Don't worry about it if famous people are gonna be coming in there."


    "Seriously? Like to drink coffee?"


    "Yeah to drink coffee. I saw Cam Bishop's best friend today and they told me he comes in there all the time."


    "Nu-uhh!"


    "Yes-huh!"


    "Does Cam go in there?"


    "I don't know. I'm sure he does if his best friend does."


    "Can you get me his autograph?"


    Hannah chuckled. "I'm sure I can sometime, Peanut. Love you. Take care of Mom and Dad, okay?"


    "Okay, love you too."


    Hannah hung up the phone smiling. She wasn't nearly as star struck by Cam Bishop as her brother was, but she loved hearing him excited, and thought she just might be able to pull off an autograph at some point if that guy Jason came in as frequently as Michael said he did.


    The first thing Hannah did when she got to her apartment was open her laptop and search Google for images of Jason Lane. Some of them were of random guys, but the majority of photos were of the guy who came into the coffee shop that morning. She clicked on one of them that caught her eye, and took a minute to study it. He was simply the most beautiful creature she'd ever seen.


    She tried to conjure up the faces of some of her favorite actors to mentally compare them, but as she stared at the photo of Jason Lane, she caught herself doubting anyone on Earth could possibly be as beautiful. He had the appearance of just getting off some exotic beach somewhere. Exotic. That was the perfect word for him. His light greyish-green eyes combined with the dark tan of his skin and dirty blonde hair gave him an absolutely striking appearance, like he should be on the cover of national geographic or something. She looked at several other photos of him, all the while wondering how in the world someone who looked like that could like country music. He just didn't seem like the type.


    She took a deep breath and closed the browser before she could look any more. She was afraid if she did, she would turn into one of the girls at the coffee shop who were in line for a chance with him. Waiting in line wasn't Hannah's thing, so looking at photos of him was pointless.


    ****


    It took about three weeks for Hannah to start feeling comfortable with everything at her new job. Everyone did everything at Common Grounds. That just meant that on any given day, Hannah could be scheduled as a barista, a cashier, a cook or a dishwasher, which would explain why she mistook one of the managers for a busboy one day.


    Michael was in charge of scheduling, and he always tried to be fair with how he rotated positions. The menu was simple, and the cook's position wasn't rocket science, but that was Hannah's least favorite place to be scheduled, and she thought she probably wouldn't pick up many shifts for people who were scheduled to cook.


    Barista was her favorite so far. A few of her coworkers were good at making simple designs like hearts on the top of the coffee with steamed milk, and they'd shown Hannah a few tricks. She was having fun trying new designs when they weren't too busy, and the customers seemed to appreciate the added touch. Cashier was fun too, and honestly, dish duty wasn't too bad either. Sometimes it was relaxing to just listen to music and space out on dishes for a shift. Depending on how busy they were, there were usually 4-8 people working at any given time, and Hannah had no trouble picking up extra work. She figured if she kept up that pace, it would definitely be feasible to save up for a car soon. It would have to be something cheap compared to the twenty thousand dollar truck that Sam's parents had just bought for him, though.


    Was she jealous?


    No.


    It wasn't that she didn't wish her parents had money, because she did. Hannah just knew wishing you had money didn't make it appear, and she knew what a waste of time jealousy was. Besides, Sam would have been happy to drive her anywhere she asked in his big, fancy, twenty-thousand-dollar truck.


    It was a beautiful morning in late June, and Hannah was just arriving at work for a shift as barista. It was her ideal day. Her girl Taylor was working with her at the espresso machine, and one of her other favorites—a sweet, tall, lanky character named Matt was working the register. That would have been enough to make her stoked for the shift, but it was also Monday, which meant Jason Lane would be coming in for coffee.


    One of the many girls who had a crush on him had told Hannah one time that, "He comes in every Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday at 9AM, and you can set your watch by it."


    Even though she'd never admit it, Hannah did set her watch by it. She looked forward to him coming in just because she liked torturing herself with his gorgeousness. She considered it torture because, let's be honest, those two operated in completely different realms. She wasn't beat up about it, though. She was confident and comfortable in her own league, and wasn't sure she'd enjoy the pressure that went along with that kind of status anyway. Who could fault a girl for looking, though, right? He was fun to look at, but she certainly didn't have any hopes that he'd ever notice her for more than the girl who makes his coffee.


    Aside from the brief eye contact the day she got the job, he had never even laid eyes on her. She had worked a few shifts as cashier, but never on a morning when he came in. Part of her was relieved since she could feel herself blushing around him, and was trying to desensitize herself before she had to interact.


    Is he really that gorgeous? You ask.


    Yes.


    The answer to that question is a resounding yes! Jason Lane was blush inducing, forget how to speak, gorgeous—stop and stare just to admire his features, gorgeous—show up to work fifteen minutes early so you could draw a comic on the bottom of a coffee cup for him, gorgeous.


    That was her plan. Before she even knew what she was doing, she was entertaining thoughts of sneaking him a secret drawing on the bottom of his to-go cup. There were tons of things that could go wrong with the unconventional flirting technique, starting with her getting caught doing it and not knowing what to say to him, but for whatever reason, she didn't care.


    The thought had hit her the night before when she remembered her shift was as barista the next morning. Jason always got his coffee in a medium to go cup, and it wasn't unheard of for them to double cup a coffee instead of using a sleeve. She knew she could pull off having the second cup go unnoticed, but she was hoping the drawing wouldn't be seen before he left. If he saw it, she thought she would just play it off and say it was something she did all the time for random customers.


    So, she showed up for work fifteen minutes early that morning and took three medium coffee cups and her favorite ink pen into the upstairs bathroom. She was shaking the entire time she drew because she was afraid of getting caught (even though traffic was rare up there during the day). She took three cups in case she messed up, but as luck would have it, she drew one she was happy with the first time.


    She drew a cartoon version of herself as a funky little DJ girl complete with turntables and headphones. She was putting a record on the turntable, and if you looked closely enough, you could see that the writing on the album said, Our Time to Shine. That specific song was probably the last song Hannah would choose to play if she were a real DJ, but she wanted to personalize it because, well, if she didn't, it wouldn't really be flirting now would it?


    Hannah put the cups inside each other with the customized one in the middle to hide it. She stuffed them in her messenger bag and went downstairs to clock in for her shift. It was still slow in there before the first big rush. No one was in plain sight, so as Hannah passed behind the counter, she stooped to put her purse in a cabinet near the spot where she'd be standing while she made coffee. She'd seen other people put their stuff in there even though the regular spot was in the back office where the time clock was.


    "Hey, I forgot you were coming in," Matt said.


    He must have been stooping behind the adjoining counter because she hadn't seen him when she bent down. Because of this fact, she jumped guiltily at the sound of his voice. "Oh, Matt, you scared me."


    "Sorry."


    "I'm just about to clock in, but I wanted to put my purse up. When I'm working up here, I figure I might as well just put it under here, you know—under this little cabinet."


    Matt smiled and nodded a little but didn't respond—probably because there was no real response for that type of nervous rambling. Hannah just shut her mouth and went to clock in. It was two hours before Jason would set foot in the door, and already she was ate up with nerves. She told herself no one was forcing her to do the cup thing, and if he got here, and she wasn't feeling it, she could just forget about it. It helped that the morning shift at Common Grounds was extremely busy, and she didn't have time to obsess about it.


    Taylor arrived thirty minutes after Hannah did, and right when she did, more and more people started to show up as they did every weekday morning. In no time at all Jason Lane in all his glory walked through the door. Hannah couldn't imagine she'd already been there two hours, but when she looked at the clock, she saw it was nine o'clock on the nose. She hadn't even had time to decide whether or not she was going to try to pull it off, and suddenly he was there and she needed to make a decision. Jason had a few people in front of him in line, but Hannah needed to act fast if she was going to get the cup out of her purse and get it ready.


    Taylor was stooping in front of the mini fridge where they kept the milk, which meant her back was turned for a few seconds at least. Before she even knew what she was doing, Hannah bent down and took two of the coffee cups out of her purse, leaving the third one that was on the bottom still in there. Her heart was pounding as she hastily shoved her purse back into the cabinet and closed the door. She stood up and sat the cups on the counter as casually as she could. Geez, she felt like she was robbing a bank or something with the amount of nerves coursing through her body.


    Taylor stood up beside her with containers full of milk and set them beside the espresso machine. Matt called out coffee drinks for the people who'd just ordered, and Taylor said she'd take care of them. She went to work putting the ground espresso beans into the portafilter.


    There was still one person in line before Jason when Hannah looked at Taylor and said, "I'll get this next one and get started on the guy behind her since he gets the same thing every time."


    Taylor glanced up to see who Hannah was talking about. As soon as she saw Jason, she looked over at Hannah. "Do you know who that is?" she asked. Even though they'd become good friends, they'd never talked about Jason—they had no reason to.


    "No," Hannah lied. Then she caught herself and started to backpedal. "I mean, I think I heard he's a country music guy, but I've never talked to him or anything."


    "I'd love to hate him because everybody thinks he hung the moon and everything he touches turns to gold, but he's hard to hate. He's actually really nice."


    "You've talked to him?" Hannah asked.


    "Yeah, he comes in here all the time. He wrote a few country songs that are really popular, but he looks like he just pulled up in a VW bus, and most of the girls who work here have tried to hook up with him."


    Hannah wanted desperately to know about who had tried to hook up with Jason and whether or not they'd been successful, but she had to focus on making the drink and getting it into the cup or she would make a mistake. She did her best to concentrate on making Jason's Americano, and listening to Matt call out the next order, which was complicated.


    "Has anyone here ever dated him?" Hannah asked once she had the drinks under control.


    Taylor laughed. "They wish," she said. "He's just one of those guys who can have any girl he wants. They flirt or whatever, but he doesn't even notice flirting because every single girl he ever meets flirts with him. He thinks it's just how girls act."


    "Must be nice," Hannah said. She wanted to be mad at him for being irresistible, but she just couldn't do it—that's how irresistible he was.


    Hannah set the mug on the counter that belonged to the girl who ordered ahead of Jason, and she came to get it. She sat Jason's Americano on the counter and nonchalantly yelled, "Medium Americano."


    He stepped up to grab the cup, and she did her best not to glance at him even though she really, really wanted to. She risked one little glance, and when she did, he was looking directly at her. She was startled, but played it off by smiling.


    "Thanks," he said.


    Hannah busied herself rinsing out the filter handle. "You're welcome," she said, casually.


    "Whose turn is it to pick the music?" he asked.


    "Mine," Matt said from behind the register.


    Jason looked over at him and smiled. "Nice. I love this album."


    Hannah knew the album. It was one called Bone Machine by Tom Waits, who happened to be one of her favorite artists. She smiled blankly at the espresso machine, thinking there was still hope for Jason's musical taste.


    "What's so funny?"


    Hannah looked up at Jason and realized he was talking to her.


    "Me? Nothing, I was just thinking about Tom Waits."


    "You know Tom Waits?"


    "Well, I wouldn't say I know Tom Waits, but I know his music." She paused and gave him a smile. "I'd like to know Tom Waits."


    Jason smiled back at her, which made her feel weak in the knees. "I can introduce you to Tom Waits," he said.


    She gave him a confused look. "Do you know him?"


    "No, but he's still alive, which means there's no reason we can't meet him, right?"


    What a charmed life he must lead to assume that the only requirement to being able to meet someone was that they were still alive—like anything under the sun is within your reach. She didn't know what to make of his confidence.


    "I'll tell you what," she said smiling, "You can make friends with Tom Waits and bring him in here for coffee with you sometime."


    He smiled back at her. "I'll see what I can do," he said.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    


    "What's that?" Nick asked.


    Jason had to look over his shoulder to see what Nick was talking about. "Oh, I don’t know. It was on the bottom of my coffee cup the other day."


    Nick picked up the round piece of paper that was sitting Jason's desk and inspected it. The jagged edges made it clear that Jason had taken a pocketknife to it. "Did somebody draw it?"


    "I assumed. It was on the bottom of my cup. I saw it when I put it in the trash."


    Jason went back to booking a hotel online. He was reserving something in Vegas for the trip he was planning. His childhood friend Nick Logan, son of country legend Leroy Logan, had just moved back to Nashville after being at boarding school and college for the last five years, and they were heading to Vegas to celebrate.


    They chose Vegas because Cam had a show there that happened to line up on the same weekend as a UFC fight. Jason and Nick would go to Cam's concert that Friday and then all three of them would go to the fights that Saturday. Jason and Nick went way back, but Cam had become good friends with both of them over the past two years, and they were all three stoked for the trip. Things generally got pretty crazy when they all partied together.


    "That's cute that she's playing your song," Nick said.


    "Who?" Jason asked without taking his eyes off the screen. "Daisy? She's recording three of them."


    "No, this girl," Nick said.


    Jason looked at him and Nick raised the cup-bottom he was holding, but didn't bother to turn it around. Jason reached out and plucked it out of Nick's grasp. He gave it a glance but then looked back at Nick, confused. "What are you talking about?"


    "Damn, Jason, do you need glasses? Read the words on the record."


    Jason inspected the paper more closely and realized that the little record did indeed say Our Time to Shine. He squinted down at it as he tried to think of who would have drawn it. The girl in the cartoon looked a little like the cute little barista who listened to Tom Waits. She had shortish, dark hair and super dark eyes, and those two features alone were enough to make him think about the girl at the coffee shop—he remembered seeing her there before. For whatever reason, he didn't mention anything about it to Nick. He just shrugged it off like someone must have just taken the notion to draw a random picture.


    ****


    It had been a week since he got the drawing on his cup, but had just figured out the day before it was more personalized than he thought. Nick had noticed it, and now that Jason knew it was there, he wondered how he ever missed it in the first place. He knew a few of the girls at the coffee shop who made their intentions clear, but the girl who he suspected drawing on the cup wasn't one of them, and he hoped she'd be working that morning so he could get a closer look at her.


    He walked into the coffee shop a few minutes before nine to the growl of hardcore music, and it didn't surprise him at all to see a guy named Nothing behind the register. The tall guy whose name he thought might be Matt looked at him apologetically from behind the espresso machine. "We told him he could have thirty minutes," he said. "It's only been ten, and I'm about to pull the plug already."


    Jason smiled and stuck his pointer and pinky fingers in the air as if he was rocking out.


    The dark haired girl stood up next to the tall guy and noticed Jason for the first time. She gave him a quick smile, but broke eye contact almost immediately and started steaming milk.


    Jason didn't stand in line like he normally did. Instead, he crossed to the counter near the espresso machine. He stood as close to the girl as he could get without going behind the counter.


    She glanced up at him as she continued to make a drink. "Hi," she said. Her expression looked like she wanted to know if there was something she could help him with.


    "Did you draw on the bottom of my coffee cup?" he asked, with no preamble.


    She shot him a look that said she had no idea what he was talking about, and smiled. "What do you mean?" she asked.


    Jason took the round piece of paper out of his pocket and flashed it at her. "Did you draw this?" he asked.


    "No."


    "No?"


    "No," she said. She was smiling like she was being patient with his ridiculous questions.


    Jason looked at it and back at her thinking that the resemblance was uncanny and wondering who else would have drawn something like that. "You sure?" he asked.


    She laughed like he was being silly. "I think I'd remember drawing that."


    Jason shrugged, put it into his pocket, and got in line behind the person ordering. He heard the girl say she was going to use the restroom. She was still gone by the time he had gotten his drink, so he didn't see her again before he left.


    ****


    Jason brought Nick with him to the coffee shop the next day. It was Wednesday, which was one of Jason's usual days, but it was the first time Nick had been there in years. Nick was a finance guy who worked from home, so he was hanging with his boy Jason since he had nothing better to do in Nashville at 9AM.


    Jason and Nick ordered drinks, but instead of taking it to go, they sat at one of the tables in the main dining room. They had been there for a little while before Jason noticed a little chalkboard on the wall that said, "Art by: Jessica Foy." It was referring to the art on the wall, which was constantly changing since they liked to highlight students and local artists and photographers.


    He could tell by the style that whoever had written on that chalkboard was the same person who drew on the bottom of his cup. He smiled, thinking he was about to figure out who'd done it once and for all. The guy called Nothing passed by with a bus pan under one arm, and Jason put a hand out to stop him.


    "Hey, can you tell me who drew that?" Jason gestured toward the chalkboard, and both Nick and Nothing looked at the wall to see what he was talking about.


    Nothing assumed he was wondering about the art, so he just read the chalkboard in front of them, wondering why a guy who seemed halfway intelligent couldn't just read it for himself. "It says, art by Jessica Foy," he said. (He was an atheist, so everyone expected and excused his testiness.)


    "I meant who drew the words on the chalkboard," Jason said.


    Nothing looked back at the chalkboard with an expression of annoyance like he couldn't understand why someone would want to know who wrote a few words on it. He looked it over for a few seconds before he realized who'd done it. "Oh, that's Hannah," he said.


    Jason shrugged. "Which one's Hannah?"


    Nothing thought for a second about how he could describe her. "I don't know. She looks like a girl. She's not here today or I'd show you. She worked up in the front with me and Matt yesterday. She was one of the ones who made your coffee if you came in yesterday."


    Jason pulled his wallet out of his back pocket, took out the round piece of paper, and showed it to Nothing. "Is this her?" he asked.


    Nothing only looked at the paper for a split second before answering. "Yeah, that's Hannah," he said. He didn't even ask what the cartoon was or where Jason had gotten it. "You should see the one she drew of me," he said.


    Jason held up the paper. "She drew one of these for you?"


    "No, she drew me on her job application," Nothing said.


    Jason shot him a confused look.


    "I think it's back in the office," Nothing said. "It's really cool. I'll go get it and show you, and you can match it up with your little one, but I think it's Hannah for sure."


    Jason nodded letting Nothing know that he was interested in seeing the application, and Nothing took off toward the back, presumably to get it.


    Hannah.


    So that was her name.


    The whole conversation had taken Nick by surprise, but he remembered the cartoon from Jason's office and was suddenly interested in seeing how it all played out. Nothing was back in no time at all with a piece of paper in his hand. He handed it to Jason.


    "I would probably get fired for showing you this," Nothing said.


    Jason didn't attempt to give it back. He just stared down at it. There was no doubt in his mind that those two drawings were done by the same person. The style was unmistakable.


    "I won't tell anybody," Jason said, glancing up at Nothing. "Would you mind if I look at it for a second?"


    "I don't care, just don't tell anyone I gave it to you. I'll be back for it in a few." Jason took his time looking at it before handing it over to Nick.


    "What is this?" Nick asked.


    "It looks like she answered all of the questions with a drawing," Jason said.


    Nick laughed. "What I meant is, why are we looking at it?"


    Jason snatched it out of his hand as if Nick didn't deserve to see it after a question like that.


    "Because it's cool, and it's obviously the same girl who drew on the bottom of the cup."


    "Yeah, but why do you care?"


    "I don't. I just wanted to know who did it."


    Just then, Jason caught sight of one of his coffee shop groupies headed toward their table. He tucked the application by his side where she couldn't see it.


    "I can't believe you're drinking your coffee at a table," she said, smiling as she approached. She had long, dark hair that was pulled into a bun on the top of her head. She was cute enough, but Jason really never took the time to notice since he always just grabbed his coffee and went to work. Jason didn't remember her name, but he knew he'd been told to many times to ask again.


    Nick was no help at all.


    "Who's your friend, Jay?" he asked.


    Jason shot him an annoyed glance while the girl wasn't looking.


    "I'm Kelsey," she said. "Jason comes in here all the time, and I had to give him a hard time because he never sticks around to drink his coffee."


    "I'm a bad influence," Nick said. "I just moved to town, and I'm good at keeping him from his work." It was obvious that Nick wanted Kelsey to focus on the bad influence part of that comment because he followed it with the smile he always used on the ladies. Jason wasn't the least bit interested in Kelsey, Nick, or any of the flirting that might or might not be happening between them.


    "I'll be right back," he said. He smiled at Kelsey as he stood and held eye contact with her in an effort to keep her from looking at the paper he was holding behind his back. He skirted around her with the paper still at his side. "It was good seeing you Kelsey," he said.


    "You too," she replied, but he was already walking toward the hallway where he'd just seen Nothing carrying a bus pan.


    "Hey," Jason said. Nothing turned around and Jason held out the piece of paper. "Here's this," he said.


    Nothing wiped his hand on the apron hanging from his waist and took the paper from him. He turned to walk away without another word, but Jason stopped him.


    "Hey, is there anyway you could put me in touch with that girl?"


    Nothing turned around. "Uh, she works here," he said sarcastically.


    "Is she working right now?" Jason pressed.


    "No."


    There was a slightly awkward silence, but Jason really didn’t care what he thought.


    "I'll give you fifty bucks to give me her phone number," Jason said.


    Nothing cracked a smile, which was rare for him. Obviously, Jason was speaking his language. "I'll bring it to your table," he said.


    "Thanks," Jason said, but otherwise the two didn't say another word to each other—not even when Nothing brought the piece of paper to their table and traded it for the fifty dollar bill that was laying there in plain sight.


    "That was weird," Nick said.


    Jason shrugged. "He's an atheist," he said, as if that should explain everything. He picked up the scrap of paper and looked at the phone number. It wasn't a Nashville area code, and not one he recognized at all. Jason stashed it in his pocket, feeling a bit like he had to explain. "I like her style," he said. "I think she'd be great at album covers, and T-shirts, and flyers and stuff."


    "Plus you wanna fuck her."


    "I do not," Jason lied.


    "Have you ever laid eyes on this girl, or are you just going by her art?"


    Jason shrugged. "I've seen her, but it's not like that. I just like her stuff."


    Nick stared at Jason. "That's bullshit," he said. "I think you're being all sketchy about it because you want her for yourself."


    "Whatever," Jason said.


    He tried to seem aloof, but he was having an internal battle because, truth was, he did want her to himself, and that had never happened before. Jason and Nick had always shared girls. Nick had been part of that whole thing that started with Reagan and Porsche when they were in high school.


    "Let me call her then," Nick said, holding out his hand for the number. "If you're just hiring her to draw something for you, I can take care of that."


    Jason glared at him like he was out of his mind before changing the subject completely. "Cam wants us to bring Reagan and Porsche this weekend."


    Nick scoffed. "No chance, son. We're picking up some Vegas babies. Having Cam with us is like shooting fish in a barrel, dude. I hope he didn't already tell them they could come."


    Jason didn't really care. He just brought it up so Nick would get off his back about the coffee shop girl.


    Thankfully, their conversation was interrupted again. This time, it was Michael, the general manager. Both of the guys started to stand to shake his hand, but he waved them down. "I just saw you over here and wanted to come by for a second." He looked at Nick. "I met you one other time when you were here with Jason, it's been a long time, but—"


    "I remember," Nick said, smiling and holding his hand out for Michael to shake. "How's it going?"


    "I'm good. Thanks. Hey, I know you're Leroy Logan's boy, and I just wanted to tell you he really deserved that honor. I've been a fan for years."


    "Thank you," Nick said. His dad's recent lifetime achievement award in country music had been the talk of the town, mostly because Leroy was such a beloved part of country music. He was so famous that in addition to him getting that honor, Comedy Central hosted a roast for him. Jason and his dad Mack had both been present, and it was one of the more fun things Jason had ever done.


    Leroy was good friends with Jason's dad, and had recorded more than twenty of his songs over the years. Unlike Jason, Nick had not followed in his father's footsteps. He didn't care one iota about country music other than the fact that it had been good to his father for so many years.


    Nick didn't care about much of anything, really—until he went off to boarding school and took his first class in finance. He found his passion in stocks, and recently graduated at the top of his class at NYU with a degree in finance. Of course, it was nice to have his father's fortune to gamble with, but Nick was good, and had earned himself and his dad a considerable amount of money with his investments.


    "Are you still living in New York?" Michael asked.


    "I actually just moved back," Nick said. "It's good to be home."


    "Well, it's good to have you," Michael said. He put a hand on Jason's shoulder, but continued to look toward Nick. "I didn't mean to interrupt. I just wanted to come over and give my congratulations to your dad."


    "I'll tell him," Nick said, smiling.


    "Hey," Jason said. "What do you know about that girl Hannah?"


    "Hannah Garrison?" Michael asked, a bit confused.


    "The one who draws?"


    "Yeah," Michael said. "What about her?"


    "I was thinking about hiring her to draw a few things."


    "You're not stealing her," Michael said.


    He was smiling, but the possessiveness of the statement made Jason feel agitated. "What do you mean by that?" he asked.


    Michael put his hands up. "I'm just messing around," Michael said, laughing. "We just all love her, and she's only been here for about a month. You should have seen the job application she filled out. It was hilarious—all cartoons. She's a really good artist, but I guess you knew that. She's doing the big chalkboards in the front this weekend." Michael paused for a second, thinking. "What'd you see of hers?" he asked.


    Jason couldn't really say he'd seen her application, so he pulled the cup bottom from his pocket and put it on the table.


    Michael stooped to pick it up. "Yep, that's Hannah all right." He looked at it more closely. "I was talking about it being Hannah that drew it, but that's also literally Hannah in the picture." He turned it over, giving it a thorough scan. He looked at Jason. "Where'd you get this?"


    "My coffee came in it. It was on the bottom of my cup and I cut it out."


    Michael looked at him with a disbelieving expression. "Really?" he asked. "She must have just been doodling or something."


    "I'm sure," Jason agreed, "but she may get a job from it."


    Michael laughed. "That girl can draw her way into a job," he said.


    Jason felt suddenly anxious to talk to her, so he said goodbye to Michael at the table and Nick in the parking lot, and headed to his office to call her.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    


    The day before, Jason Lane asked Hannah if she drew the picture on the bottom of the cup, and she lied to his face, saying she hadn't. It was stupid, but she did it without even thinking. It was probably because she panicked when he approached the espresso counter before he even ordered. She had good reason to panic when he did that. She had drawn on the bottom of a cup for the second time, and was just about to start making his coffee in it when he approached. Her nerves were so on edge that she just lied and ran away. Oh well, it was done, and there was nothing she could do to take it back.


    It was eleven in the morning on a random Wednesday. She didn't have to work at all that day and neither did Taylor, so the two of them were hanging out at Taylor's rent house. It was off of White Bridge Road, which was too far for Hannah to walk, so Taylor had come by to pick her up that morning. Taylor's roommates were at work, and the girls had plans to lie around, get some sun, and enjoy their day off.


    "Did I tell you Michael is thinking about selling me that little Nissan Sentra he has?" Hannah asked.


    "No, when did y'all start talking about that?"


    "We worked together yesterday and he was talking about how he was trading it in on something else, but would probably only get about a thousand dollars for it, trade in value. I told him that if he was going to get rid of it for a thousand to let me buy it before the dealership." Hannah shrugged. "I don't know what he'll do, but he seemed like he'd let me buy it if he decided to let it go for so cheap."


    "It would be perfect," Taylor said. "I hope it works out for you."


    Hannah's phone rang, and she picked it up from the little metal outdoor table it was setting on to see who was calling. It was a Nashville number that she didn't recognize. "It's a random number," she said even though Taylor hadn't asked. "I think I'll see if they leave a message," she decided out loud. She set it back on the table.


    It seemed like about three minutes had passed before the phone beeped, signaling a voicemail. Taylor was oblivious, just laying in the sun with her eyes closed as Hannah picked up the phone and listened to her message.


    "Hey Hannah, my name is Jason Lane. You drew a picture of yourself playing a record that I wrote on the bottom of my coffee cup the other day then when I asked you about it, you lied and said you didn't draw it. Anyway, I'm not sure why you did any of that—the drawing or the lying about it, but I do like the way you draw, and would like to talk to you about maybe doing a few projects for me in the future. So, uh, if you don't mind, just give me a call back at this number at your earliest convenience. This is my personal cell, so you can reach me anytime, text or call. Okay, so, I'll look forward to hearing from you, Hannah."


    The phone beeped, and Hannah realized she had been holding her breath that whole entire time. The rush of adrenaline she felt was just about crippling. She was completely humiliated and excited at the same exact time, and the combination of feelings left her gut in knots and her eyes stinging with the effort to hold back tears. She listened to the message again, and was still unable to decide what she was feeling afterward. She really wanted to call him, but the whole bit where he said he wasn't sure why she drew it or why she lied made her feel humiliated enough not to call him back.


    Taylor opened her eyes and regarded Hannah curiously. She'd listened to the message twice, and Taylor couldn't ignore the nervous energy that pulsed off of her friend. "Who was it?" she asked.


    Hannah was too shocked to do anything but tell the truth. "That guy Jason from the coffee shop."


    Taylor shot straight up like she'd been electrocuted. "Jason Lane? Are you serious? What'd he say?"


    "He wants to talk to me about doing some drawings."


    "How'd he see your drawings?" Taylor asked.


    "I have no idea," Hannah lied.


    "Well, obviously you've got to call him back," Taylor said.


    "I think I'm gonna wait till later."


    "Why, because I'm out here? I don't like to take phone calls with my roommates around either. You don’t have to talk in front of me if you don't want to. Just go in the house and call him back. I'll stay out here."


    "I might just text him back anyway," Hannah said.


    Taylor went back to lying down. "Just don't put off a phone call on my account," she said. She squinted up at Hannah and smiled. "I'm not trying to eavesdrop since I know you're good for the details later."


    Hannah got up and went into the house. She hadn't made up her mind about calling him back—she just wanted to be by herself for a few minutes so she could listen to the message again while she did some good old-fashioned pacing back and forth.


    Ten minutes had passed by the time she called him back.


    "Hannah Garrison, I'm glad you called me back," he said right off the bat.


    Hannah was already short of breath and she hadn't even said one word.


    "Hello," she said.


    "Hello. Did you get my message?"


    "I did."


    "Did you draw the picture on the bottom of my coffee cup?"


    "I did." There was a few seconds of silence before Hannah spoke again. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have lied when you asked me about it yesterday. I'm not used to people noticing when I draw on cups, and I didn't know what to say when you brought it up. I feel like an idiot for lying. I'm sorry about that."


    "Do you draw on a lot of cups?"


    "Huh?"


    "You said you're not used to people noticing when you do it. Is that something you do all the time?"


    "Oh yeah, I draw all over everything actually."


    He knew she was avoiding the question, but he didn't push.


    "I'm going out of town in two days," he said. "I'd like to meet with you before then if we can set that up. I have something I'd like to have you draw for me."


    "I have to work tomorrow. You can come by the coffee shop if you want. You can also email me if you have images of ideas you wanted me to work from."


    "I'd rather meet you for lunch or something. What time do you work tomorrow?"


    "Seven to one."


    "Would you be able to meet me for lunch when you get off? Or better yet, what about dinner tomorrow night?"


    Hannah's stomach was knotted up so tight she could barely concentrate on what he was saying. Thank goodness she had the presence of mind to remember that she wouldn't be meeting him anywhere that wasn't within walking distance of her house since she had no way, other than Sam, to get there.


    "We could just catch up at the coffee shop," she said.


    "Why don't you want to have a meal with me?"


    "I don't mind the idea, I just don't have a car yet, and Common Grounds is within walking distance of my house."


    She was red in the face and utterly mortified to admit to rich, beautiful, powerful Jason Lane that she didn't have a car, but she wasn't about to lie to him again when she already felt like a fool for doing so the first time.


    "Oh, it's about the ride? Shit girl, why didn't you just say so? I'll pick you up for dinner tomorrow night at seven. Just text your address to this number when we hang up, and I'll see you then, okay?"


    "Okay, I guess." Hannah said.


    "What do you mean, you guess?"


    "I just mean I didn't really have time to think about it or anything, but I guess I'm okay with giving my home address to a total stranger with the intention of getting into his car to go to an undisclosed location."


    "Oh, come on, I'm not a total stranger," he said. "You know I like Tom Waits. How bad could I be?"


    "Nothing's an atheist and he likes Tom Waits," she said.


    "Nothing's not so bad," he said.


    "I know."


    "He's the one who gave me your phone number."


    "He is?"


    "I had to give him fifty dollars, but yes."


    She cracked up. "Are you serious?"


    "Totally."


    "So, I guess I'll see you tomorrow?"


    "Yes you will Hannah Garrison. Don't forget to text me your address."


    They said goodbye and she hung up the phone. She went to the couch, put her face in a pillow, and squealed. Then she gave herself a few minutes to process everything before she went outside to catch up with Taylor. She told her the watered down version of everything—that Jason saw and liked her art, and she was having dinner with him to discuss some work she might do for him. She left out all of the flirting that had gone on by both of them, mostly because she knew it wouldn't amount to anything and she didn't want to seem hopeful.


    ****


    Hannah had to work as a cook the next morning. It was super busy, and she was stinky and exhausted by the time she got off at 1PM. Even though she was sick of the food by the end of her shift, she ate a small lunch at work before she headed home. She showered before falling onto her bed for a much needed nap.


    It was after five o'clock when she woke up. She'd slept for more than three hours, and felt like she was in the twilight zone for at least thirty minutes when she woke up. Hannah had no idea what in the world she was going to wear to dinner with Jason. She stared blankly into her closet as her eyes drifted over her clothes.


    Her phone rang. It was Sam asking if she wanted to come to the house for dinner. She thanked him for the offer, but told him she had plans. He didn't ask what her plans were. He just told her there'd be leftovers in the fridge if she wanted any. She thanked him again and they hung up.


    Again, she went to her closet. She chose to wear one of her favorite outfits… a funky little floral dress with some grey tights and turquoise flats. She was reasonably sure none of his rich girlfriends would touch any of her clothes with a ten-foot pole, but she felt good in it, and figured she'd be comfortable and hope for the best. Hannah had dark brown hair that she wore in a chin length bob with messy layers that fit her personality perfectly. It had gotten really short at one point thanks to Molly and her beauty school aspirations, but it was starting to grow out again, and Hannah liked where it was.


    Jason knocked on the door to her apartment at seven o'clock on the dot, and Hannah's stomach dropped to the point where she actually considered pretending not to be home. Obviously, she didn't do that.


    She opened the door. He was holding one single flower, which he held out for her to take. It looked like one of the Black-eyed Susans that Mrs. Culbertson kept in the flowerbed by the driveway.


    "Did you pick this out of my yard?" she asked.


    He looked over his shoulder in mock confusion. "Is that your yard right down there?" he asked motioning down the stairs.


    "Yeah, that little patch of green between where you parked and this door," she clarified jokingly.


    "Oh, yeah, then, I picked it out of your yard."


    She took it from him and held it to her chest like it was the most romantic thing she'd ever seen. "It's wonderful," she said. She studied him with an earnest expression for a second before continuing, "Seriously, it's wonderful. I heard you were some big deal, and I was really nervous about you coming over here. Picking a flower out of my yard and bringing it up here to me was about the best thing you could have done."


    "I'm glad you like it," he said. He stepped across the threshold even though she hadn't exactly invited him in. He was larger than life, and she wasn't sure if that's because she knew he was sort of famous or if he was just that beautiful. He looked and smelled like heaven in his faded jeans and broken in button up shirt, and she felt suddenly shy about having him in her little garage apartment.


    "Where are you taking me?" she asked.


    "I was thinking we could grab some pizza at 12th & Porter. I sort of said I'd try to make it to a friend's release party."


    She found herself feeling a little uncomfortable with the prospect of meeting new people, and hoped she could relax enough to have a good time. "I've heard of that place, but never been there." she said.


    "I'm not sure if you'll like the band, but it should be interesting either way."


    "Why would I not like it?" she asked. She was wondering if he somehow knew she didn't like country music. She looked around for something that could have given her away, but of course there was no I hate country music digest on the counter or anything.


    Jason smiled, thinking of his friend's band. He'd seen them a few other times, and always had a good time, but it was an experience, to say the least. "He plays in a Ska band. Do you know what that is?"


    "Sort of reggae, like with horns and everything?" she asked, smiling at the thought of going to a Ska concert.


    "Exactly," Jason said. "My friend plays the drums, but their band has horns for sure."


    Hannah was extremely excited about checking out a Ska concert—especially with someone who looked like Jason.


    "I like it in here," he said, looking around.


    "Me too."


    "How'd you find the place?"


    "My dad was in the Navy with the man who lives here. Our families have been close since I can remember. I grew up in Sparta, which is an hour and a half from here in the sticks, but we came up here at least once a year."


    "Are you going to Belmont? Is that why you moved here?"


    "Maybe eventually, but I just moved to move. You know, get a job, try something new, get away from Sparta."


    "How do you like it so far?"


    "I'm living the dream," she said. "I know that probably doesn't make sense to someone like you since I work at a coffee shop and have to ride a city bus if I want to go anywhere, but I'm loving it here, and really think I have a lot of possibilities."


    He was listening to her as he walked around her apartment looking at the artwork she had hanging on the walls. "I'm officially a fan of your artwork, Hannah. I can't wait to get you started on a couple of projects."


    "I thought that was the whole point of going to dinner," she said. "If you hire me right now, we'll be done, and I'll miss out on my pizza."


    He gave her a sly smile. "You're coming out with me regardless of when I hire you," he said. "As far as I'm concerned, you're already hired anyway. We just need to talk about what you'll be drawing."


    She looked at him defiantly and crossed her arms. "What if I don't want the job?" she asked.


    He smiled confidently like he was thinking, how cute, she actually thinks she can deny me. The confidence in his expression was mesmerizing, and she tried to remind herself that he was a mere mortal like her.


    "You're a businesswoman, aren't you?" he asked. "You wouldn't turn down a reasonable business offer just because I caught you in a lie."


    Without thinking, she gave him a little straight jab to the shoulder, which he mostly dodged. "Stop talking about that," she said. "I already told you I was sorry about it."


    "Fair enough, fair enough," he said, laughing "but we never got down to the bottom of why you did it in the first place. I don't think it was random since the name of my song was on there."


    She looked him in the eye with a pleading, embarrassed expression. "Can we not talk about this? It's really embarrassing me right now." She paused for a second but then went right on talking "I don't know why I drew it. It was no big deal. I draw lots of things. I guess I just didn't think you would figure it out or maybe I knew you would and didn't think you would care enough to say anything about it or whatever, I don't know."


    "My friend Nick figured it out, actually. But he would have never seen it if I wouldn't have cut it out and put it on my desk in the first place." He paused, reached up, and gently touched the side of her face. Hannah flinched ever so slightly, but otherwise she was completely still—barely even breathing. "She looks just like you," he whispered, studying her face.


    She was transfixed by the way he looked at her, but did her best to seem unaffected.


    "That's the reason I know you'll be great at the first project I have for you."


    "What is it?" she asked.


    "You'll see."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    


    The Shifty Seven had just finished their last song when Hannah excused herself to go to the restroom. She knew Jason was planning on catching up with his friend, and she wanted to give them a little space to do so. When she came out of the restroom, she could see that Jason was standing with a big group of people that included most or all of the band members. She'd been talking to Jason for the last two hours, so she decided to look at a few fliers on the wall while they did their thing.


    Not even a minute into her timewasting effort, she was startled by the touch of a hand on her arm. "Hey, come on. I want you to meet these guys," Jason said.


    She followed him to the group of about ten or twelve people who were all standing around near the stage.


    "This is the girl I was just telling you guys about—the artist." Jason said. Several of them reached out a hand to greet her. She was dumbfounded by the introduction and all the attention. Then Jason turned to her and spoke, and it all came together. "This is your first project," he said. "It's a band T-shirt. You'll obviously have photos to work from, but I wanted you to meet them all in person so you could see their personalities." He looked around at the group. "Raise your hand if you're in the band, and Hannah will come around and get a good look."


    "I'd like Hannah to get a good look at me," said one of the guys who wasn't even in the band. Jason shot him a look like he might not like the results if he said anything more.


    Hannah started off into the group to look at some faces, starting with the person nearest her who had their hand up.


    "You can all put your hands down," she announced. "I'd like to take a picture with each of you too, so I can see how tall each of you are compared to me. Jason, would you take the pictures and email them to me later?"


    "Sure," he said.


    She could tell he was sort of surprised that she had taken the reins and she made a silly face and stuck out her tongue. He just smiled back at her like he'd never met a girl like her in all his life.


    She couldn't think of a better way to meet people. She was absolutely in her comfort zone with analyzing them as characters, and because of that, she made easy conversation with all of them.


    "Do you guys want your instruments in the picture with you? If so, I need you to get them out so I can get a look at them."


    They all looked around at each other like none of them had the slightest notion about whether or not they wanted their instruments in it.


    "Why don't we just get them in the picture in case you decide to have me draw them?" she said.


    Everyone in the band took a photo with their instruments and Hannah. She asked them each a few questions, and by the time they left there, she felt like she'd made seven new friends and was extremely excited about starting the drawing.


    "They were all really nice," she said on the way home. She was sitting in the passenger's seat of a sporty, black BMW that probably cost more than her parents' house. She chose not to think about how rich he was even though the evidence was everywhere. "I can't wait to get to work on the drawing. It may be next week because I'm doing the chalkboards at work this weekend."


    "Oh that's right, Michael told me about that."


    "He did?" That seemed like an odd bit of information for Michael to give someone like Jason, but she didn't ask anything else about it.


    He nodded, shrugging the topic of Michael off and focusing back on the band. "They're not in a hurry," he said. "They didn't even know I was hiring you to do it until we talked to them just now."


    "Really? Why are you hiring me and not them?" she asked.


    "Because I owe Trip a favor, and I knew you'd be perfect for their band."


    Hannah hoped he didn't consider it charity, but she didn’t voice her concern. She was having too much fun to start being insecure. She decided she'd just call it a job, and not care who was paying her.


    Jason said he was going to give her three hundred dollars for the job, which she agreed to even though she never thought she would get that much.


    They passed Common Grounds on the way back to Hannah's house. It was a half-hour before closing time, and she tried to look inside as they passed so she could see who was working.


    "Do you want to stop by there?"


    "What, you mean right now?"


    "Yeah, why not? We didn't have dessert yet."


    Hannah felt something akin to hope at the invitation because it made her feel like it was more of a date than a business meeting, but she knew that was silly, so she chose to decline. Plus, word would get around that she'd come in with him, and she'd feel bad for all the other girls at work who'd be jealous.


    "I'm good, thanks, though. I have some Haagen-Dazs in the freezer."


    They made it to her apartment less than a minute later. He pulled up behind Sam's truck, put the car in park, and turned the ignition off. He looked over at her from over the console, and she smiled.


    "Thanks again for the show, and the job, and for introducing me to your friends," she said.


    "Aren't you going to invite me in for some Haagen-Dazs?" he asked. He looked at her with a deadpan expression, which made a wave of gut-wrenching excitement hit her again.


    "I ate out of the pint," she said.


    "What?"


    "The Haagen-Dazs. I ate right out of the pint last time and then put it back."


    He narrowed his eyes at her. "You should have just kept that information to yourself since I would have never known. Did you spit in it or something?"


    "Uhh, gross, no. I just wanted to be honest with you that I think my ice cream has been tainted. She stared into space like she was remembering something. "Oh, wait, never mind. I think I might have eaten the rest of it the other night. I might not have ice cream after all—not even the tainted kind."


    "Want to go get some?"


    She thought about it and really wanted to say yes, but something inside just wouldn't let her throw caution to the wind. "You're really sweet for asking, but no. I'm gonna let you get back to your evening. I'm sure you have a lot going on. Didn't you say you were going to Vegas tomorrow?"


    "Yeah, but there's nothing for me to do besides throw some clothes into a bag."


    She knew a person like him didn't have any business being in her little garage apartment just to hang out. She was fairly certain he was the type of guy who was with a lot of girls, and while she wanted to flirt with him and maybe even daydream about winning him over, she wasn't quite ready to hop on his list of random one-night stands.


    "I, uh I'm not quite sure how to say this because I know it was me who sort of flirted with you in the first place with the drawing and everything—but there's really nothing to do up there besides play Mario Kart or listen to music or whatever."


    He laughed. "You think I'm trying to sleep with you?" he asked.


    She was slightly offended at the way he thought the idea was hilarious, but really, he was just fake laughing. He didn't find the idea hilarious at all. He wanted to sleep with her all right. He wanted to do things to Hannah Garrison that could get him in trouble in most states.


    "You don't have to laugh at the idea," she said. "I just couldn't understand why someone like you would just want to hang out at my apartment."


    "I love Mario Kart," he said.


    She gave him a skeptical glare.


    "What? I do. Invite me up. I promise I won't try to sleep with you."


    "Oh, you already made that clear with the way you cracked up at the idea."


    He reached over the console and took her by the jaw, turning her to face him. He was wearing a serious expression. "I want to sleep with you Hannah, make no mistake about that. I'm just not going to try out of respect for you. If you're wondering why I want to hang out, it's because I'm having fun with you, and don't act like that surprises you because you know how cool you are." He took his hand off her jaw and put it on her forearm. She felt an intense jolt of electricity at the contact, and she cursed herself for being so dang attracted to him.


    "I'll play a few rounds of Mario Kart," he said. "Not enough to embarrass you or anything, but enough to show you who's boss—then I'll leave and let you get back to your evening."


    She considered and then shrugged one shoulder. "I guess a little Mario Kart couldn't hurt, but I hate to get your spirits down right before you go to Vegas, because I'm not gonna take it easy on you."


    He closed his eyes, loving the smacktalk and playing along with it. "Oh poor girl. I feel like I need to say I'm sorry in advance for what's about to happen right now."


    She opened the door but looked at him before getting out of the car.


    "You coming?"


    "You know it."


    They played Wii for the next hour. He rarely played video games anymore even though Cam had a dream set up at his apartment. Jason had forgotten how much fun it was. Or maybe it was just that his company was fun. Either way, the hour felt more like ten minutes.


    Out of nowhere, someone pounded on Hannah's door. Hannah sprang up and crossed the room to open it. Jason stood up as well, mostly because the knocking seemed a bit urgent for a casual visit.


    "What's going on?" Sam asked. He stepped into the room without being asked, and instantly made eye contact with Jason.


    "Just playing some video games," Hannah said, smiling.


    Sam was not smiling as he continued looking at Jason, who tried to smooth things over. Jason took the few steps and stuck out a hand, which Sam shook reluctantly.


    "I'm Jason Lane—Hannah's friend. Is my car in the way?"


    Sam hadn't smiled since he'd come in the room, which was rare for him. He looked Jason over like the apartment would be better off without him. "I mean, I guess not right now, but I might be going somewhere in a little bit. Are you planning on leaving in a minute?"


    Jason looked at Hannah for a little support. She looked at a clock.


    "I can't believe it's almost midnight," she said. She looked back at Sam. "Jason just came up to hang out for a few minutes," she said. "He'll be leaving in a minute."


    Jason stuck his hand out again for Sam to shake in what was clearly a see ya later gesture. "It was nice meeting you. Take care."


    "You take care too," Sam said.


    "All right, then," Jason said. He gave Sam a little nod, and Sam turned toward the door. He shot Hannah a look that begged her to be smart as he closed her door and went down the stairs.


    "I guess you should probably go, anyway," she said. She was having fun, and wanted him to stay, but Sam's interruption brought her back to the reality of the situation—that hanging out with Jason wasn't going anywhere. At least not to places that were acceptable for a nice girl like her.


    Jason let out a little frustrated sigh. "I'm with a lot of girls," he said, out of nowhere. "I've had sex more times than I can count with girls whose names I can't even pronounce. I've done it in foreign countries and in public places, and I'm probably gonna get nasty in Vegas this weekend."


    Her jaw dropped then her face morphed to an incredulous expression. "Oh my God, Jason. You are so weird. I can't believe you just said all that to me. Now I see why I should have kept the ice cream thing to myself. Some things are just TMI."


    "Does it make you mad?" he asked. He asked because he was hoping it did make her mad. He felt so possessive of her when Sam came up there, and he was hoping she'd feel the same way when she thought about him being with other girls that weekend.


    "No, it doesn't make me mad," she lied. "Why would I get mad about your life? It's none of my business." She threw her hands in the air. "Point taken if you just wanted to make a note that you're a big slut, though," she said. "I sort of figured you were since everyone throws themselves at you."


    His face broke into a slow smile, which infuriated her. "Did you just call me a slut?" he asked.


    "No, you just called yourself a big slut when you told me about your plans to do everyone in Vegas this weekend."


    "Are you mad about it?" he asked again.


    Instead of lying and saying she wasn't mad, she pushed at him playfully, "Just go do your thing in Vegas," she said. "It's really none of my business."


    He took a resigned breath because he knew she was speaking the truth. He reached out to hug her before he left, pulling her into his arms for what he thought would be a quick hug goodbye, but he ended up hanging on to her for several long seconds.


    Hannah felt a tingling weakness course through her entire body. She wanted him so badly, she felt as if her body could melt into his. She caught herself holding onto him tightly, and the realization made her break the contact altogether.


    "Thanks for the job," she said, smiling up at him. "I'm really excited about it."


    "I am too," he said.


    "Don't forget to email me those pictures," she said.


    He left even though he didn't want to. He turned and waved on his way across the threshold, and she waved back through the ever-narrowing crack in the door. He wanted to fling the damn thing open and kiss her senseless, but he controlled himself and turned for the stairs instead.


    The whole way down, he considered turning back for the door and getting the kiss he felt like he deserved. Okay, so maybe he didn’t deserve it, but he wanted it. He wanted it so badly that he sat in the driveway for several minutes before he finally made himself leave.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    


    Getting the chalkboards down from the ceiling was a huge undertaking. They were bigger than they looked, and she was glad nobody was in a big rush to have them done. It was Saturday evening and she had one-and-a-half of the four done. She had hoped to have all four of them done by the end of the weekend, but it didn't look like that was going to happen. The owner loved what she was doing and told her he'd rather her take her time than rush it.


    Chalkboard number one had taken much longer than Hannah anticipated, but the end result had been worth the extra care. They already had it hanging downstairs, and everyone who'd seen it said how much they liked it. Number two would have to remain in its unfinished state for the night, because it was 8PM and she'd been looking at chalkboards for the last eleven hours straight.


    It was pouring down rain when Hannah finally left Common Grounds, and she broke down and called Sam for a ride instead of having to walk. He was there to pick her up within five minutes, and she thanked him profusely for getting out in the rain. They talked about what a long, chalk-filled day she had, and he asked if she wanted some of his mom's left over baked pasta.


    She accepted gratefully, and Sam brought it to her apartment for her in the rain. She was in the shower when he got there, and he just hung out on the couch while he waited for her.


    Hannah finished her shower and warmed up a plate of pasta. She sat on the opposite side of the couch and they started talking about a party Sam went to the night before. A few minutes into their conversation, he reached onto the coffee table and grabbed her sketchbook.


    "Mind if I take a look?" he asked.


    "Not at all," she said. "There's a new one in there from yesterday."


    Sam opened the book and thumbed through a few pages he'd already seen before getting to the sketch she'd been working on for the Ska band.


    "I'm not sure if I'll use that one or not," she said.


    "Who are these people?" he asked.


    "They're a band called The Shifty Seven. It's supposed to be a design for a T-shirt. I'm not sure if I'll show them that one or start another. They told me to take my time—so I'm just gonna think about it till I'm done with this other project."


    Sam looked at her like she was being ridiculous. "Hold this," he said. He shoved the sketchbook into her hands, and Hannah looked at him confused. Sam adjusted the book where she was holding the picture facing out, took his phone out of his pocket, and took a picture of her holding the artwork. She stuck out her tongue and crossed her eyes when he snapped it, which made the whole thing that much better.


    "I'm gonna email you this so you can send it to the band. They need to see it."


    "Are you serious? You think they'll like it? I wasn't even sure if I was going to show them. I've got to think about getting the boards done at work, then I'll decide what to do for these guys."


    "Why would you draw something else when you have this?" Sam asked, still confused. He pressed the appropriate buttons to send the freshly taken photograph to her email.


    "He's paying me a lot of money to draw it, so I guess I'd just feel bad if I showed them something that I did in one afternoon."


    "Whatever suits you," Sam said, shaking his head. "But even if you do draw another one, I think you should show them this one."


    Sam stayed over for a little while longer and by the time he left, she'd made up her mind that she was going to email the picture to Jason to see if he liked it as much as Sam did. It was a little after nine in Nashville when she sent it.


    She attached the photo Sam had taken and wrote a note that said, "This is just something I was playing with. I wanted to get your initial reaction. Please don't forward it to Trip and those guys. I haven't decided if this is the one. I might work on something else when I'm done with the project at work. Hope your trip is going well. Try not to break too many hearts out there. Take care, Hannah"


    ****


    Jason and Nick were both marginally famous. They were the type of famous were you explain to people who you are, and they're probably pretty impressed—maybe they'll even ask for an autograph. But Cam was officially freaking famous. He was the type of famous where you say jump and people say, how high? Most people, at least. There were those who acted like they didn't know who he was or why they should be impressed, and with those people, Cam just acted like a normal human being—which was actually a little refreshing.


    Cam's life was ruled by his fame, but he wouldn't give it up for the world. He knew he had it good, and he was enjoying it to the fullest. Jason and Nick had the best of both worlds. They didn't have to deal with the media or the expectation of fans, but they were able to reap the benefits of being on the fringe of fame. Not one of the three was discontent with his place in life, and the confidence they projected because of it was significant. They carried themselves like they were the most powerful men in the room, and everyone was convinced they were just that.


    Cam performed to a sold out crowd the night before at the Orleans Arena, and after the show, they gambled and drank and hung out with a few girls at the bar before crashing in their suite at the MGM Grand. They planned to stay there because that's where the fights were being held.


    The prelims had been going on for the last hour, at least, but it was time for the main fight card to begin and the guys went down to their cage side seats. All of them were considerable size men, and people pretty much left them alone, so having security tag along was sort of overkill. Cam gave about thirty high-fives or handshakes and posed for two pictures, but the entourage of three just stuck together and went to their seats without much of an ordeal.


    Cam sat between Jason and Nick just because he was the most likely one to get hassled and Jason and Nick were buffers of a sort. A cameraman came to get a close-up of Cam within the first three minutes they were there. Of course, he asked if it was okay first, but Cam readily agreed to the free publicity and just asked that they give him a heads up before they turned the camera on them.


    "I have a few swimsuit models coming up to the room later tonight," Cam said after the first fight was over.


    They both looked at him—Nick with wide eyes, and Jason like he was crazy.


    "Where'd you find swimsuit models?" Jason asked.


    "There was some kind of photo shoot in one of the ballrooms here," Cam said. One corner of his mouth raised in a sly grin. "I didn't even have to do anything. A few of the girls heard I was staying here and got in touch with me through one of the sound guys."


    Nick covered his mouth with his fist and laughed like it was on for later that night. "Welcome home, son!" he said, obviously up for whatever was about to happen with the models in question.


    "How many are coming to the room?" Jason asked.


    "Who cares?" Nick said. "He had me at swimsuit model."


    "I was trying to surprise you guys, but I couldn't take it anymore. I had to show you this." Cam handed his phone to Jason who looked at the screen before handing it to Nick. It was a photo one of the girls had sent him. There were at least eight girls in the picture. "She told me in the text which ones are coming by tonight it's—" Cam started to point, but Nick shielded his face.


    "Don't tell me, don't tell me," Nick said. "I want it to be a surprise. Is it all of them?"


    "No, it's not all of them," Cam said.


    "Don't tell me," Nick repeated. "I want to wait."


    Cam looked at Jason and shrugged. "Do you want to know?" he asked.


    "Naa," Jason said, "I'll go with the surprise if Nick is."


    The next set of fighters came out to the cage one-by-one. Jason took his phone from his pocket to check the time as the second guy (a Brazilian he didn't recognize) was walking out. He had few new emails and he pushed the little envelope icon to look at them. He fully intended just to glance at the inbox but not take the time to open or read any of them.


    He blinked at the name he saw in his inbox. There was one from Hannah. He clicked on the email without giving it a second thought. He completely tuned out the loud walk-out music as he read the words in the body of the email.


    "This is just something I was playing with. I wanted to get your initial reaction. Please don't forward it to Trip and those guys. I haven't decided if this is the one. I might work on something else when I'm done with the project at work. Hope your trip is going well. Try not to break too many hearts out there. Take care, Hannah"


    He scrolled down and opened the attachment. It was a photograph of Hannah holding a drawing of The Shifty Seven. He barely looked at the drawing. The only thing he could concentrate on was the girl holding it. She was making a silly face in the background while holding the sketchbook straight-armed in front of her. The cartoon was in focus and she was slightly blurry, and still, all Jason could do was look at her, not the drawing.


    The picture was obviously taken by someone else, and he felt annoyed by the playful familiarity she had with whoever it was. She was sitting on her couch in what looked to be her pajamas, and Jason hoped to God it was one of her girlfriends who took the picture. But what do I care? It isn't really my concern who's in her apartment while she's on her couch in her pajamas.


    He had to make himself focus on the cartoon for a second since that was the whole point of the email, and when he did, he smiled at how much he loved it. She knocked it out of the park. He knew at a glance that the band would be stoked, and he wondered why in the world the email said she was thinking about drawing another one.


    The extent to which he loved her art added to the annoyance he felt at the thought of the mystery picture taker. He knew she was friends with the girl Taylor from work, and he told himself it was probably her who took the picture. But he was still agitated. In his circles, girl on girl was extremely common. From his experience, hot girls had a way of figuring each other out when given enough time alone.


    So he basically didn't want anyone in her apartment while she was on her couch making faces in her pajamas. That was reasonable, wasn't it? Oh, God, no it wasn't. He almost deleted the email. His finger hovered over the delete button, but he couldn't make himself do it. He halfway rolled his eyes at himself as he put the phone back into his pocket.


    He did his best to get into the fights, but couldn't seem to get Hannah off his mind. Just about an hour after he read the email from her, he decided to type a reply. He did this as an attempt to shake her from his thoughts. He wanted some closure so he could go on with his evening.


    "Hello Hannah, The band is going to love this drawing. Please don't waste your time doing another one until they get hooked and hire you again. As far as my abilities to abstain from breaking hearts, I'll do my best. Take care, Jason"


    He told her to take care because she used it with him, and he hated the formality of it. He didn't really like his response, but he sent it anyway, hoping it would help him forget about her altogether. So, why was he checking his email not even five minutes after he sent it to see if she sent anything back? She didn't—at least not right then. It wasn't until he checked again fifteen minutes later that he saw the response from her.


    "I'm so glad to hear you think they'll like it. Thanks for getting back with me on what must be an incredibly crazy night."


    She didn't even sign her name or put take care or anything on that one. And was she mocking him with the whole incredibly busy night thing? God, that girl got under his skin in a way no other girl ever had. Jason scrolled down to the bottom of the chain of emails and opened the attachment again. He looked at it for a few seconds before he muttered a cuss word as he put the phone away.


    "What's the problem?" Cam asked.


    "Nothing," Jason responded. Then he amended, "Nothing a little swimsuit model won't fix."


    Cam smiled and nodded at the truth of that statement.


    Jason Lane did not, I repeat, did not sleep with one or more swimsuit models that night. He did not do them on a box, or with a fox, or in a house, or with a mouse. He did not do models that night at all, and it wasn't because they didn't show up. They most definitely showed up. They showed up ready for freaking anything, and Jason spent the night in his room being pissed off at Hannah for making him uninterested in the beautiful ladies.


    He wanted to send her an email that told her all about how pissed he was that she was making him miss out on the night's festivities, but he couldn't really do that, now could he? Instead, he put his earbuds in, put a pillow over his head and passed out.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    


    It was five o'clock on Sunday afternoon, and Hannah was in the seclusion of the upstairs theater at Common Grounds. She was almost done with the third of four chalkboards, and hoped to finish the project completely by the next day.


    It had taken longer than she anticipated, but she was extremely excited with the results, and everyone else at the coffee shop seemed to be also. The owner bought really nice chalk for her to work with, and Hannah was shocked at how bright the colors were.


    She was sitting on the floor, covered in the stuff. She massaged the back of her own neck where she felt the sharp ache caused from two days of staring down at chalkboards. Sometimes she worked on them while they were propped up, and sometimes she had them flat on the floor—she tried to switch it up, but it didn't save her from feeling it in her neck and shoulders. She was squeezing her neck when the door flung open, startling her.


    Taylor was standing there with an unreadable expression, which made Hannah reach over and turn down the portable speaker that was sitting next to her.


    "What's up?" Hannah asked.


    "He's downstairs asking about you, and I knew you'd been up here all day, so I wanted to give you a heads up in case you need a breath mint or anything."


    Hannah could not figure out what Taylor was talking about. Her first thought was that it was the owner, who'd come by once already that morning to check on the progress of the boards.


    Then suddenly, Hannah's eyes got wide at the person who walked up behind Taylor. She then understood what Taylor meant about the breath mint. It was Jason Lane and he was as gorgeous as ever. There he was, looking larger than life when Hannah most likely looked like a chimney sweep, only with colored chalk—not that she would know what she looked like since she'd barely even glanced in a mirror for the last two days.


    Jason was honestly the last person she expected to see. He smiled from over Taylor's shoulder, and she moved in front of him, in a vain attempt to block his view.


    He smiled down at Taylor. "She wants to see me, don't you, Hannah?" He looked at Hannah with an easy smile. "Tell her you want to see me."


    Hannah could do nothing but nod.


    "See?" he said to Taylor. He turned and slid sideways through the doorway then walked over to where Hannah was sitting cross-legged.


    Hannah gave Taylor a thankful wave, and Taylor smiled before heading back downstairs. She turned back to Hannah and acted like she just remembered to tell her something.


    "Matt wants to come to the movies with us tomorrow night. He has to work, but he really wants to see it, so he's trying to get the night off."


    "Oh cool, tell him to call Anne. I think she's trying to pick up shifts," Hannah said.


    Hannah already knew that Matt wanted to go to the movies with them, and Taylor knew she knew. Taylor was just wonderful enough to say something like that to make it seem like Hannah had her own things going in front of the millionaire heartthrob, and Hannah wanted to kiss her for it. (Just on the cheek, and not like Jason was thinking, though.) Jason cleared his throat, and Taylor smiled at Hannah before leaving for real that time.


    Hannah looked up at him once Taylor was out of sight. She gave him a sweet, curious expression. "What are you doing here?" She glanced at a nonexistent watch on her wrist. "You're like more than twelve hours early for your coffee."


    "These look amazing," he said, ignoring the question. He gestured to the board that was on the floor in front of her. "I saw the ones downstairs already. They're really good, Hannah. How much is he paying you for this?"


    She cocked her head at him. "He's paying me what he always pays me," she said.


    "You mean you're just making minimum wage up here?"


    She made a slightly offended face. "I'm not doing anything harder than when I have to wash all the dishes by myself on a busy night," she said. "That's way worse than listening to music while I doodle, and I do that for minimum wage."


    He stooped down beside her. "What time do you get off?" he asked.


    She stretched her neck from side to side, wondering how much more she could handle. She'd already been up there eight hours, and had done way more than that the day before.


    "I want to try to finish this one before I leave," she said. "It'll probably be an hour, maybe a little more."


    "Can I give you a ride home?"


    "Oh, it's okay. I'll probably be a while, and I'll want to eat before I go home anyway." She stretched again, straightening her back and lifting her arms into the air as she smiled up at him.


    Jason studied her. He normally didn't have trouble getting girls to agree to a ride home, and her elusiveness intrigued him.


    "Do you walk to and from work every time?" he asked.


    "It's just down the street, remember?"


    "Yeah, but what if it's raining or cold or whatever."


    "Well, I haven't been here long enough to experience winter, but I'm sure that'll suck if I don't have my car by then. As far as the rain goes, I usually just bring an umbrella. It's no big deal. Either that, or Sam comes to get me."


    Jason didn't say anything about Sam even though he felt a swell of annoyance at the mention of a guy coming to pick her up when she needed a ride. He stared down at her. Her eyes were as black as midnight and she had her hair tied back in a scarf to keep it out of her face while she worked. He wondered if he could actually be this drawn to her or if it was just the fact that she didn't seem to want to give him the time of day.


    "Do you want to hang out when you finish up?" Jason asked, gesturing down to the chalkboard.


    Hannah regarded him with a smile that looked slightly regretful. She let out a sigh before speaking, and when she did, her voice came out soft and vulnerable. "I mean, I like that you're here and everything, and I think you're probably one of the most beautiful looking people I've ever seen in my life, but, uh, I just don't really know what you're expecting to happen between us."


    "What do you mean? I'm not expecting anything," he said. "I just like your art and I think you're cool and I wanted to know if you wanted to hang out when you're done here."


    "You mean just hang out? Just like friends?"


    "No, Hannah, I don't mean hang out just like friends."


    She shot him a skeptical, slightly frustrated look. "Okay, see now this is what I'm talking about," she said. Her expression shifted to pleading, like she shouldn't have to be explaining this. "I know you're with a lot of girls, including the ones from last night, and I'm just not really at that level, you know? I'm just a regular girl with barely any experience with anything." She cringed and shrugged a little. "I know I should have probably thought of this before I drew on the bottom of your cup, but I think I might have bitten off more than I can chew when I flirted with you." She smiled shyly. "I honestly didn't think it would work."


    He adjusted, sitting down beside her and putting his arm around his knee. "So, you're trying to take back the flirting?" he asked. "You regret ever flirting with me in the first place?"


    She giggled. "I mean, I guess that’s what it boils down to, but it sounds so funny when you put it like that."


    "Well, it's too late," he said.


    "Huh?"


    "It's too late. You flirted, and now it's too late to take it back."


    She laughed. "Oh really? So what happens now?"


    "Now I get to flirt back," he said. His voice was soft and Hannah wanted to melt. Her body seriously felt like it was in danger of literally melting—all warm and gooey. She pictured herself turning into a big puddle on the floor with two eyeballs. She let out a little laugh at the thought. "You're dangerous," she said, still giggling.


    He stared into the depths of her inky black eyes. "I think you're the one who's dangerous." He was silent for a second before saying, "I need to let you get back to work."


    "If you changed your mind about the ride, I'll grab a bite to eat and wait for you."


    "You're really sweet for offering, but I don't know how long I'll be and I don't want you to have to wait around."


    Jason shrugged. "I'm not gonna beg, but I should warn you that I'm not easily discouraged."


    He reached in and barely kissed her on the cheek before he stood up. It was just a split second kiss on the cheek, for crying out loud, but the feel of his mouth on her face, and the smell of him made Hannah crazy with desire. She wanted to just pounce on him even though she didn't know what the hell she was doing.


    Instead she just gave him an unaffected smile. He smiled back as he stood to leave, and she watched as he turned for the door.


    ****


    Hannah got to work before seven the next morning. She wasn't getting pressure to get the job done fast, she was just the type of person who liked to complete a task once she'd started it. If it were up to her, she would have had them all done in one day, but it had been way too big of an undertaking for that.


    Taylor had to work downstairs at eight, and she went to see Hannah when she got there. "Nothing told me you were up here already," Taylor said, peeking around the doorway into the room where Hannah was set up. "Why'd you come in so early?"


    "This is my last one," Hannah said. "I'm just ready to get them done. I have the next two days off, so as soon as I can get it done, I'm finished for three days."


    "It looks like you're moving along on this one," Taylor said.


    "I am. It's going faster now that I'm learning how to use the chalk."


    "Matt can't make it tonight, and I got a call from a girl at my other job asking if I could cover for her."


    "That's okay," Hannah said. "It just started playing, so we'll have time to catch it before it leaves the theater. Hey, did I tell you Michael's selling me the Sentra?"


    "I heard about that," Taylor said. "That's a great deal."


    "I know. I'm excited. He said I could probably come pick it up in the next few days. Insurance isn't going to be as much as I thought, either."


    "That's awesome." Taylor gave her a big smile. "I better go help Nothing," she said. " You should come down and get some coffee before we get busy."


    "I will," Hannah said. Then she remembered. "Oh, can I ask you a big favor?"


    "Sure, what's up?"


    "I need you to put this on the bottom of Jason's coffee cup when he comes in later." Hannah reached for her bag and pulled out the cup she'd drawn on the night before. It was a picture of the two of them sitting on the floor with the chalkboard in front of them. They were pictured from behind, but you could clearly see who it was by the outline of their backs—Jason's shaggy hair and Hannah's do-rag were dead giveaways.


    Taylor's eyebrows rose when she looked down at the drawing. "Is something going on between you two?" she asked.


    Hannah laughed. "I don't know. Maybe the tiniest little spark of something. I think we might be feeling each other out a little bit. He's used to calling the shots and I'm making it harder on him than most girls, I think."


    "Hannah Garrison from Sparta making Jason Lane work," Taylor said.


    Hannah laughed again. "It's probably more about the fact that I'm scared to death of letting myself fall for a guy like him. I'm not exactly, umm—"


    "Oh stop," Taylor said. "You know what a rockstar you are."


    Hannah hadn't been fishing for the compliment. She was actually scared of him. She decided not to think about the impending doom of whatever relationship might or might not be in the works.


    "He won't be expecting it because I'm not working down there," she said out of nowhere, "so hopefully he won't even see it till he's gone. Don't force it. If you can't get it on there without anyone noticing, just don't worry about it."


    "Doesn't he know you're up here?" Taylor asked. "He was up here last night."


    Hannah hadn't even thought about that. "I don't think we have enough going on right now for him to come hunt me down again. It's like I said, we're just feeling each other out."


    "What if he asks? Do you want me to tell him you're up here?"


    "I guess you can, but I really don't think he will. He's usually in and out when he comes in the morning."


    Taylor took the cup and headed for the stairs.


    Hannah didn't come down for coffee—she was just never at a point where she wanted to stop, and besides pausing to stretch and rub her neck, she worked relentlessly.


    Jason came in the front door at five minutes after nine. Taylor was nervous about her secret mission, and she had been looking for him to come in for thirty minutes before he got there. She wanted to be smooth for her friend, and she hoped for the best with her ninja cup-sneaking skills. She told Nothing she'd take care of making Jason's Americano, and smoothly double cupped it with the drawn-on one Hannah had given her.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    


    Jason paid for his coffee and stood there to wait for it. Hannah's friend Taylor was working at the espresso machine, along with the atheist.


    "What are you seeing tonight?" he asked.


    Taylor hadn't expected him to speak to her, and she was already jumpy with the cup thing. "What was that?" she asked, leaning forward and pretending she hadn't heard him.


    "You said you were seeing a movie tonight," he said. "I was just asking what movie."


    "Oh, we were seeing a movie called Shameless that's playing at the Bijou, but Matt couldn't get off, and I got called in to work at my other job."


    "That's too bad. I heard it was good."


    "Me too," she said. She put the coffee onto the counter in front of him with considerable casualness. "Thanks," she said. "I guess we'll see you at the same time tomorrow."


    Jason grabbed the coffee cup, and in one motion, he gently lifted it far enough into the air to see the bottom.


    "No, no, no, no, what are you doing? You're not supposed to—" Taylor was reaching over the counter, trying to get him to put the cup down. He dodged her attempt to stop him, and instead, pulled the drawn-on cup from the outside so he could turn it over and get a good look at it.


    By this time, Taylor was a nervous wreck, and had left her spot at the espresso machine to come around the corner and stop him.


    "Where is she?" he asked, easily evading her efforts. "Is she here?"


    Taylor shrugged stubbornly.


    "Well this happened last night," he said, pointing at the scene on the cup, "so she must have given it to you today."


    Taylor shrugged again. She hated being caught.


    "Is she upstairs?" he asked.


    Taylor didn't respond, and Jason took that as confirmation. He slid the cup back into place and took his coffee with him as he went up the stairs. There was nothing Taylor could do to stop him. She had to get back to making coffee because the orders were starting to back up and Nothing was grumbling about the fact that she'd walked away in the first place.


    Jason stood in the doorway and watched Hannah for a few minutes as she drew. Her back was turned, and she never heard him or glanced toward the door.


    "I got your cup," he said, finally.


    She jumped and gasped, grabbing at her chest as she turned. "What? Oh my God, are you serious? What happened? I told her to sneak it on there."


    "She was extremely sneaky," he said. "Other than the fact that she used two cups instead of that little sleeve thing."


    "Oh, gosh. Did you just look at it straight away when she handed it to you?"


    "Yes I did."


    Hannah covered her face and laughed, imagining the sight. "What did she do?"


    "She came around the counter trying to stop me."


    Hannah continued laughing, thinking about her poor friend. Jason put his coffee onto the floor and crossed over to where she was sitting on the floor. When he reached her, he stuck out his hand to help her stand up. She put her hand in his, and he pulled on it, lifting her until she was standing. She let out a little gasp as he wrapped an arm around her back and pulled her into his arms.


    "You're gonna have to put your money where your mouth is," he said.


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "It means, if you're gonna keep drawing me pictures, I'm gonna start thinking you like me."


    "How could I not like you?" she whispered. Her eyes locked with his, and she felt herself giving into the urge to feel some hope that things might work out.


    "Let me take you out," he said.


    "Like on a date?"


    "Yeah, on a date. I know your little movie plans got canceled. When do you get off work?"


    "You mean today? I'm not really on the clock. I just have to finish up with this board and then I'm off for the next two days."


    "Will you go somewhere with me tonight?"


    "I guess I could handle that."


    "I'll pick you up at five then."


    She pulled back. "I hope I can be finished by then."


    "I believe in you."


    "Where are you taking me?"


    "You'll see."


    ****


    Jason got to Hannah's apartment just before five o'clock that afternoon. He was wearing cargo shorts, sandals and a T-shirt, and Hannah caught herself feeling relieved that whatever they were doing didn't include fanciness. She stared at him wondering how was it possible for anyone to look so scrumptious.


    "Did you finish?" he asked.


    It took her a second to realize he was talking about the chalkboards. "Definitely," she said. "I was done at about two o'clock. It took so much longer than I thought it would. I'm just glad to have it done. I see chalk letters when I close my eyes."


    "You said you're off for a couple of days," he said. "Why don't you grab a bag and throw some stuff in it just in case you decide to spend the night away from home tonight."


    She looked up at him like he must be joking.


    "I'm not kidding. I think you should be prepared just in case."


    "Jason, this is exactly what I was talking about earlier. You can't just think I'll be okay with shacking up with you on the first date." She wanted more than anything in the world to shack up with him, but she knew she had nothing to offer him in that department. She figured being elusive was her best option.


    "Just go get some clothes, Hannah."


    She was stunned by his bluntness, and obeyed without further argument. "Are you kidding me right now?" she mumbled. The question was directed at herself since she couldn't believe she was doing something she knew would get her into huge trouble. No matter how dumb the idea was, Hannah just couldn't stop herself. She went into her bedroom and threw some clothes into a bag before coming back into the living room where Jason was waiting for her.


    They got into his car, and he drove them a little ways out of town. The sign at the driveway they eventually pulled into said they were entering a yacht and country club. He parked near the marina.


    "Is it safe to assume there's a boat involved in this little excursion, or is there a restaurant here?"


    "There is a restaurant, but we're just getting takeout," he said. "And, yes, we're getting on a boat."


    "I should have known you'd have a boat."


    "My dad has a boat," Jason said, "but I bring it out more than he does."


    They got out of the car, and Jason grabbed their bags from the trunk. "I'm bringing them just in case. There's no pressure, but it's better than having to come back to the marina if we change our minds."


    "You mean we can spend the night out on the lake or river or whatever this is?"


    "Of course—if we decide to. And it's a River—the Cumberland." He smiled at her, thinking he couldn't imagine anyone ever looking cuter than she did right then.


    "I've only been on a boat a few times, and never one you can sleep on."


    "You could sleep on any boat. You could sleep on a raft if you had to."


    "Yeah, I guess," Hannah said. "But who would want to, right?"


    Jason adjusted so that he was carrying both bags in one hand, and with his free hand, he reached over and took hers as they walked. He had a long stride, and Hannah did her best to keep up. It was all she could do to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. The anticipation flowing through her body was wild and left her feeling a little dizzy, and she vaguely wondered as they walked how in the world she ended up getting on a boat with that gorgeous stranger.


    He looked back at her. "I already called the food in. I hope you don't mind."


    Hannah smiled. "As long as you didn't get anything with meat or dairy or gluten," she said, extremely straight-faced.


    "Seriously?" Jason said. "I thought you ate regular pizza the other night at 12th & Porter didn't you?" He glanced at the path ahead of them, and then looked back at her with a confused, slightly nervous expression.


    She laughed. "I'm just kiddin'. I'll eat anything that doesn't eat me first."


    Jason smiled back at her. "Don't tempt me."


    She didn't quite know how to take that comment. Part of her thought it sounded a little like an innuendo, which made her extremely nervous. His level of experience terrified her, but being scared of him only served to make the whole thing more appealing somehow. Geez. She was in deep already.


    The hostess opened the door for them as they approached the country club, and Jason pulled Hannah in behind him. It was Monday night and not too busy, but there were a few people around, and most of them spoke to Jason as if they were well acquainted. He knew a ton of people in Nashville and was great at carrying on a conversation, and Hannah loved both of those things about him.


    They stood at the entrance of the restaurant, holding hands until the hostess brought out their bag of food. She put plastic utensils and napkins on the top before tying the handle and holding it out with a smile. Jason dropped Hannah's hand to reach out for it, but Hannah said she'd carry it since he had the other bags. She took the handles with one hand, braced the bottom of the bag with the other, and they headed for the door. He said hi to two more people on the way out.


    The pair walked down the covered dock until they reached the extremely nice, but modest size yacht that Mack Lane barely took on the river anymore. Jason loved getting out on the water and did it as frequently as he could.


    He stopped in front of the boat, and Hannah did the same, standing next to him. He pointed to one of the other boats, a few spaces down.


    "There's a guy named Luke who lives on that boat right there. He takes care of some of the boats out here, including my dad's—just keeps an eye on them and tends to whatever might come up. Anyway, I had him pick up a few things for us earlier today in case we decided to stay."


    Hannah gave him a little smirk. "But no pressure, huh?"


    "No, seriously, no pressure. If you decide you don't want to stay, I'll just call the next girl on my list." He was trying to push her buttons, even though that didn't seem to work with Hannah.


    She shrugged, unaffected. "You can just go ahead and call her now, if you want to make sure you have something in the bag."


    "What if I want you in my bag?"


    "I thought you said you have a whole list waiting to hear from you."


    "That has nothing to do with the fact that I want you."


    "You want me?"


    "Something terrible."


    She stared at his lips, gorgeous, full lips that she so desperately wanted to feel touching hers. His face was just about more than she could handle. She wanted to toss the food into the lake and rip off her clothes right there on the dock. She took a deep breath, reminding herself she needed to use her brain at least a little bit.


    "I guess we should go ahead and get on," she said, smiling and taking a baby step toward the boat.


    Jason threw the bags onboard before taking the food from her and stepping on.


    "Let me set this down. I'll be right back to help you on."


    Hannah waited for him to return, and when he did, she took his hand and stepped onto the boat. She started to lose her balance, and Jason reached out and took her into his arms to steady her.


    She laughed. "I wasn't gonna fall," she said, squirming a little.


    He gripped her tighter. "What if I want you to?"


    Hannah wanted to ask him what a guy like him wanted with a girl like her, and tell him she had no business being there. She really wanted to tell him she couldn't be with him because she wasn't the type of girl who had casual sex and she knew that was ultimately all he could offer. She really, really wanted to say those things. But right in that moment, she couldn't think of a single reason why she was so dead set against trying new things.


    "I'm trying to think of the reasons I shouldn't spend the night out here," she said, honestly.


    "Because you want to leave?"


    "Because I want to stay."


    "Stay then. Just wait till we get out on the water, then you'll really want to stay."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 13


    


    


    It took them about an hour to get the boat to the spot where Jason decided to anchor. He chose a secluded cove. Lush, green forest surrounded them on three sides.


    Jason gave her the official tour of the boat, explaining all things nautical as he went along. They warmed up the food before sitting down at the small table.


    "Can we just park here and spend the night?" Hannah asked.


    "We can anchor anywhere as long as we're out of the way. You know, just not in the main channel."


    You could clearly see the water and woods through all the windows, and Hannah gazed out through them, taking it all in. "I could get hooked on this," she said.


    "I know. There's something about being on the water, isn't there? There's really something to it."


    "I think it helps that the boat's so nice and we're nestled in here like Swiss Family Robinson or something."


    "We can go onshore and explore a little tomorrow if you want. I know this section of woods pretty well."


    "How long are you planning on staying out here?" she asked. "You're gonna be late for your Tuesday morning coffee if we don't get back to Nashville by nine."


    "I'm not really concerned with my coffee," he said.


    "What about work? I mean, I know you're a songwriter, but don't you have somewhere to be?"


    "As far as I know, I just have to be right here, but if you're in a hurry to head back, all you have to do is say the word."


    She studied his face for a second before taking in the view of the woods. "No," she said. "Right now, I don't really feel the urge to say that word."


    Jason smiled. "Good."


    They finished their meal, talking the whole time about their families. Jason's mother was an out of work actress and model that his dad fell in love with when he was in Los Angeles. She died in a car accident when Jason was two years old, and his dad married Candice, the lady who'd raised him all these years like he was her own. Mack and Candice had twin daughters when Jason was four, and he'd always been really close to and protective of his little sisters. Nobody kept it a secret that Jason had a different mom, but no one really talked about it either.


    Hannah told Jason about her family too. She told him about her little brother and her parents, not even sugarcoating the fact that they cleaned up after other people for a living. She told him about her old job at the record slash comic book store, and Jason asked if that was where she started drawing. She told him she'd been drawing long before that, but being around all those comics definitely helped shape and solidify her style.


    "Hey speaking of style, I wrote a new song and I want you to hear it."


    Hannah made a slightly pained expression. "I have to warn you, I don't think I like country music very much."


    Jason laughed. "I think I figured that out already, but you'll just have to get over it because that's what I do, and I'm good at it."


    "All right, all right, I'm sorry, I'd love to hear it." She paused and cringed a little. "Are you just gonna bust out singing, or do you have it on your phone or something?"


    Jason got up and disappeared into an adjoining room. He was holding an acoustic guitar when he came back into the main cabin. He sat down next to her on the couch that lined the wall, and propped it onto his knee. He started to strum and tune the instrument while she giggled and held her hands over her face like she was prepared for the worst.


    Hannah was not expecting to like the song. She wasn't expecting him to have a bluesy vibe, or to have such a good voice, but he sang and played so sweetly that she went from embarrassed for him to obsessed with him within a matter of minutes.


    The hook of the song, and the phrase that would likely be the title was, "You're dangerous," and Hannah thought back to that night at the coffee shop when she said that exact thing to him.


    When he finished, he tucked the pick in between the strings and the neck. "Whatcha think?" he asked.


    Hannah looked at him, a bit sheepishly this time. "I think I might have spoken too soon when I said I don’t like country music."


    "Aw, you just like it because you inspired it."


    "I inspired it?" she asked, playing dumb.


    "Don't act like you don't know what you do to me, Hannah," he said as he propped the guitar up next to him. He turned to face her, and took her face in his hands. He'd been waiting for what seemed like a lifetime to touch his lips to hers, and he wasn't waiting any longer.


    "I'm going to kiss you," he whispered.


    "I'd like that," she whispered back.


    He let his lips meet hers in what was probably the gentlest kiss he'd ever given anyone in his entire life. Their mouths barely touched, and still somehow the energy and electricity they exchanged was out of control.


    He pulled back slightly and looked into her eyes. "Shit, Hannah, I'm really going to have a hard time holding back with you," he said. "I don't know what you do to me or how you do it. You make me freakin' crazy."


    "I'm not feeling too intelligent right now either, if it makes you feel any better." She smiled. "I can't believe I'm actually saying this, but you have me wanting casual sex."


    He narrowed his eyes at her. "I don't want casual sex with you, Hannah. Is that what you think?"


    She breathed a laugh with no humor and shrugged. "What else would I think? Two days ago it's Vegas. Now it's me. Next weekend it'll be someone else." She gave him a nonchalant smile. "But that's the beauty of it," she said. "I don't even care anymore. That's what I'm saying. You won. I'm coming around to the idea of taking whatever I can get—looking forward to it, actually."


    His hands dropped from her face and he regarded her with a serious expression. "I wasn't with anyone in Vegas, and I'm not gonna be with anyone but you next weekend. And you sure as shit better not have your mind fixed on casual sex, because that's not what's going on here."


    Hannah felt desire hit her like a Mack truck. It was hope and elation and excitement all rolled into one glorious skin-tingling sensation. Every cell in her body ached for him.


    She stared into his eyes. The color of them against his skin almost gave them the illusion of transparency, and she felt like she could physically fall into their depths.


    "I want you," she whispered.


    He cupped her face in his hands again and breathed a sigh. "It's very important that you know I'm not going to hurt you, but I'm going to make love to you at least a few times while we're on this boat. I'm going to take you in ways and teach you things you've never even imagined. I'm going to claim you, Hannah."


    Yes, yes, yes! Sign her up for this!


    She wanted to be taken and claimed in whatever capacity he was talking about. She wondered what he meant by not hurting her, and assumed he meant physically, since he was talking about having sex multiple times, but part of her hoped he meant he wouldn't break her heart. She wanted to tell him he'd probably change his tune when they left the Swiss Family sex den and went back to the real world, but truth was she didn't care right then. She wanted him no matter how bad her odds of heartbreak were. How could she say no to the most beautiful boy she'd ever seen telling her he wanted to teach her things she'd never imagined?


    "I think it's an offer I can't refuse," she said.


    This time she closed the distance between them. She leaned over and touched her mouth to his. She meant for it to be a quick kiss, but his hand came around the back of her head. He gripped the hair at the nape of her neck with one hand, giving it the slightest of tugs as he wound his hand in it.


    She moaned, helpless to resist his kiss. He opened his mouth to her, letting his tongue tease her lip before he sucked and nipped at it. She had never tasted anything so good. The invasion of his tongue in her mouth made her experience a gut-wrenching need that had her wanting to sit on his lap, or unzip him and crawl inside—anything to get closer, anything to touch him.


    Needing more of him, she reached out and put a hand on his arm. At her touch, Jason broke the kiss, straightened his posture, and in one smooth motion, he reached over and pulled her on top of him. Her knees dug into the couch on either side of him as she stared down at him. Straddling Jason Lane might just be the highlight of her whole freaking life. She took a second to appreciate the beauty that was beneath her.


    "What are you smiling at?" he asked.


    "I like my new vantage point," she said. She gave the slightest of wiggles on his lap, which caused him to grip her by the hips and pull her closer. They were still wearing clothes, but the way their hips began to meld into each other made it clear that they were both extremely aroused.


    He looked at her like he was the hunter and she was his prey, and if she didn't sense his underlying gentleness, she might have actually been a little scared of him. There was definitely dangerousness in his expression—it was on a tight leash, but it was there.


    "Have you ever been with anybody?" Jason asked. He knew she was young, but hadn't ever broached the subject.


    Hannah was embarrassed by the question. She knew her lack of experience would probably be a turn off for him, but she wasn't going to be dishonest. "I was with one guy three times." She said, looking down at the couch next to them.


    Jason had been with so many girls he couldn't even remember all of them, so he knew he had no right to be upset, but at that moment, all he wanted to do was find that one guy and beat him to a bloody pulp. He wanted to ask if that asshat had been good to her, but at the same time, he didn't want to know. He chose to act like it wasn't bothering him.


    "Okay, I just wanted to make sure it wasn't gonna be your first time."


    "No, it's not." She paused and smiled shyly, still looking anywhere but at him. "But I'm not good at it. I mean, it was only three times, and they were all three really fast. One time I wasn't even sure if he got it in and he was finished."


    Jason blinked, cringing almost imperceptibly at her words. He focused on her and turned her by the chin to meet his gaze. "I'd like for you to erase everything you know about sex before now," he said. "Actually, just go ahead and erase that guy from your memory completely."


    Hannah closed her eyes really tight, pretending that she was concentrating on forgetting. She tilted her head to the side and tapped on her ear so it could fall out the other end. Then her dark eyes popped open. "Okay, it's gone," she said. "Clean slate."


    Jason scanned her face and gave her a carnal grin that was a bit more like showing his teeth. "Do you have any questions about what's about to happen here, or are you okay with just trusting me?"


    She giggled nervously. "What do you mean by questions? I mean, I told you I've done it before. What else do I need to know besides where the pieces fit?"


    He smiled patiently at her. "I just want you to feel comfortable talking to me or telling me if anything we're doing makes you uncomfortable."


    She gave him a guarded look. "Are you about to take some whips and chains out of the closet or something?"


    One corner of his mouth raised in a sly grin. "No—I mean, at least not yet."


    Her eyes got wide. "Are you serious?"


    He lifted his shoulders in a carefree gesture. "I'm just saying, don't knock it till you try it. Don't worry about it right now, though. It's something we can talk about later, if you're into it. There's always time to experiment later if we decide to."


    Hannah didn't know what to make of that. She had been kidding when she made the mention to whips, but the fact that he was actually open to it made her more excited than it should have.


    "Baby steps," she said, talking as much to herself as she was to him.


    "I'm all about baby steps, baby."


    The word baby coming from his mouth and being directed at her was more than she could stand. This time, she grabbed him by the face. She pressed her lips to his once, twice, three times, four, then she put gentle kisses on his cheek. She kissed her way to his ear where she ran her tongue ever so gently along his earlobe. They were cheek to cheek, and she loved the feel of the stubble growing on his jaw.


    "I'm just going to do what feels good. Follow my instincts. If I do something wrong, just tell me. I'd rather know now than be embarrassed later."


    "You won't do anything wrong," he said.


    "But promise you'll tell me if I do."


    "I promise."


    She planted her mouth on his and began kissing him with all the desperation she'd been feeling. The kiss deepened almost instantly to the type of kiss where their tongues moved in and out of each other's mouths. They continued the passionate kiss for several long seconds before Jason broke it and pulled back. They were both breathless, the urgency between them palpable.


    Jason blinked. "Okay, Hannah. This is your last chance to say no."


    "No."


    "No?"


    "I mean no to no. No to saying no."


    "So that's a yes?"


    She smiled. "Yes."


    He stared at the ceiling for a second before focusing back on her face. "I'm more than happy to take it slow, hell we can make it last all night if you want, but you can't be kissing me like that, or I might not be able to control myself."


    "I don't know the rules. Like I said, the other times I did it, the whole thing was over in a matter of minutes."


    "There are no rules aside from the fact that you were supposed to have already forgotten about that."


    "I'm not trying to make it go too fast," she said. "I just feel like I want to kiss you, ya know? Like I can't get enough."


    "I definitely know," he replied.


    He pulled her down for another kiss. They stayed like that for a long time, just taking their time exploring each other's mouths. There was a lot to be said for a good, long kiss, and Jason hadn't enjoyed one this much in a long time—if ever.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 14


    


    


    Jason kissed her for what seemed like forever, changing positions on the couch several times before he noticed that the sun was setting around them and the cabin was getting dark. He had never wanted anything so badly in his life, and it took a momentous amount of self-control to refrain from tearing her clothes off.


    "Why don’t you take your shirt off for me?" he finally asked.


    "Because I'm shy," she answered.


    He cocked his head at her. "It wasn't really a question. I should have worded it more like, take your shirt off, Hannah. Does that make it more clear?"


    "So now you're issuing demands."


    "Pretty much." His expression was slightly regretful but not really. He was so beautiful and self-assured that there was no way she'd refuse him. Besides, she was actually a little relieved that he was calling the shots—it took the pressure off.


    She pulled the shirt she was wearing over her head and tossed it to the floor before looking down at him, waiting for his reaction. Jason could see at a glance that the bra she was wearing was the kind that fastened in the front. He expertly unclasped it. Then, assuming Hannah would automatically shrug out of it, Jason pulled it back to the side. When Hannah didn't move to help it off, he made eye contact with her. She put her hands in front of her chest, looking a bit worried.


    "I just want to look at you," he said.


    Hannah glanced around the cabin at all of the open windows surrounding them. The darkness outside only added to her feeling of vulnerability.


    "There's nobody out there," he said.


    "You said you knew these woods," she said. "If you've been out there, don't you think other people have too?"


    He smiled at her. "I promise there's nobody out there," he said. His casual confidence and easy smile had her convinced.


    "What do you think about taking your jeans off?" he asked.


    "Was that a question?"


    "Not really, but I'm trying to take it easy on you."


    "I think I'd just rather you not give me the option."


    "Okay then, take your pants off, Hannah."


    Her smile was a little less shy than it had been before. She got to her feet and unbuttoned her capris.


    "Aren't you feeling a little overdressed?" she asked as she slid them down and stepped out of them.


    Jason took off his shirt and threw it to the ground as well. It was the first time she'd seen him with his shirt off, and stared at the defined muscles that lined his chest and shoulders.


    "Where'd you get so many muscles?" she asked, taking a few steps toward him and reaching out to touch him. Her hand followed the line of one of his shoulders down to his elbow and onto his forearm.


    He didn't pay attention to her question since he wasn't really in the mood to talk about his workout schedule. Just as he'd done before, he pulled her onto his lap. She was facing him, straddling him in the same way she had been before, only this time, all she had on was a barely-there pair of panties she'd worn just for him. He still had on his cargo shorts, but Hannah could easily feel the hardness that was just under the fabric. She looked down at him and he could tell she was a little reluctant to be on display.


    "You're so beautiful, Hannah," he said, reassuring her. With a feather-light touch, he ran his hands up her thighs then her ribs. He cupped her breasts into his hands, and Hannah closed her own hands over his. She meant it as more of a way to manage him from going too fast, but Jason thought by the way she was grasping his hands that she liked it and wanted more. He leaned forward and gently put his lips around one of her nipples. She sucked in a little breath, and leaned back to regard him with a question in her expression.


    He smiled. "Do you not like that?" he asked.


    "I mean, it felt good I think, I just didn't really expect you to, uh—"


    "It's probably safe to assume that I'm gonna be doing a few things you didn't expect, or that you've never tried before, but I promise I won't do anything to hurt you, and if I ever do anything you don't like, or want me to stop, just let me know."


    She paused, thinking about what he was saying.


    "What?" she asked.


    "Huh?"


    "What'd you say?"


    "I just said if I ever do anything you don't want me to do, just let me know."


    "No. After that."


    "I didn't say anything after that."


    "Hm, that's weird, I could have sworn I heard you say you were gonna go back to what you were doing."


    When it dawned on Jason what she was saying, he smiled and drew her by the back of the head down to meet his kiss. Their mouths met in an exchange that could only be described as unbridled passion. Their tongues mingled in a slippery, seductive dance, and without even thinking about what he was doing, Jason forced his hips upward, grinding into Hannah's center. He wanted to be inside her so badly that his body just naturally moved like that.


    She moaned at the feeling.


    "Shit," he said.


    "What?"


    "I'm sorry, but this is not gonna be slow."


    "I'm okay with that."


    "Seriously, you have to tell me if I'm hurting you, because right now I feel like I could…" he paused, "I just want you so fucking bad right now." He put his hand over his face and massaged his eyebrows as if to pray for patience.


    She sat up onto her knees, giving him a little room underneath her. "Why don't you get your shorts off?"


    He grabbed Hannah by the sides, and lifted her to her feet before standing beside her. He looked at her and gestured with a nod to the door she knew was the small bedroom. "Go in there and lay on the bed," he said.


    "Are you coming?"


    "Of course I'm coming, I'm right behind you."


    She did as he said, and as she looked out of the bedroom door back in his direction, she could see his silhouette as he pushed buttons on an electronic device on the wall near the door. She admired the lines of his hard upper body, and loved the way the cargo shorts hung on his hips.


    The sounds of a band called Radiohead filled the air, and he adjusted the volume, making it a little louder than it was originally.


    "I like Radiohead," she said.


    "I figured I'd be safe with them," he said. "I thought as long as it wasn't Cam."


    Hannah laughed for a second, but stopped as she watched him step out of his shorts. He left his boxer shorts in place. They were dark colored boxer briefs, and even though there wasn't much light in the room, she could appreciate the beauty of the whole package as he walked toward her.


    "You look good enough to eat," he said as he approached.


    "I was just thinking the same thing about you." Hannah was on her back propped up on one elbow in a relaxed position.


    Jason dove onto the bed, landing next to her, and the impact had her giggling as she turned toward him. He propped himself up on one arm and hovered over her, letting his eyes roam over her face and body. She caught herself feeling a little bashful under the scrutiny, so she picked up a hand to cover her face a little as she smiled up at him.


    Jason reached between them and pulled her hand down. "Why are you covering up?"


    "I don't know. I just feel so exposed." She didn't add that she was scared she was being compared to the countless vixens that had come before her.


    "Well, that's because you are exposed," he said, pulling back and looking down to scan the length of her body. He gave her a reassuring smile. "It's important to me that your comfortable, Hannah, so I should probably tell you how I feel about you." She reached for the covers to shield her face, but he put a hand out to stop her. "I am so fucking hooked on you as a person, that I would have just about been okay with whatever you had under the hood," he paused and looked her over again, which made her squirm. He reached out and put a hand on her thigh making her be still. "Stop. Hannah, you need to know you're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."


    Like most people, Hannah had already taken inventory on all her own flaws. Her brain tried to tell her Jason was just saying what she wanted to hear, but the sweet words made her feel so good that she almost didn’t care.


    "You're thinking about it too much," he said, sensing her distress. He took her by the face and forced her to look in his eyes. They stayed there for a few long seconds as he tried to convey the truth of his feelings. His face was only inches from hers as he whispered, "You're the most intriguing, person I've ever met."


    She gave him a little smirk. "That's really sweet, and I'd love to hear you say it over and over again, but it seems like flattery given the timing and everything." She smiled and glanced down at their mostly naked bodies.


    His brows furrowed slightly making him look a little confused. "I was never under the impression that I needed to flatter you," he said. Just as she had done, he glanced down at the position their bodies were in. "I thought this was a done deal."


    "It is, but—"


    "Then there's no call for flattery," he said. "I'm not just telling you what you want to hear, Hannah. You do something to me."


    "I think I can feel what I do to you right down there on my thigh."


    "You talking about this?" He leaned into her, pressing his hard piece into the side of her leg. She closed her eyes, enjoying the burn caused by sheer need for him.


    "You okay?"


    "I want you really bad," she said, eyes still closed.


    "We should have talked about birth control," he said.


    Her eyes popped open. "I just assumed you'd use a condom," she said.


    "I will, I do, I mean I always do with everyone else I've been with, but I don't want to with you." He hadn't really thought about it before it came out of his mouth, but now that he'd said it, he realized it was the truth. Hannah was the first person who'd ever tempted him not to use one. "We're going to have to use one for now but we'll figure something else out so it won't always be like this." He smiled down at her, waiting to hear her thoughts on the subject.


    She stared into the abyss of his light eyes. "I want you really bad," she repeated, slightly breathless with anticipation.


    Jason turned over and reached into a nearby dresser where he kept a box of condoms. Hannah chose not to concentrate on the fact that he kept them so handy. She told herself it was a brand new box Luke had purchased, and looked away, lest she see evidence to the contrary. He shed his boxer shorts while he was turned over, and by the time he rolled back into place, he was buck naked with a condom in hand. Hannah glanced down at his groin, and he pulled back, letting her inspect it.


    "That seems really big," she said.


    He did his best to stifle a grin. "Like I said, you do something to me."


    She smiled. "Can we go slow?"


    "Definitely," he whispered. He put a hand on the top of her thigh, letting her get used to his presence down there while he leaned in and pressed his mouth to hers. Hannah opened her mouth to him, as she lifted her hips toward his hand. He moved his hand to the place where it was gently cupping her sex. The presence of his hand there, the warmth of it, made Hannah feel like she could already fall apart at the seams.


    "Have you ever had an orgasm?" he asked.


    "Of course," Hannah said, a little defensively. She didn't add that she had only one during actual sex with a boy, and the other three times she'd scratched her own itch.


    "I'm gonna help you to have one right now," he said.


    Holy shit, just hearing him say those words almost made her have one right there on the spot—not to mention, his warm hand hadn't left her mound since he put it there.


    "Uh-huh," she said nodding. The sound came out more desperate than she wanted, but who cared—she was desperate for him. He kissed her, gently pulling her lower lip into his mouth where he sucked on it and teased it with his tongue. She was concentrating on the kiss until he used one finger to penetrate the folds of her sex. She stopped the kiss long enough to gasp at the intrusion. He continued moving his hand, knowing all the right spots to gently toy with her.


    "It feels like you're ready for me down here."


    She bit her lip and nodded, and without another word, he slid not one but two fingers inside her. She gasped again, and closed her eyes tight. He used his thumb to manipulate her outside while he deftly slid his fingers in and out of her a few times. A few seconds later, she grasped him by the arm, holding him in place as she rode wave after relentless wave of off-the-hook orgasm. The orgasm washed over her for so long and in such a way that she actually had the fleeting thought that she should be embarrassed by it's intensity, but within a split second, didn't care again. She was absolutely stupid with it for what seemed like an eternity, but was probably less than a minute.


    "Oh, shit, Jason, I can't believe it felt like that," she said, once she caught her breath and came back to Earth. It took her several seconds to become aware that the music was still playing. She covered her face with her hand. "I'm so sorry that was so fast.


    Jason peeled back her hand to look at her face. "I wanted you to come," he said. "It was me who did that, so there's no reason for you to be sorry."


    "Yeah, but I'm done and you haven't even—"


    "Oh, you're not done," he said. He gave her a sly grin.


    "What?"


    "You're not done, baby." He took a long look at her face, stopping to stare at the curve of her lips. "I'm not trying to put any pressure on you, but I'm just saying, it's possible to feel that more than once if you want to."


    She pulled his head down and whispered into his ear. "I want to."


    Jason's mouth curved upward in a smile, and he sat up and went to work unwrapping the condom and putting it in place. "I'm gonna take it really slow," he said, even though taking it slow was the last thing he wanted to do. He wanted her so badly, he felt like his erection might freaking kill him. Jason positioned himself at her opening and pushed barely beyond the entrance.


    Hannah gasped with pleasure. "It's so sensitive right now," she said shivering.


    "I know," he whispered. "If it hurts, you just have to—"


    She wrapped her hands around his backside and forced him a little deeper inside her. "It doesn't hurt. It's amazing." She closed her eyes enjoying the tight intrusion.


    Jason started to inch his way inside her, being gentler with her than he'd ever been with anybody in his life. He wanted so badly not to hurt Hannah, and with her eyes closed like they were, he'd rather be safe. After several seconds of him virtually holding still, Hannah opened her eyes and stared at him. She smiled but didn't say a word as she lifted her hips to meet him, forcing him to go deeper inside her. Jason let out a growl as he positioned his upper body where he was laying even heavier on her. He kissed her ear as he pushed fully inside her, and she let out a high-pitched whimper that was clearly more pleasure than pain.


    "Oh God, Jason, you were right. I'm gonna do it again."


    "Wait for me, Hannah."


    "I don't know if I can."


    Gently, he pulled out and pushed in again.


    "Oh no. I don't know if I can."


    "Yes you can."


    Again, he thrust inside, this time he wasn't quite as gentle about it.


    "No, no, I can't."


    "Hold on, Hannah. Don't come till I tell you to."


    And again with the glorious pull and push.


    "Jason, please. I need to."


    He began to move in and out of her with a slow sensual rhythm that had her feeling like she could burst at any second. She concentrated on holding on until he gave her permission. He rode her like that until he worked into a rhythm that had him feeling like he couldn't hold on any longer. He knew his completion was eminent, so he put his mouth to her ear.


    "I'm gonna come inside you now and I want you to come with me."


    Hannah nodded but the sheer fact that he was bold enough to issue instructions like that made her body instantly obey.


    They came to completion at the same time, and afterward, Jason remained inside her.


    "I can't believe you know how to make me feel like that," she said.


    He breathed a laugh. "I could say the same thing about you. That seemed too fast, but I just couldn't hold out any longer."


    "Too fast?" she asked. "I felt like you made me wait an eternity," she said, giggling.


    Somehow managing to stay buried inside her, Jason took hold of her and rolled so that she would be on top.


    She snuggled onto his chest and gave him a squeeze. "That was fun."


    He rubbed her back. "Hey Hannah? I'm not trying to have you do that with anyone else ever again, okay?"


    She smiled even though he couldn't see her face. She knew those words were fueled by the pleasure of his release, but she didn't really care. They sounded amazing to her ears, and she chose to believe he really meant them.


    "Okay," she agreed.


    He squeezed her tightly.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 15


    


    


    Jason and Hannah slept until noon the following day. They'd been up getting to know each other in every way possible until 3AM, so sleeping in was the logical choice.


    Hannah was out on the deck of the boat. She'd just finished a phone call, and was taking in the warm sunshine when Jason came out to join her.


    "It's beautiful out here," she said.


    "You're beautiful." He came up behind her, pulling her into his embrace. She looked up at him. He was a good five inches taller than her, and she came eye to eye with the lovely lines of his strong jaw. He had light hair, but she could see a few days growth on his jawline. She felt the strong urge to pinch herself to make sure she wasn't dreaming.


    "Thanks for letting me use your phone."


    "You're welcome. Did you take care of everything?"


    "Yeah, I just needed to call my mom so she wouldn't worry. I don't get service out here, and if I didn't answer eventually, she'd call the Culbertsons to come check on me."


    "And you wouldn't be in your apartment."


    "Exactly."


    "Did you tell her I kidnapped you?"


    "No."


    "No? What'd ya tell her?"


    "That I spent the night at Taylor's and I left my phone charger at home."


    Jason looked down at her as if she was joking, and Hannah shrugged.


    "What? I didn't want her to worry. If I told her that I was in a deserted cove on a stretch of river I knew nothing about, having hot sex with a guy I just met, she might question my judgment."


    "Are you questioning your own judgment?" he asked. The subject of all that transpired between them hadn't been brought up in the light of day and he was wondering if she had regrets.


    She looked up at him and smiled sweetly. "Not really."


    "Good," he said giving her a squeeze.


    She stayed there wrapped in his arms for a few minutes without either of them speaking.


    "When are we going back?" she finally asked.


    "Whenever you're ready."


    "What if I'm not ready ever?"


    "I'd say we have two days worth of food, if we make it stretch."


    "What if we catch fish?"


    "If we catch fish, we could maybe make it four."


    She laughed. "I guess I assumed we'd head back soon. You're already three hours late for work."


    "Yeah, but I'm the boss."


    "So, if I said the word, you'd just cancel everything and stay out here with me another day?"


    "I'd do just that, actually."


    She hesitated, but eventually breathed a resigned sigh. "I really should be getting back home. I was supposed to be buying a car from Michael at work later this week, but he said there's a chance I could pick it up today or tomorrow."


    "What kind of car?"


    She smiled. "A lambo." She could feel his chest shake as he laughed.


    "What really?"


    "A Nissan Sentra that's at least ten years old—maybe fifteen."


    "That's okay as long as it won't leave you stranded."


    "I don't think it will. Michael said he's never had any trouble from it and he's maintained it over the years."


    "I'll bet you're excited."


    "You have no idea. It's not so much that I want to be driving all the time. It's just nice to know I'll have the option."


    Hannah was excited to get the car, and that was all fine and good, but that wasn't the only reason she wanted to go back to Nashville. She was falling so hard for this guy, that when she pictured her feelings in cartoon form, she was in the shape of an airplane in an uncontrollable nosedive. She was falling fast and hard, and knew deep down that might not be a good thing.


    "You wanna use my phone to call Michael?"


    "Oh, no. I really should be getting back."


    "How about some breakfast first?"


    They prepared and ate breakfast, which included a drink from the really nice espresso machine that came with the boat, but had never been used. No one bothered learning how to use it, so they made coffee in a regular old coffee pot one of them picked up at Target.


    Jason ordered an Americano when he came to the coffee shop, which was a drink that didn’t include steamed milk. He put one sugar in his coffee to take the edge off, but never ordered one with cream or milk. Hannah asked if she could make him a drink of her choice, and he told her to do whatever she wanted.


    She added a little sugar to his espresso before pouring enough froth on top to qualify it as a Cappuccino. The froth was more so she could draw a design that ended up being a boat that she drew by manipulating the froth and coffee with a toothpick. He took a picture of it with his phone before taking the first sip. He enjoyed the taste of it and said he may start ordering a Cappuccino from time to time.


    They decided to spend some more time out on the water after they ate, and ended up arriving at the dock around 3PM. Jason was carrying both bags in one hand and had a tight grasp of Hannah's hand with the other as they approached the parking lot.


    "Oh, shit," he mumbled.


    A blonde bombshell got out of a shiny, red convertible sports car wearing tight black pants and spike heels. She was done up from head to toe with two wrists full of black and gold bangle bracelets. She leaned against her car as Jason and Hannah approached.


    "What are you doing here, Reagan?" Jason asked.


    Hannah dropped his hand, and he didn't even seem to notice. His eyes were trained on the girl who'd been waiting for them.


    "I'm here for you," she said. "I've been trying to get in touch with you for like two days. You're not answering my calls or texts. Cam told me you were planning on coming out on the boat yesterday, so I came looking for you. Luke said you'd just left, and you had supplies for a day or more. Anyway, I just crashed at my sister's place down the street and had him call me when he heard you come in."


    "That was only like fifteen minutes ago," Jason said, confused.


    "I know. It only took me a minute to get here. I was waiting for him to call. I was worried about you."


    Hannah walked to the other side of his car. She could still hear and see them perfectly but at least she wasn't right there in the midst of everything.


    "What are you doing here?" he asked.


    "I need to talk to you." She glanced at Hannah. "Alone."


    "Is something wrong?"


    "No, I've just been thinking about everything and I wanted to talk to you."


    "I don't even know what that means, Reagan. If there's something you need to talk to me about, you can do it right here."


    She looked at Hannah then at Jason with a pleading expression. "It's sensitive stuff, Jason," she said in an extremely vulnerable voice.


    Hannah hated her stinkin' guts.


    Jason huffed in frustration as he opened the trunk and put their bags into it. "We're headed back to Nashville now. I need to go to my office for a little bit once I drop Hannah off. If you need to talk for a minute, you can stop by."


    She smiled like she'd gotten her way. "I'll see you in a few," she said. She adjusted her oversized sunglasses and gave Hannah a friendly wave that had fakeness dripping off of it.


    "I'm so sorry," Jason said when they were in the car and already on the road home.


    "About what?" Hannah asked. She was trying to act unaffected, but she knew how stupid the question was once she asked it. He looked over the console apologetically and grabbed for her hand, which she gave him.


    "Reagan's been a friend for a long time," he said. "Since we were kids."


    "Oh, yeah." Hannah smiled and shrugged and squirmed in the passenger seat. She was trying her best to keep it together, but the shock of seeing one of his gorgeous lady-friends in the flesh was a little much for her to handle. That girl was more dressed up than Hannah had ever been in her life, including prom and weddings—and on a Tuesday at three o'clock when she was just hanging at her sister's, for crying out loud. "I figured you guys knew each other since she knew Cam and Luke and everybody."


    Jason gave her a reassuring smile, but was distracted and mostly stared at the road.


    "You can just drop me at Common Grounds if you want," she said as they approached Belmont. "I want to talk to Michael, and I can just walk from there."


    "You sure?" he asked.


    "Yeah, that'd be great."


    Jason pulled into the alley and parked in the little lot behind the coffee shop.


    "Thanks for taking me there," she said. "It was really beautiful."


    "Thanks for coming with me," he said. He touched her arm, but she only let it stay there for a second before pulling it away to reach for the door. She stopped and leaned in for a super-quick kiss on the cheek before she got out.


    "Call me sometime, if you want," she said.


    His brows drew together. "If I want? I just assumed I'd be talking to you later."


    "Like today?" she asked.


    He shrugged. "I thought so. Are you not talking to me or something?"


    "I'm obviously talking to you," she said. She laughed a little. "I'm talking to you right now."


    "I'll call you later then," he said.


    "Okay, sounds good." She smiled and got out of the car.


    He met her around back, where he helped her get her bag.


    "Thanks," she said when he handed it to her.


    Nothing the atheist was coming in for his shift, and caught sight of them in the parking lot.


    "What's up?" Jason said as Nothing walked by. Nothing nodded and smiled, and then proceeded to stare at them unabashedly as he went by, shuffling his feet in the gravel. Jason pulled Hannah into his arms and bent to put a kiss on her cheek. Nothing stared straight at them taking in the way Jason seemed to be trying to prove a point. Hannah's heart pounded at his touch even though it was slightly broken at the thought of where he was headed.


    "You okay?" he asked.


    "Of course," she said.


    "I promise you have nothing to worry about with Reagan," he said, reading her mind.


    "Oh, I know that. It doesn't matter."


    He took her by the jaw and made her look at him. "It matters. It matters to me that you believe me when I say that."


    "What? That there's nothing for me to worry about?"


    "Yes."


    "Definitely." She kissed him goodbye, slung her bag over her shoulder and headed for the path that led to the front door.


    "Hannah was makin' out in the alley with Famous Jason," Nothing said as she walked in the front door. There were six or eight people within earshot, including Taylor, and they all heard him.


    "You were kissing Famous Jason?" Matt asked. He seemed extremely surprised, and Hannah didn't quite know how to take that.


    "I'm sure Hannah will tell me all about it in the back," Taylor said. She grabbed Hannah by the arm. "I'm taking my break."


    "You don't have to tell me the whole story if you don't want to," Taylor said as she clocked out. "I was just trying to save you from the—"


    "I know. Thank you. I knew Nothing saw us, but I didn't know he'd make an announcement about it."


    "I guess they'd all find out sometime anyway since he comes in here all the time."


    Hannah sighed. "God, Tay, I don't know what to make of everything."


    "What's up? Did you guys hang out?"


    Hannah laughed with no humor. "Yeah, I guess you could say that."


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "It means we spent the night on a houseboat."


    Taylor's eyes got wide. "You spent the night with him?"


    Hannah tried to shrug it off. "He knew I had the day off and he's got this really nice boat that his dad never uses."


    "Is something going on with you guys or was it just a one time thing?" Taylor was quiet for a second and then continued, "He didn't hurt you, did he? Because if he did then I—"


    "He didn't hurt me. We had fun." Hannah paused and was about to add, "Until the Housewife of Beverly Hills showed up," but Michael came in the back office before she could say anything.


    "Hey girls," he said. He immediately got busy looking through drawers for whatever he'd come in for, but looked over at the girls when he remembered something. "Hannah, Sally's ready to go home with you whenever you are."


    Hannah knew he was talking about the Nissan even though she'd never heard him call it Sally. "Really? Do I just go to your house and pick it up or what?"


    Michael smiled. "Yep."


    "How do we do it? Is there like paperwork or something when you buy a car?"


    "We have the title, and we'll just sign it over to you. It'll be up to you to get it registered and get insurance and all that, but I had the oil changed the other day knowing it was going to you. It should be good to go."


    Hannah stood up and hugged Michael. It was fun news in the midst of a whirlwind of emotions, and she was glad for the distraction.


    "I heard you rolled up with Jason Lane," he said as she hugged him.


    Hannah's shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly at the mention of Jason's name, but otherwise she faked it. She gave him a big smile. "Yeah, he hired me to do some work, and we hung out a little bit," she said.


    "Oh, because I heard you were connected by the mouth in the parking lot."


    "I'm gonna kill Nothing," she said.


    Michael laughed. "Take it easy on him. It's not every day we get to see a love connection in the alley—especially with two people we love so much."


    "It's not a love connection."


    Michael looked at Hannah as if he was a little surprised by her negativity, but Hannah didn't care, she just went back to the subject of Susan in an effort to brush the whole thing under the rug.


    "I'm off the rest of the day today and all day tomorrow," she said. "Would it be okay for me to come by and pick up the car?"


    "Of course. We want you to." Michael reached past her to grab a piece of paper and pen from the desk. He lifted it to his chest and began to scribble. "Here's my wife's number. You have mine. Just let us know when you're coming by."


    "I can bring you by there when I get off tonight," Taylor said. "I'm off at eight if you want to come back up here."


    "I'd offer the same, but I'm closing tonight," Michael said.


    Hannah smiled, unable to hide the excitement that came over her at the thought of having her own car in a few hours. She looked at Taylor. "If you don't mind, I'll come back up here before you get off."


    "Not at all," Taylor said. "I'm excited for you."


    "You remember where I live, right?" Michael asked. He waited for Taylor's nod. "I'll let my wife know you're coming."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 16


    


    


    Hannah and Taylor drove to Michael's the instant Taylor clocked out. Hannah had three texts and one call from Jason that evening, but she chose to ignore them. She decided to let the whole situation (and her feelings about it) simmer for the rest of the day. She was just planning on telling him she got stuck working when he dropped her off or something. She was extremely excited about picking up her car, which worked out, because she wasn't really in the mood to deal with pesky things like feelings.


    Michael's wife, Shelley, was really nice. The business of signing over the car only took about five minutes, but she was a really sweet, outgoing lady and wanted to talk about other things like their goals and life in general. They were sitting at the bar in the kitchen when Michael and Shelley's little girl brought a photograph in an 8x10 frame and held it out for Hannah and Taylor to look at.


    "That's when I met Cam Bishop the other day," she said proudly. Taylor reached for the photo with an excited expression, and Hannah followed suit, oohing and aahing over it. The little girl was so proud; it was impossible not to be happy for her.


    "Michael knows one of Cam's friends through the coffee shop, and we happened to see him at the concert," Shelley said. "We were just hoping for an autograph or something, but Jason took us back stage." She pointed to her daughter. "Jacey had her little friend with her, and they treated them both like little princesses."


    "We know Jason," Taylor said. "He's a good guy."


    Shelley slapped a hand to her forehead. "Duh, I should have known you'd know him since you work there too. I didn't even think about that. So you know what a sweetheart he is."


    Hannah blushed and cleared her throat uncomfortably, but held her tongue.


    "Yeah, he's a really cool guy. Is this all we need?" Taylor asked, pointing to the title that was sitting in front of them on the bar.


    "Yep, that's it. Oh, except for these, I guess." She took a set of keys from a little row of hooks that was hanging on the wall. "Be careful with the inside door handle on the passenger's side," she added as she held out the keys. "The silver stuff is peeling back a little bit and it's kind of sharp. I almost cut myself on it the other day. Michael was gonna put duck tape around it, but I told him to let you take care of it in case you had a better idea." She smiled and reached out to give Hannah a farewell hug. "Oh, I can't believe I almost forgot since this is kind of a big deal. Michael text me a few minutes ago to tell me he wasn't sure if he ever told you it was a stick."


    Hannah smiled. "He gave me a ride one time and I noticed," she said. "It's no problem, I actually like driving a standard."


    "Oh, good," Shelley said, "he was worried about that."


    The girls passed out hugs to Shelley and their daughter before heading out to the driveway to check out Hannah's new ride.


    "Sweeeeet," Taylor said, looking down at Hannah, who had just sat down in the driver's seat.


    "You like?"


    "Totally. You look good in that."


    Hannah smiled and turned to adjust in the seat. Sitting in her new car felt both familiar and foreign at the same time, and she was slightly nervous about getting from point A to point B in it. She put the key in the ignition, but didn't start it.


    "I'm off tomorrow if you want to hang out right now," Hannah said.


    Taylor gave a shrug of agreement. "I don't have to be at work till three tomorrow afternoon. I have to find three or four people to help me with an event, but that's just a few phone calls."


    "What event?"


    "It's at the Hall of Fame. It's just some tire company who's having a party for their employees."


    "What day?"


    "Next Saturday, remember? I already told you about it and you said you had to work."


    "Oh that's right," Hannah said.


    Taylor was trying to make a way for herself in the event planning business and was getting more and more responsibilities at her other job. Sometimes she needed to hire friends to fill a few spots. Hannah had done it a few times and had a lot of fun.


    "Is it just serving food and drinks?" Hannah asked.


    "Yeah, you know, white shirt black pants. It'd be three or four hours tops, and I've done an event with this company before and they know how to tip."


    "I'd like to do it. I'll see if I can trade shifts with somebody."


    "All right, just let me know in the next couple of days because I've got to get it squared away. Are you coming over?"


    Hannah hadn't been home in more than 24 hours and was a little anxious to get back to her place, but she knew Jason was trying to reach her and wasn't quite ready to know how things with Reagan had panned out. She looked at her phone to see the time.


    "I'll come hang out for a little bit, if you don't care."


    "Not at all, come on over. You remember how to get to my house from here?"


    "Yeah, but I'll just follow you anyway."


    Hannah stayed at Taylor's until about midnight. It felt like forever since she'd been home even though it was only one night. She still hadn't responded to Jason even though the last text she got from him said, "Hey, where are you? I just went to your apartment. Went by the coffee shop too. Michael said you got your car tonight. Congrats. Call me back or I'm telling the Culbertsons."


    She text him back at 12:30AM thinking he'd be sleeping since it was Tuesday night.


    Hannah: "Sorry I was MIA. Got the car! Then went to Taylors to hang."


    She got a text back within a matter of seconds, which actually sort of startled her.


    Jason: "Don't do that to me. I don’t like worrying about you."


    To Hannah's own shame, she felt that hot ache in her groin at the protective tone of his text. She took a deep breath and considered what she should text back.


    Hannah: "You shouldn't worry. I'm terrible at my phone. Half the time I don't even carry it on me."


    Jason wanted to say that was something she'd have to remedy, but he could tell she was creating distance and hesitated to tell her his ideas on how things should be. Instead, he went straight for the sore spot.


    Jason: "Reagan came by my office. She just wanted to talk. We're friends. It's all good."


    Hannah: "No worries, Jason."


    Jason: "Why the games, then?"


    Hannah: "What games?"


    Jason: "Why are you acting funny?"


    Hannah: "I'm not."


    Jason: "All right. I hope not. You're off tomorrow. You coming over?"


    She wanted to say no. She wanted to pout, but she just couldn't because she wanted even more to go to him.


    Hannah: "Sure."


    Jason: "What time?"


    Hannah: "You tell me. After you get home from work?"


    Jason: "Maybe you could come by my office."


    It was a few minutes before Hannah responded.


    Hannah: "Sounds good. I shouldn't really text anymore because I'm close to my limit, if not over. I'll call you in the morning to see what's going on. Sweet dreams."


    She didn't hear back from Jason. She didn't expect to, but part of her hoped he'd call or come over or get in touch some other way like making a dedication to her on a radio station. She stayed up until two working on a drawing. It was a depiction of them on the boat. It made her feel better to get her feelings out through pen and ink, and she went to sleep easier than she thought she would that night.


    Hannah drove to Jason's office on Music Row at just after noon the following day. She had an email from him early that morning with directions that told her he wanted to meet for lunch.


    She was glad she'd put a little effort into getting ready to go see him, because his office was even fancier than she imagined. There were records in various shades of silver and gold hanging on the walls and a really professional looking receptionist that greeted her when she came in.


    "I'm, looking for Jason Lane's office," Hannah said, half-thinking she was in the wrong place.


    "Are you Hannah?" the woman asked.


    "Yes ma'am."


    "Jason's expecting you," she said, smiling. She stretched back in her chair and pointed down the hall.


    "His office is the one at the end by the fountain."


    Hannah took off in that direction. "Thanks," she said from over her shoulder. She knocked a few times on the closed door of his office before listening for him to answer. Within seconds, the door cracked open and she saw his freaking angelic face. His gorgeousness turned her to mush. She blinked, trying to focus and be cool. Jason smiled really big and brought her into a tight hug. He held her there, tight against his hard chest for a long moment.


    "Shit, I feel like it's been forever," he said. He pulled back, studied her face, and smiled as he put a finger under her chin and lifted it up to put a kiss on her lips.


    She kissed him back because her body would let her do nothing else. The feel of his lips on hers made her forget whatever reservations she'd been having.


    "I got a new car," she said, smiling. She held up the keys.


    "I know. Are you taking me for a ride?"


    She laughed. "Noooo."


    He looked offended. "Why?"


    "Because it's stupid to give someone like you a ride in an old Nissan Sentra," she said. "My twelve year old brother would be a more likely candidate for a ride in that car."


    Jason looked injured again. "Nate gets to ride in it, but I don't?"


    She laughed and pushed at him. "No. But at least it got me here," she said. "Where you taking me for lunch?"


    "Arnolds."


    Hannah smiled.


    "You like Arnolds?"


    "I love it," Hannah said. "My dad's mom used to cook like that every Sunday."


    "I never had a grandma that cooked like that," Jason said.


    "You could share mine, but she died a few years ago."


    "I'm sorry."


    Hannah smiled a little. "It's part of life I guess."


    "Still sucks, though."


    "You're mom died. That's even harder."


    "Not really," Jason said. "I was only two. Candice is all I've ever known as a mom."


    "You call her Candice?"


    "No, just Mom."


    Just then, the receptionist's voice came over the speaker. They were still in the doorway, so they could hear her in person from down the hall and over the speaker coming from Jason's office. "Hey Jason, Cam's downstairs. He said he tried to call you."


    Jason stuck his head out the door. "Thanks Patty," he said down the hall. She gave him a wave. He'd been touching Hannah the whole time they were standing there, but broke the contact when he decided to get his keys. "You sure you want me to drive?" he asked.


    She giggled even though he wasn't trying to be funny. Jason had been raised with money, and was actually a little bored of everything being nice, new, and perfect.


    "I seriously want to take your car sometime."


    "Okay, we will… sometime," she said, smiling and thinking he was just being nice.


    Cam was, in fact, waiting in the parking lot when they got down there. Hannah didn't care for his music, but he was a huge star and she couldn't help but be a little star struck meeting him for the first time. He had on an old baseball cap, and a pair of sunglasses, but she could see that it was Cam Bishop from a mile away.


    "Dude, why aren't you picking up your phone?" Cam asked, sticking his head out of the darkly tinted passenger's side window of a brand new black Suburban.


    Jason smiled. "You called like four minutes ago."


    "I listened to that song you sent me yesterday."


    "Which one?"


    "The dangerous one."


    Jason smiled again and reached over to grab Hannah's hand. The excitement she felt at his touch made her feel breathless. She hoped she wouldn't have to talk.


    "Who's this?" Cam asked, noticing the PDA. With no shame whatsoever, he looked Hannah over from head to toe.


    "Hannah. The girl I told you about."


    "The one who draws?" Cam asked.


    "Yeah," Jason said.


    Cam smiled a smile that was so self-assured, only someone that famous could pull it off. "Nice to meet you, Hannah who draws." His gaze was that of a man who knew he could have her if he wanted.


    Hannah wondered if that's just how he acted with every girl. She also wondered if Jason noticed—up until the point a half-a-second later when Jason said, "She's with me Cam." He held up their clasped hands as if that should make everything crystal clear. "This one's mine."


    Cam's eyes widened. "Chill bro. It's all good."


    "It'll be all good when you know she's mine, bro."


    Cam smiled. "Okay, dude, I got it. Hey, when I leave next week, I'm going for a month."


    "You want me to stay at the apartment sometime?"


    "Would you? Nick said he would too, but I hate to have it empty for too long."


    "That's cool, I'll work it out with Nick."


    "Thanks." Cam gave a little wave as the driver slowly started to pull away. "Don't forget about that song." He tipped his hat at Hannah. "See ya later, Hannah who belongs to Jason."


    Jason rolled his eyes. "Piece of work," he said.


    "He's funny," she said.


    "That's an understatement."


    They ate their weight in meat and threes at Arnold's before going back to Jason's office. He still had some work to catch up on, so he told her he'd come by her apartment when he left. She agreed, and even though she wasn't feeling quite as optimistic as she was before Reagan showed up the day before, Jason had staked some sort of claim on her in front of Cam, and she knew that counted for something.


    Jason went by her place when he left work and ended up staying all afternoon and into the evening. He got to meet the Culbertsons, which Hannah feared might be awkward, but wasn't at all. They saw him and Hannah in the yard and invited them in for dinner. Jason worked his charm, and they all fell in love with him. Even Sam sort of came around once he learned that Jason was Cam's best friend and had written hit songs.


    They talked a lot that night, and Hannah was honest with Jason about her worries that they were taking things too fast. She said she thought it'd be best for him to go home after they ate dinner, but promised to be in touch the next day.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 17


    


    


    Hannah enjoyed having two days off of work, but it was actually nice to get back in the coffee shop and catch up with all of her friends. She'd seen the chalkboards since they'd been completed and hung, but it was the first time she'd worked a shift since then, and she liked hearing all the comments from the customers about how they looked.


    It was Thursday, and she was working from 3 to close, which meant she wouldn't get done until about 11:30 that night. She walked to work since it was a pretty day and she lived so close, but she never liked to walk home that late. Taylor was working the same shift, so she figured she'd just ask her for a ride.


    Hannah's entire shift was as dishwasher, and the coffee shop was unusually busy for a Thursday. Her feet were on fire by the end of the night. They were about to close up shop, and Hannah was starting to do all the chores that were left up to the closing dishwasher.


    "Hey can you put on that Alabama Shakes album?" Taylor asked. She was cleaning the espresso machine when Hannah passed with a bus pan full of dishes.


    "Sure." Hannah went straight to the back and switched the iPod from Pink Martini to Alabama Shakes. They were getting ready to lock the doors, so Hannah cranked it louder than usual.


    "Thank you!" she barely heard Taylor yell from the front of the house.


    She smiled and went back to the dirty job of dish duty. Once she had the last of the dishes going in the dishwasher, she went to the nastiest part of the whole dang nasty day. She had to clean the floors behind the front counter and in the kitchen. This included the lovely task of dragging huge, rubber mats outside to hose them down before moping the floors. Once everything was clean, all eight mats had to be drug back inside and put in place. It was really gross, but otherwise no big deal, really. They all had to do it.


    Hannah sang along with the album she loved so much as she schlepped through the grossest part of her day. She was covered in coffee, food, and sweat by the time she started dragging the mats back inside. The door she used was the one closest to the kitchen. It opened to the back of the house where the parking lot and alley were. There was a small deck off of it, which was where they hung the mats to hose them off.


    At that moment, the handrail of the deck was covered with them. Hannah went out to retrieve another mat, and was startled to the point of shrieking a little to see Jason's friend Reagan standing a few feet away at the bottom of the stoop with her arms crossed and a murderous sneer on her face.


    "Oh my God, you scared the crap out of me." Hannah said. She smiled nervously, but Reagan didn't even come close to returning it. She looked Hannah over with that expression of such blatant disgust that Hannah couldn't help but reach up to adjust her own hair self-consciously.


    "You have got to be kidding me," Reagan said, laughing sarcastically. "Are you that girl Hannah?"


    "Obviously," Hannah said. "I just saw you two days ago when Jason and I got off his boat."


    "Oh, so you think you're cute now, you little bitch?"


    Hannah's face reflected how she felt about the girl. "I'm trying to close up here if you'll excuse me."


    "I think I'll leave when I'm ready, bitch, and I have something to say."


    Hannah put a hand on her hip impatiently and sighed indicating her short fuse. "Say what you want to say and then leave me alone."


    "You need to fucking leave Jason alone. I've been with him for six years and I'm not about to let some filthy fucking street rat like you destroy what we have."


    "Street rat? What is this, Aladdin? Get this straight right now… I'm not forcing Jason to like me. He's doing that all on his own."


    "Oh, how cute," Reagan said. "You think he likes you."


    "Stop trying to patronize me," Hannah said. She raised her voice when she said it, but knew no one could hear her because she could clearly hear the music that was blaring in the house.


    "I'm trying to save you from shame, you little cunt. You should be thankful. Jason Lane is not your kind. He was raised with the manners and etiquette of a gentleman. His family would shit themselves if he brought home a little peasant like you. I'll bet you don't even know how to use your fucking utensils." She cocked her head at Hannah. "Do you know what a salad fork is? Do you know how to play chess? Tennis? Does the Governor of Tennessee play golf with your dad? No, you're in a fucking alleyway up to your elbows with food from other people's plates." She scanned her from head to toe again. "All you are is a challenge to him—like a little game for him to play. You're so fucking weird and out-there that you appeal to his adventurous side or something."


    Hannah just stared at her with an unreadable expression.


    "What's the matter, cat got your tongue? I guess you want me to continue. Surely you've heard the song, Keep Coming Back to You, right?" Reagan didn't pause since she figured Hannah wouldn't answer the question. "That song is about me. Jason wrote it about me. Go read the lyrics and you'll see for yourself how he feels about me you stupid little bitch."


    Hannah could feel the sting of tears in her eyes. Her jaw ached painfully, and her face wanted to contort in agony. She held back the tears and kept the calmest expression she could muster.


    "Is that all?" she asked, stone-faced.


    "No that's not all, you little whore. I want you to understand something. Jason Lane is mine. We've had sex more than a thousand times in the past six years, and I'm not just saying that like it's a random number. We've literally done it more than a thousand times." She paused so Hannah could let that sink in. "Every part of him has been in every part of me," she continued. "We've done it in airplanes more than a dozen times, twice on a train, and countless times on his daddy's boat. We've done it alone and in groups. We've been to twenty different countries together, and had sex in most of them."


    Silent tears were falling down Hannah's cheeks by that point. She tried, but she just couldn't stop them.


    "Aw, I'm so glad to see I'm finally getting my point across," Reagan said.


    "I think you should leave," Hannah said, as unemotionally as she could.


    "I'd love nothing more," Reagan said, "but let me give you these parting words. I am the type of person you don't fuck with Hannah. I will lash out on you and the people you love if you try. I know people who will do anything for money, and I will use them to destroy you."


    Hannah stared at her, unable to think of anything to say to that sort of threat. She was way out of her league on this one.


    "What's going on out here?" Taylor said from behind Hannah's back.


    "We're done," Reagan yelled as she flipped them off and went to her car. A big guy dressed in black that looked like a bouncer opened the passenger's side to let Reagan in before getting in the driver's seat to start the engine.


    "What was that all about?" Taylor asked. She was unable to see Hannah's face, and had no idea that tears were rolling down her cheeks. She shook Hannah's shoulder. "Who was that?"


    Hannah didn't know what else to do, so she turned into Taylor's arms.


    Taylor was shocked by Hannah's distress, but thought quick enough to try to catch the girl. "What'd she do to you, Hannah? They're still right there, I can get in my car and—"


    "Just let them go," Hannah said. "She didn't do anything besides tell me a bunch of stuff I'd hear eventually anyway." She wiped at her tears with her filthy apron.


    "Why are you crying like this?"


    "That was Jason's girlfriend or whatever. She was just coming by to threaten me."


    Taylor was quiet for a second. "That asshole," she said. I seriously can't believe it. I thought he was such a—"


    "It doesn't matter," Hannah interrupted. "It was all stuff I sort of knew all along." Her chest shuttered, taking in tiny gasps of air as she tried to control her breathing. "You know, we're just really different. He's in a different realm."


    Taylor looked disgusted. "Is that what she told you? That you're not good enough for him?"


    "She didn't have to tell me that," Hannah said. "It's pretty obvious."


    "Oh please! Cry me a river. Don't let her lie to you like that. There's no such thing as social classes anymore, Hannah. We're all equal."


    Hannah tried to give her a little smile, but it didn't really work. "It's okay. I know she's just jealous." Hannah didn't believe that for a second, but she hoped it would make Taylor leave her alone about being positive.


    Taylor grabbed her by the shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze. "It's true, she is jealous. We can all see how Jason looks at you, and she must see it too."


    Hannah rolled her eyes. "Screw Jason," she said.


    "Why do you say it like that? Is that seriously his girlfriend? What'd she tell you?"


    "Everything. Come to find out, she's been his sex slave for the last six years."


    Taylor let out a sound of disapproval. "She said that?"


    "She didn't say exactly that, but close enough."


    "Seriously?"


    "I guess it's mutual or whatever, but apparently, they're like sex partners or something. She told me a bunch of numbers and statistics that I don't care to repeat."


    Taylor hugged Hannah tight, and sighed, not knowing what else to say. "I hate them both," she finally said.


    "Me too."


    Taylor and Matt helped Hannah finish with the mats before they locked up and all left at the same time. Taylor drove Hannah to her apartment. She said she'd be happy to spend the night so Hannah didn't have to be alone, but Hannah told her she preferred it that way, and said she would call on the Culbertsons if she needed anything.


    "You working your shift tomorrow?" Taylor asked.


    "I don't know. I hate to leave them shorthanded, but I'm not feeling too good."


    "I'd cover for you, but I have to be there at noon."


    "No worries. I'm sure I'll be fine by then. I'll call you in the morning if I decide to call in sick, though."


    "Okay, call me before then if you need anything."


    "I will." Hannah tried to offer a smile, but it was a sad attempt. She got out of the car and Taylor watched as she unlocked her apartment and went inside.


    Despite knowing what a bad idea it was, Hannah looked up the lyrics to the Cam Bishop song called Keep Coming Back to You. She read through them three times and even watched the music video on YouTube, crying her eyes out like a little baby at the thought of Jason writing those lyrics for Reagan.


    How could it hurt this bad? It's only been a few days. I knew it was coming. Better that it happens now before I fall even harder. But how in the world could it possibly hurt more than it does right now? I knew it was coming. Get it together. He's just a guy. What am I gonna do? Go back to Sparta? I can't. I have to stay here. It'll be so awkward at work. Everyone will help me avoid him, though. Shit. I hate him. I totally knew this was going to happen, and I still went right on ahead and said things to him and did things with him that I knew were a mistake. What the hell was I thinking? I have to take a break. A long break. No liking anyone for a good long time.


    Jason knew Hannah was getting off around eleven, and left a message to see how her night had gone, but obviously Hannah didn't call him back.


    Hannah didn't do any drawing before she went to bed that night. Right then she couldn’t even use her imagination. It had been overshadowed by heartache, rendering it useless. She cried a lot and then fell asleep on a tear soaked pillow.


    Her eyes opened the next morning to the sound of Sam tapping on her door. She knew by the knock that it was him, and she opened her door without even looking outside.


    "Have you been out here yet this morning?" he asked, looking concerned.


    "No," she said, blinking into the sunlight. "You're waking me up right now."


    "You have flat tires," he said.


    She felt her heart drop, but thought she might have misheard. "What?"


    "The tires on your car are flat, so in less you ran over a bunch of nails on your way home—" he hesitated. "I didn't really look close enough to see what might have punctured them."


    She stared at his shirt for a second, letting that sink in. Knowing it wasn't a coincidence made a wave of nausea hit her. She knew it was Reagan. Hannah felt so violated that she had come on her personal property and messed with her things. It was just plain scary, and she'd be happy to never feel that way ever again. Just add violated and scared to the list of other emotions that were swirling around inside her. What a freaking mess the last twelve hours had been.


    "Reagan," she said. Her voice came out way better than she felt, thank God.


    "What?"


    "Reagan. She's who punctured them."


    "Who is that, and why the hell would anyone do anything like that to you? You? Seriously, I'm about to return the favor as soon as you tell me who this Reagan is."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 18


    


    


    "Reagan is this girl who obviously wants Jason bad enough to go psycho on any girl he hangs out with," Hannah said to Sam.


    "Is that what you guys are doing? Hanging out?"


    Hannah shot him a frustrated scowl. She was in no mood to explain anything. Internalizing was the thing that felt best, and that's what she was planning on doing. "It doesn't matter," she said. "I just need to see about my car. Can I drive it to a tire shop to see if they can patch them maybe?"


    Sam laughed. "You can't drive your car like that," he said. "The rims are sitting on the ground."


    Hannah put her hands up helplessly. "What am I supposed to do then?"


    "My parents saw it already. I heard them saying they were gonna call Triple-A."


    "What if they can't patch em?"


    "Then you're gonna have to get new tires."


    "How much does that cost?"


    Sam shrugged. "I heard my dad say like a hundred-something a piece."


    Hannah looked to the ceiling and breathed a wounded sigh.


    "You can't let that girl win," he said.


    "What do you mean?"


    "I mean, you can't just roll over and die and let her have her way."


    Hannah still didn't know what he meant by that, and the thought crossed her mind to ask him, but ultimately she didn't want to think or talk about Reagan. "I guess I need to get dressed and go downstairs," she said.


    Sam nodded and walked out the door, presumably to wait for her to come down.


    Hannah didn't cry. She was experiencing a certain numbness that had her feeling more like she wanted to laugh than cry. She went back into her bedroom and picked up her cell phone from the bedside table. She called Common Grounds since there was no way she was going to work in an hour.


    "Common Grounds Belmont."


    "Nothing?"


    "Yeah, who's this?"


    "Hannah."


    "What's up?"


    "I'm not coming in for my shift at ten."


    A few seconds of silence.


    "Why?"


    "Because I'm not feeling good, and someone slashed my tires last night."


    "Both of those things?"


    "Yes."


    "Try to get someone to cover your shift."


    Hannah sighed.


    "It's only a three hour shift."


    "I know, but you're cooking. I need you to replace yourself. Try Matt or Kelsey."


    "Damnit Nothing. Can't I just call in sick?"


    "Yes, but that means I'd have to replace you."


    "Well can't you just do that for me? I just woke up, and already my day is really sucky."


    "Yes."


    A few more seconds of silence.


    "Yes, you'll find someone?"


    "Yes."


    "Thank you Nothing."


    "You're welcome Hannah. Hope you find the tire slasher."


    "Thanks."


    Hannah looked at her phone. She wanted to call Taylor to make plans to disappear to her place for the night, but first she needed to deal with the task of having her tires patched.


    The Culbertsons had no problems using their Triple-A membership to have Hannah's car towed to a nearby tire shop. That part of the whole ordeal was easy. It was hearing that the tires couldn't be patched and she would have to spring for a whole new set that bummed her out. She didn't have a ton of money saved up, and a whole new set of tires was an expense that would put a severe, I mean severe dent into her savings. What could she do? It wasn't like her parents or the Culbertsons were going to do it.


    Hannah told the guy at the tire shop to, "Just put on the cheapest ones that are safe to drive on," before she went to the waiting room with Sam and his mom.


    "There's no reason for you guys to be here," Hannah said, giving them what she hoped looked like a genuine smile.


    "I think I'm gonna go to Taylor's when I leave here anyway."


    Susan looked at her with worry and regret in her eyes. "I hope you're not scared to stay at the house sweetheart. We have that security light, but Mike and I were talking about having some kind of alarm system installed."


    Hannah smiled again. "Oh, no ma'am, I'm not scared. I know who did it. I'm not worried about her. It just sucks that they couldn't patch them."


    "I know, I'm sorry about that. Why couldn't they?"


    "He said it had been punctured on the side and the only way they can patch it was if the hole was in the treads."


    "Really? What made the hole? Did he say?"


    Hannah shrugged. "He said something small and round like an icepick."


    "I'm so sooorry," Susan said.


    "It's okay. It probably needed new tires anyway."


    Susan just smiled sweetly at Hannah before looking up at Sam. "I guess we'll head back since she's going to Taylor's," she said.


    Sam looked at Hannah. "You sure you're good?"


    Hannah nodded and Sam shot her a half-smile.


    "Call us if something comes up and you need a ride," Susan said.


    "Thanks."


    They all waved and Sam and his mom walked out the front door. The whole place was made of windows, and Hannah watched as they got in the car and pulled into traffic. Feeling tired and out of it in general, she pulled her phone from her bag and placed a call to Taylor.


    Taylor answered the phone with a question. "Hey, how'd you do last night?"


    "I'm at the tire shop because that girl who came to the coffee shop last night stuck an ice pick into my tires."


    "You're shittin' me."


    "I wish I were."


    "I can't believe it, Hannah. What can I do?"


    "I want to come to your house."


    "I have to be at work at noon, but I don't have to be home for you to come here. I was about to leave and run an errand on my way. I can pick you up instead. Do you need a ride?"


    "My car's getting fixed right now. I have a ride."


    "You want me to just leave the house unlocked?"


    "Would you?"


    "Of course."


    "I'll leave a note for Kent and Gina so they know to leave it open if they come before you get here."


    "Thanks."


    "You okay? You doing okay with all this?"


    "I mean I guess I am, considering how bad it sucks."


    "We're gonna beat that girl's ass!"


    The comment made Hannah barely crack a smile for the first time all morning. The movement, although slight, sort of stung her cheeks and eyes.


    "Yeah right."


    "I'm serious. We're gonna catch that bitch alone and beat her skinny ass."


    Taylor sounded so convinced that for a second, Hannah thought it might be an okay idea. Then she realized how ludicrous it was and coughed out a little laugh.


    "She can't just do that to you, Hannah. You have some legal rights."


    That was the last thing she wanted to think about right then.


    "Thanks for letting me come to the house. Oh, and Taylor?"


    "Yeah?"


    "If Jason comes in the coffee shop, don't tell him I'm at your house."


    "Duh."


    "Okay, I was just reminding you."


    "I'll tell everybody else at work not to say anything either."


    "No, don't do that. Just don't tell anyone I'm at your house, and you won't have to tell them to keep it secret."


    "All right. I'm sorry about everything."


    "It's not your fault."


    "I seriously wouldn't mind fighting this girl."


    Hannah set out a little chuckle at the thought of Taylor and the mean girl in a catfight. Her laugh mechanism was a little rusty, and it came out hoarse and awkward, but it was a chuckle nonetheless. God love Taylor.


    "Thanks Tay."


    "No problem. I'll see you when I get off."


    "Okay."


    Hannah slipped her phone back into her purse.


    Jason already left her a message that morning, but she purposely avoided listening to it once she saw the name on the voicemail. He still had no idea Reagan had both threatened her and acted on it, and Hannah wasn't ready to talk to him about it.


    She knew it was pointless to dwell on how bad it all felt, but she was in an ocean of hurt, and was barely able to keep her head above water, let alone see the silver lining.


    She went straight to Taylor's house when her car was fixed, only stopping at the grocery store to get herself three TV dinners, three pints of ice cream, and two full-size bags of chips. She was relieved to find that she was the only one at Taylor's when she got there. She knew Taylor would be gone, but wasn't really in the mood to chitchat with her roommates.


    Taylor didn't have a television in her room, so Hannah got a blanket out of the closet and curled up on the couch with it. She turned it on MTV and set the volume on almost inaudible before falling onto the couch and pulling the blanket over her head.


    She stayed in that position, sleeping some and just being generally miserable, until two o'clock that afternoon when she stirred, pulling her phone out of her bag.


    She placed a quick call to her mom. It'd be foolish to think the Culbertsons wouldn't mention the tire slashing, so she had to tell her mom. She gave her enough detail to inform her, but not enough to scare her.


    Hannah also placed a call to Susan Culbertson letting her know the tires were great, and she was fine, but crashing at Taylor's for a little bit.


    "He came here looking for you," Susan said.


    Hannah almost dropped the phone as she sat straight up on the couch.


    "Who? Jason?"


    "Yeah, he said he went by the coffee shop and they told him you called in sick. It seemed like he was worried. I hated to—"


    "You didn't tell him where I was, did you?"


    "No, I didn't… because I knew you didn't want me to. But it was hard, Hannah. He's so sweet, and he was really worried about you."


    "Thank you for not telling him. I'm gonna get in touch with him soon so he doesn't worry."


    Mrs. Culbertson said for Hannah to call if she needed anything, and Hannah thanked her.


    She decided to listen to the messages from Jason. There were four of them—one from the night before, and three from earlier that day. She started with the oldest one first.


    "Hey. I'm just calling to see how work went. You said you couldn't really text, so I thought I'd leave you a message. Call me back tonight if you want. I'll be up for a while."


    Then there was one from that morning at eleven. "Morning sunshine. Call me when you get this. I know you work lunch today, but I thought we might do something tonight. Just plan on it and I'll give you the details later."


    Message number three: "Hey, you okay? I went by the coffee shop a minute ago and they said you called in for your shift. Taylor said she hadn't talked to you either. Call me when you get this."


    Then she listened to the fourth one that had just come in a few minutes ago. "Okay, I'm starting to worry a little bit. I went by your house since I was right there at Belmont, and Mrs. Culbertson said she hadn't heard from you. She was acting sort of weird, and I don't know, I guess I just thought I'd hear from you by now and I'm being paranoid. Call me when you get this please."


    Hannah hung up and rested the phone on her chest. She used her free arm to cover her face. She was going to have to confront him sooner or later. She decided she'd do it later that day. Maybe she could find a place to meet him—some kind of neutral ground. She thought about it for almost an hour, and then sent him a text even though she was over her limit.


    Hannah: "Hey, we need to talk. Can you meet me at Café Coco?"


    She heard back from him within a minute.


    Jason: "Of course, are you okay? Why are we meeting at another coffee shop?"


    Hannah: "I'll see you there at five. That work?"


    Jason: "Yeah, I'll be there. I was gonna see if you wanted to see a band with me tonight."


    Hannah: "Thanks."


    Jason wondered what the hell thanks meant and why she was being like that.


    Jason: "Why don't I just come over now? Where are you?"


    Hannah: "I can't right this second. I'll see you at five."


    Jason wanted to, but didn't text her back.


    He was pissed at how she was acting, and hoped she had a good reason for it. Hannah pulled into the parking lot at Café Coco at five on the dot. Jason was already there. He was still sitting in his car, and rather than wait for him to get out, she climbed into the passenger's seat.


    He hadn't seen her approach, but even though she surprised him, he smiled when she sat down.


    "You wanna go in?" he asked.


    "No, that's okay."


    "You just wanna sit in the car?"


    "It's as good a place as any."


    Jason took a good look at her for the first time since she sat down and realized she didn't look so good. He knew what girls looked like when they'd been crying, and Hannah had been doing just that.


    "You're not okay, are you."


    She looked at him and smiled with no joy whatsoever.


    "I've been better."


    "What's going on, Hannah?"


    She sighed. "Okay, so that girl from the country club, Reagan, came by my work last night and told me I better leave you alone or else."


    Jason huffed out a laugh, but Hannah didn't even let it phase her, she kept talking.


    "She also said a ton of stuff I wish I could forget about the six year relationship she's been in with you. Stuff about her holes and how you've been in all of them."


    Jason sucked air through his teeth, but Hannah continued. She spoke even more firmly than before.


    "She said a lot of stuff Jason. A lot of messed up stuff that I should have never heard. Stuff I wish I could forget. Then she came to my house last night and slashed my tires."


    Jason closed his eyes and put his head in his hand. He breathed a few calming breaths before he spoke, and when he did, it was a soft, deliberate whisper. "I am so sorry, Hannah. I don't even know what to say right now."


    She looked at him. "You can say she's lying and you haven't had sex over a thousand times, literally."


    Jason was silent, which made Hannah laugh.


    "Oh my God, Jason. That hurts. I can't explain how it hurts me, or why, but it does. It hurts really bad. It causes me pain to think of you with her so many times like that."


    Hannah shook her head and shielded her face at the thoughts that were going through her mind. Jason tried to put a hand on her from over the console, but she evaded his touch.


    "I know it must hurt, Hannah. I would fucking kill a guy if he came to me saying the same thing about you."


    She let a few seconds of tense silence pass. "I won't go that far, but I can't say as I've ever hated anyone as much as I hate her."


    "What can I do to make it right?"


    Hannah laughed. "There's no making it right, Jason. I'm sorry, but nothing can make this right again."


    He stared at her, confused. "What are you saying Hannah?"


    She sighed and was silent again, thinking of how she could get her point across. "When I was a little girl, my dad took me to the store to buy a lottery ticket. We had to do it behind my mom's back since she's a strict Baptist and doesn't like gambling. It wasn't something Dad did all the time, but he explained to me when I went with him to get the ticket that the jackpot was so many millions of dollars that Mom would definitely forgive him for gambling, and we'd give half of it to the church anyway."


    She stared down at her clasped hands, remembering.


    "He only bought one ticket, but he said one was all it took, and we both got really excited when we left that gas station, thinking we definitely had the winning ticket. Looking back on it, I'm sure my dad was just being silly with me, enjoying seeing me get all pumped, but I was ten, and I took it really seriously. I spent the next two days planning how we'd spend and save our fortune. I had a whole budget planned out—after we gave half to the church, of course. I was on top of the world, thinking that paper ticket we bought was as good as money in the bank. There was absolutely no doubt in my mind that the jackpot would be ours."


    Hannah paused, and Jason stayed quiet. There were the sounds of people getting into their nearby car, but it was just vague noise in the background.


    "It's stupid, I know, but I was completely devastated when we didn't win the lottery. I went to my dad the day of the drawing to get the big news, and he just sort of casually said we didn't win as if he wasn't heartbroken at all."


    She stopped talking long enough to glance at him a regretful expression.


    "I guess the point is that I let myself do that with you too. Let's face it, Jason—my parents are janitors for a living. Someone like me being with someone like you is the same as winning the lottery, and like a fool I let myself make plans in my head about how things would go with us."


    Jason couldn't take anymore. It broke his heart to see her like that. "I'm not a fucking lottery prize, Hannah. You don't know what you're talking about. And I don't want to ever hear you say someone like you again. I'm not your superior. If anything, you're too good for me."


    "Don't."


    "Don't what?"


    "Don't be sweet."


    "Hannah, I lo—"


    "Don't."


    "Shit, Hannah. Don't do this."


    "I just need some time to think about everything."


    "Are you leaving me because I have a past?"


    "She made it seem like you're more present than past."


    "Fuck that." He grabbed her by the jaw and made her look at him. "I'm crazy about you. I want to be with you."


    She pulled her face from his hands with a flick of her head. "I just need some time to think about everything."


    Jason shook his head sadly. "I'm so pissed at her right now, I don't even know what to do. I wish you would understand how I feel about you."


    Hannah wanted to say she wished he could understand how she felt about him—that her whole body physically ached to touch him. She kept that to herself, though.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 19


    


    


    Jason met with Hannah at five o'clock Friday afternoon where she, in the parking lot of Café Coco, told him she couldn't see him anymore—that she needed time to process everything.


    Jason was as drunk as ten Indians two hours later, and stayed that way all of Saturday. It was a Sunday afternoon nap that sobered him up enough to realize it'd probably be a good idea if he'd sober up completely.


    He was relatively sure at some point during his drunken binge, he'd made arrangements to have Reagan talked to. He thought he had Paco take care of giving her the message, which meant she would get it in a firm and timely fashion. Jason went back through his texts and read the exchange he had with Paco. Sure enough, he sent a text asking his friend to talk to Reagan and make sure she wouldn't ever go near him or Hannah again.


    Jason read the words of the text, remembering the conversation. Paco said he'd have it done by Monday, but he usually took care of things right away, and Jason was pretty sure he'd be hearing from him soon.


    Cam and Nick had both come by his house a few times during Jason's binge. They were mostly just there to hang out and check on Jason, but Cam took the opportunity to remind Jason a thousand times that he wanted to record the single he'd just written. He begged Jason to let him record the song, but Jason, in his inebriated state, insisted that, "Nobody was gonna ever record that song."


    "Why are you letting her get to you like this?" Cam asked. "You just met her. There's no way you can be this far gone already."


    "You don't know what the hell you're talking about."


    "You've only been with the girl, what, once?"


    "That doesn't matter," Jason said. "Once was enough. That's the whole point of all of this. It doesn't matter how many times, because I feel nothing for Reagan, or Porsche, or anyone else, and I've already given this girl a piece of me, something from way deep inside that I'll never get back."


    Cam looked at Jason like he could expect someone who was drunk to say something like that. "Don't you think it's a little soon to be saying all that?" he asked.


    "Whatever. I'm gonna remind you of that when you feel like this about a girl."


    Cam smiled and shook his head. "You're drunk dude."


    "That doesn't mean I don't know what I'm saying."


    "Why don't you say I can record that song so I can stop looking for my next single."


    "Nobody's recording that song. Ever."


    Cam knew he'd talk Jason into it eventually, but he wanted it to be sooner, and was annoyed that he was letting a girl cloud his judgment like that.


    Neither Nick nor Cam was anywhere to be found by the time Jason woke up from his drunken stupor Sunday afternoon. There were dirty dishes all over the kitchen, and empty pizza boxes lying around. Jason lived in an extremely nice house, but at the moment, it looked more like a dorm room. He was relieved when he remembered Monday was the normal day for his cleaning lady, and he'd have his house back to normal soon. She would cuss him out the whole time she was cleaning, but then he'd give her a huge tip and she'd love him again. Jason knew how to clean up after himself, but he had too much to do to get Hannah back, and the house would have to wait for Ellen.


    ****


    Just like Jason, Hannah got hammered Friday night after she left Café Coco—only she didn't stay that way for two days. She did, however, have the song Heartbreaker, track number seven on her favorite Alabama Shakes album, on repeat and constantly being pumped into her ears for two days straight.


    She sang along really loudly to the especially dramatic parts like, "Oh why, why did you have to slice me wide baby? How was I supposed to know you'd give me my first heart aching?"


    She only paused the song long enough to drag herself off of Taylor's couch Saturday so she could work that function with her at the Hall of Fame. Hannah went through the motions, but that's all it was. She smiled and made it through just fine, but she was more preoccupied than she'd ever been in her life.


    She could focus on nothing else but the heartache.


    She was actually a little surprised that she made it through all of Saturday without hearing from Jason. For whatever reason, she thought he wouldn’t have given up as easily as he did, but when all of Saturday passed and she didn't hear from him, that's exactly what she thought happened.


    She went back to her own apartment Sunday morning. Jason hadn't been by the Culbertson's or the coffee shop, and Hannah figured he'd just taken her seriously and given up completely. She knew that should make her feel relieved, but it didn't. She wanted him to fight for her in spite of everything, and it sort of stung that he apparently wasn't going to.


    Hannah had to work that Sunday afternoon, which was somewhat of a relief. Taylor and Matt were both there with her, and between the two of them, she knew they'd elicit at least a few smiles. Hannah was aching to smile. She normally did a lot of it, and her face felt sore from underuse.


    About halfway through her shift, Cam Bishop in his mega-star splendor came into the coffee shop. She'd gone to the back office to make a cash drop, and in the kitchen on her way back to the front, she heard Taylor say, "Hannah's not here and I don't know when she's working again."


    Hannah's heart dropped, wondering if Jason was the one out there asking for her. She scooted up to the doorframe so she could hear without being seen.


    "Okay, well my best friend has been drunker than Cooter Brown for three days, and he's holding a song hostage until whatever he wants to happen between them, happens."


    "That doesn't make since," Taylor said.


    "Listen, bottom line is I need to talk to the girl Hannah who draws, so if you can't put me in touch with her, I'll just go over your head."


    "I'm the manager," Taylor lied.


    "Then I'll go to the owner."


    "What do you need to tell Hannah? I'll make sure she gets the message. Was it just about that song? Because I don't think Hannah has anything to do with that."


    "Yes she does, because he won't agree to let me have it because he's all messed up over her. But it's not just that. I'd like to give her a piece of my mind for messing with my boy's emotions like that."


    "Messin' with his emotions?" Taylor asked, incredulous.


    "I was here when that stupid blonde threatened her."


    "You're blonde."


    "No I'm not."


    "Yes you are."


    "I'm not blonde like her."


    "No, but your blonde."


    "You know her?"


    "What?"


    "You agreed when I said I wasn't as blonde as her. Do you know her?"


    Hannah cringed and held her hands close to her ears in case she needed to cover them as she waited to hear where the conversation would go.


    Cam laughed. "Yeah, I know her. I guess you could say that."


    Hannah closed her eyes, waiting to have to live through hearing some sexy details.


    "You're all a bunch of harlots." Taylor said.


    Hannah's eyes got big, as she listened for what he'd say next.


    She heard the sound of him laughing. "Hey listen…" Cam hesitated, waiting for Taylor to tell him her name.


    "Taylor," she said, annoyed.


    "Listen, Taylor, can you be a good girl and get me Hannah's number?"


    "Aw, no I'm afraid I can't."


    "You know I'll find it, don't you?" he asked.


    "Not from me," Taylor said.


    "You can at least give her the message, can't you, kitty cat?"


    "Oh I know you did not just call me that."


    Again, Cam laughed that confident, carefree laugh before heading out the door. Several fans stopped him on the way out, and he stopped to shake a few hands.


    Hannah waited till she knew he'd left the place completely before she went through the doorway.


    Taylor turned to her with a stunned expression. "Cam Bishop just came in here," she said.


    "I know, I was standing right there and heard everything."


    "That was crazy, coming in here like that just asking for you."


    "No kidding. I met him the other day. He's just a normal guy, I guess, but it's weird to see someone in person after you've seen their face plastered on everything."


    "Tell me about it. I saw him on Juicy-Juice the other day. It's seriously hard to say no to someone like that," Taylor said. "I see how they could get used to getting their way, because it took every ounce of my willpower to deny him."


    "You did good."


    "Thanks."


    "He called you kitty cat."


    Taylor gasped. "I know! Did you hear that?"


    Hannah smiled thinking of the audacity.


    The rest of the shift was uneventful compared to the Cam Bishop visit. Thinking of Cam made her lonesome for her little brother and she called Nate on her break to catch up with him a little. She wanted to call Molly too, since she was in the mood for the comforts of home, but she waited till she got off work for that.


    The phone call to Molly was the highlight of her night, and even though talking to her friend had helped, she went to bed thinking pitiful thoughts about how much she hated Jason for not coming after her.


    Hannah had to work that next morning. It was Monday, which meant it was Jason's normal day to come in. If he stuck to his schedule, he'd be there at 9AM, and she was nervous and anxious at the possibility of seeing him.


    Hannah was on full alert, and completely ready to run to the back, but nine o'clock came and went with no sign of Jason. It was a busy morning, and every time the door chimed, she glanced to see if he was there.


    At 10AM, Hannah rang up a bagel and coffee for a guy who looked extremely familiar.


    "You're Hannah who drew our band's picture," he said.


    Recognition dawned once he said that. He was different because he was wearing a hat and sunglasses, but she studied the lines of his face and realized she had drawn it. It was Jason's friend Trip, the drummer for The Shifty Seven.


    "Heyyyy," she said, smiling at him.


    "We all loved how you drew us!" He smiled and rolled his eyes a little. "All except Paul who said you really over-exaggerated the size of his nose."


    Hannah laughed. "I thought I took it easy on his nose."


    Trip laughed with her. "You totally made it smaller than it really is."


    "What'd you tell him when he said he didn't like it?"


    "That you got his nose all wrong and it isn't nearly that big."


    Hannah gasped in mock horror. "Did you really?"


    "Yeah, we totally did," Trip winked at her, "but we all know the truth."


    Hannah just smiled and shook her head.


    Trip got all of a sudden serious. "Hey, how are things?"


    Hannah smiled. "Fine."


    "Really? Are you fine?"


    She narrowed her eyes from across the counter. "What are you asking?"


    "I talked to Jason," Trip said. "I just wanted to come by to tell you could do a lot worse, you know. Jason's a good guy, and I think he really likes you a lot."


    The frustration she felt had Hannah wanting to roll her eyes, but she held back. "I haven't heard from Jason in three days."


    "Well I talked to him last night."


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "It means that just because you haven't talked to him doesn't mean he's not thinking about you."


    Hannah felt a glorious wave of hope hit her at the words. No matter how much she claimed to, she didn't want things to be over between her and Jason.


    "Did Jason ask you to come here?"


    "Yes he did, and he told me I wasn't the only musician you're gonna be hearing from today."


    "What in the world does that mean?"


    "I don't know," Trip said as if he knew a secret. "I guess you'll see."


    A few people had come in and gotten in line behind him during their conversation, and they couldn't continue. It seemed like that was all he had to say anyway. Hannah didn't know what to make of any of it. She couldn't help but wonder why Jason had someone else come talk to her instead of doing it himself.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 20


    


    


    Just after noon that same day, Cam came into the coffee shop to look for Hannah again. It was the second day in a row, and his presence caused just as much of a stir as it had the day before.


    "If you make a habit of coming by," Anne said when he walked in, "we'll have to start selling tickets." She was talking about the fact that Cam had to stop and take pictures with about three different people on the patio before he even made it to the door.


    Cam smiled graciously. "I don't know about all that," he said.


    Hannah was working the register, and didn't make a move to hide or avoid him at all. She told herself it was because she was being brave, but really it was because she missed Jason. She was anxious to hear any news regarding him and hoped that's what Cam came to talk to her about. It was a far cry from the day before when she'd hid from him in the back, but she was desperate to get any word on Jason.


    There were a few people in line, and Hannah was stuck on the register. She hoped he'd stick around until she had the chance to talk to him. It was really strange watching Cam wait in line like a normal person. Even the other people in line ahead of him thought it was weird—they kept acting shifty and awkward like they thought they should let him cut or something.


    None of them let him, and he stood in line just like a normal person. (A normal person who elicited whispers, stares, points, and photographs.) When he got up to the register, he put his hands on the counter and leaned on it as if he owned the place. He looked straight at Hannah, who felt a bit like she wanted to change her mind and shrink away or duck behind the counter.


    "You're Hannah, right?"


    "Yeah," she said, "I met you the other day at Jason's work."


    She didn't really want to remind him of that, she just wanted any excuse to say Jason's name in hopes that Cam would tell her how and what he was doing.


    Cam ignored her statement. "Is there any place we could go to talk for a second?" he asked, looking around.


    "We're not busy," Anne said when she overheard, "I'll cover the register for you.


    Hannah thanked her and told Cam she'd be right back. She ran to the back office where she took a few deep breaths and checked her face in a mirror to make sure she didn't have anything embarrassing going on, then she went back up to the front to meet him.


    "Where do you want to go?" she asked as she came around the counter.


    "I was hoping you had some ideas since you know more about this place than me."


    "We could sit out on the patio, but I can't promise we'll be left alone."


    Cam shrugged. "I'm never left alone."


    "Let's just grab one of the tables in the hall," she said. "Nobody will mess with us there."


    Hannah's nerves were out of control as she led the way to the table she had in mind. She took a few more calming breaths as she walked and hoped for the best with being able to keep herself from shaking or otherwise making a fool of herself when she talked to Cam.


    She found the table for two in the mostly deserted hall, and sat in one of the seats. Cam followed suit, pulling out his chair and taking a seat. "This is the craziest table I've ever seen," he said, running his hand across the top.


    Like all of the tables at Common Grounds, it was one of a kind, and this particular one was one of Hannah's favorites. It was a set of lace underwear—bra and panties—that had been nailed to the top of the wooden table. Even the nails were part of the effect, with some of them sticking out at odd directions and bent in half. The artist used resin to shellac the lovely lingerie art piece in place. The resulting tabletop was sort of bumpy, but because the resin was so thick, it was totally sealed and wipeable just like any other tabletop.


    There were other tables in the dining room with random things imbedded in them, but she was partial to the bra and panties. "I know. I love our tables," Hannah said. "Have you ever been here before?"


    Cam nodded. "I came with Jason a time or two, but we didn't stay."


    "I'm surprised you came in at all. If I were as famous as you I would just use drive-throughs. I saw all the trouble you went through to make it in the door a minute ago.


    Cam gave her a gangsta smile. "Watch yo mouth, girl. I live for that shit."


    Hannah laughed and shook her head.


    Cam stared at her for a few really long seconds. She was tempted to speak, but didn't really know what to say and ultimately decided to hold her tongue.


    "So you work at a coffee shop, huh?" He crossed his arms and regarded her as if he was trying to figure something out.


    "Yep, I was sort of working just now when you walked up."


    "I was just trying to understand what had my boy Jason all tied up."


    Hannah was really excited to hear Jason's name but tried not to act like it.


    "Oh so you think it's impossible that he likes a girl who works at a coffee shop?"


    "No," he said with a look that told her she was being a little sensitive, "I didn't say that at all."


    Hannah thought for a second before she spoke again. "What can I help you with then?" she asked. "If you're wondering about that song, I don't care if you use it or not. He wrote it, and he wants it to be sung, I'm sure."


    "I'm not worried about the song," he said. "I already got him to agree to let me have it—for doing this, actually."


    She narrowed her eyes at him. "Doing what? Coming here to talk to me?"


    Cam smiled as he regarded Hannah. He could see what Jason saw in her. She had a certain spark that most other girls lacked.


    "What?" she asked, snapping him from his thoughts. "Did he make you come here to talk to me?"


    "Nobody makes me do anything I don't want to do. He asked me to come here, yes, but what I'm about to tell you is from me."


    Her heart started pounding the second he said what I'm about to tell you. What could he possibly have to tell her? She was dying to know.


    "Wh-what do you need to tell me?" she stuttered, trying to get the words out too fast.


    Cam took a deep breath and stared at her as he thought.


    Hannah was so anxious to know what he was going to say that every second felt like an eternity. "What's going on? Is he okay?"


    It had only been a few seconds, and Cam smiled at how anxious she was.


    "No, he's not okay," he said. He meant it in a different way than she was thinking, but he couldn’t resist messing with her.


    Worry instantly took over her expression even though Cam had been smiling the whole time.


    "I've known Jason for two years. It doesn’t seem like a long time, but let me assure you, we've had our experiences during that time."


    Hannah held her hands up. "I'm sure you have," she said, "but please spare me the details."


    "He's one of the most predictable people I know," Cam continued, "He does some crazy shit, don't get me wrong, but he's predictable with his craziness, if that makes any sense."


    Hannah nodded, encouraging him to continue.


    "All I can say is that none of us saw you coming. I think Jason's more surprised than any of us."


    "About what?"


    "About you."


    "What about me?"


    "Well, isn't it obvious? He loves you."


    Some sort of wonderful, skin-tingling emotion overcame Hannah.


    Keep a straight face, Hannah.


    "Did he tell you that?"


    "No but it's obvious." Cam regarded her again as if he was judging her level of appeal. "I just can't understand how it happened so quickly."


    Hannah didn't understand that either. She hadn't dared even think that word, but now that he brought it up she realized she felt the same way. She could only hope he was right about Jason.


    "Is that what you came by to tell me? That in you're opinion, Jason loves me, and you can't understand how?"


    "I mean, I guess. I'm not trying to be mean or anything, but you have to understand, Jason's not really like that."


    "I thought he had something for six years with that girl who stabbed my tires," she said.


    Hannah did not want to hear about Reagan, but for whatever reason, she felt like she needed to bring it up.


    Cam laughed. "He did have something with her, but it wasn't what you're thinking."


    "How do you know what I'm thinking?"


    "Because it's what every girl thinks. You think he had feelings for her. Girls always think feelings have to be involved." He paused. "I can assure you Jason did not have feelings for her. Did he have something with her for however many years? Yes. Was it feelings? No."


    His explanation actually made her feel a little bit better even though she just kept thinking the word holes over and over again when she thought of Reagan.


    "He's not gonna take no for an answer. I'll tell you that right now."


    Hannah had been spacing out, thinking about Reagan, so she had to take a minute to think about what he was saying.


    "You mean from me?"


    "What else do you think I mean? Of course from you. I'm just telling you right now, he is the most determined person I've ever met. You better get ready for a fight if you're thinking about breaking up with him."


    "I already broke up with him."


    Cam smiled and pushed back in his chair as if to say his job there was done. "Yeah, right."


    "What? I told him it was over."


    He laughed. "You are as bad off as he is. You think I can't see all your little shakiness?" He regarded her, shaking his head. "You jumped a foot out of your chair the first time I said his name."


    The more he said, the more Hannah blushed. She was mortified, but not enough to come out and deny her feelings.


    "I'm just nervous around you because you're a big country music star—you must be used to that."


    "You're a terrible liar," he said. "Jason told me you hate country music."


    "I don't hate country music."


    "It's okay," he said shrugging. "You're not the only hater out there."


    "I don't hate country music," she said. She had to sort of half yell it, because Cam was walking backward down the hall smiling and waving. He turned, and she stared at his back as he walked away.


    In her cartoon imagination, she saw a couple of goons waiting outside the door to walk him to his car, but she could see him through the windows as he walked out of the front door and hung a right presumably to hit the path that takes you to the parking lot in the back. There were no goons to speak of.


    Hannah knew she should be getting back to the register, but she took about thirty seconds to think before she walked up there.


    "I can't believe he came in here looking for you," Anne said when Hannah made her way back to the register.


    It wasn't that busy, and everyone else who was working started to congregate behind the counter to hear the story of why Cam Bishop had come in there two days in a row.


    "I guess I'm hanging out with Jason or whatever, and he wanted to talk about that."


    They'd all heard things about Hannah and Jason, but Hannah had never come right out and said it. She hoped it was still true, that there was still a chance for them.


    "So I guess there's drama if there was an intervention." Nothing had come out of nowhere and chimed in, cutting to the chase as usual. He knew there was drama because he'd been the one she'd talked to when she called in sick the other day.


    Hannah glared at him teasingly. "There's been a little drama," she admitted.


    She didn't say anymore. She just didn't feel like she wanted to. Instead of talking needlessly, she slipped on a pair of thin plastic gloves, and busied herself adjusting the muffins in the display case.


    "Are you still in loooove?" Nothing asked.


    Everyone who'd been listening waited for her answer. She rolled her eyes at him.


    "Probably," she said.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 21


    


    


    Hannah got off work at one o'clock that afternoon. She made herself an iced latte in a to-go cup, clocked out, grabbed her purse, and took off for her apartment. She wanted so badly to have a call from Jason, and purposefully had neglected checking her phone because she was so nervous about it.


    She wasn't altogether settled on the issue of Reagan and his past, but she missed him like crazy, and right then, she felt like she'd rather deal with his messed up past rather than spend another second apart from him.


    Hannah was in mid-stride walking down the sidewalk when she decided to glance at her phone. She slowed down enough to dig her phone out of her purse with her free hand. She stared down at the screen, slightly confused at the number of messages.


    There were seven missed calls and just as many new voicemails. She stopped walking completely, staring down at the phone dubiously. She was on the sidewalk in front of some random house, but there was no way she wasn't going to investigate. Four of the messages were from numbers she had in her contacts already. She saw her mom, Michael, Taylor and Molly.


    Her mom was the only one of those people who ever called her—the others would usually text if they wanted something. It was especially unlikely that they all decided to leave messages on the same day. What was even weirder was that, intermingled with the messages from her friends, were three voicemails from numbers she didn't recognize. One of them was a Nashville area code, but the other two were completely foreign.


    Before she could start over analyzing the onslaught of voicemails, she pushed the button to listen to the first one and held it to her ear. It was the Nashville number she didn't recognize. Hannah started walking again only to stop in her tracks when she heard the beginning of the message a few seconds later.


    "Hannah," a girl's voice said solemnly, "it's Reagan Dyer." Hannah's heart was in her throat. She stood motionless in the middle of the sidewalk. "I, uh, I just wanted to call and apologize for everything." Hannah could hear her take a deep breath. "I've been warned to stay away from you and Jason." Reagan paused and sniffled, and Hannah could tell she was crying. "I'm not gonna sit here and say I'm happy for you, because I'm not. I'm not happy for you, but I am sorry I was such a bitch about it. I'm not normally like that. You have to expect that when it's about someone like Jason I gu—"


    Hannah heard the beep, and knew the message had been cut off. She wasn't surprised since Reagan had been speaking slowly the whole time. She was glad Reagan hadn't called back to finish what she was saying. She'd heard enough.


    After pressing delete on that message, Hannah started walking slowly, taking a second to think about Reagan and the whole situation. She definitely felt relieved, like a fearful weight had been lifted off her shoulders, but there was an overall yuckiness that went along with hearing Reagan's name and voice.


    Holes, holes, holes.


    Hannah turned her head to the side slightly and tapped her ear, telling herself to "Get that out of your head." It was something she'd been doing since she was a kid. She had countless drawings of herself with her head tilted to the side and words falling out of her ears. It didn't really work, though. She still got nauseated at the thought of Reagan no matter how hard she tried to wish her away.


    She was left feeling bittersweet, and sadly the bitter seemed to be winning out. The next message was from her mom. She left messages all the time, and Hannah figured this one would be standard issue mom stuff.


    "Hey baby," her mom sighed. "I knew something was up when you said you had to replace your tires. I'm really sorry you've had a rough couple of days. You need to tell mama next time, baby." Hannah felt the tears start to well up as she remembered how bad the last few days hurt. She didn't even have time to wonder how her mom knew what was going on until her mom explained, "Jason drove over here really early this morning, sweetheart, I don't know if you knew that." Hannah's heart sped up at the mention of his name. "He brought us to breakfast." She paused. "He's, uh, he's a real, uh. Hannah I don't know how to put this other than, we all love him."


    "Yeah!" her brother's precious little voice said in the background.


    "Honey, I'm not saying you need to settle down or anything," her mom continued, "Believe me, I'm not saying that. But Jason's one of those rare ones, sweetie, and he seems to really like you."


    "Yeah!" Nate yelled again.


    "Anyway, just think about giving him a chance, okay? Love you baby."


    Hannah caught herself forgetting how to walk.


    Jason went to Sparta?


    She immediately pressed play on the next message. It was the one from her friend Molly. Hannah half-expected Molly to say Jason had been to see her too, and smiled at the absurdity of the thought.


    "Hey Hannah Hoo. You're boy Jason came by here just now. I'm here working at my dad's store, and in he walks asking for me by name. He is so freaking hot, Hannah. What the hell? Is that what they're all like in Nashville? Sparta sucks so bad." Molly laughed. "Seriously, Hoo, I'm really stoked for you for finding someone who likes you so much. The hotness is definitely a bonus too. I definitely don't think you should hold past transgressions against him," she said. Then she sighed, "He didn't ask me to say this, but I think he's a really great catch, and I hate to see you screw it up." She could hear the smile in Molly's voice when she said, "Bye babe, love ya."


    Hannah had been walking as she listened, and was in her own driveway when she pushed the button to listen to the fourth message. It was one of the ones with an area code she didn't recognize. Hannah heard what she thought was a piano. She stopped walking again as she strained to hear. It was indeed a piano. It was playing a tune that felt vaguely familiar, but it wasn't until she heard the lyrics that she put it all together.


    "I can't seem to shake you baby, I can't seem to forget your touch, I can't go back once I've tasted, baby. You, you, you, baby you, you, you… you're dangerous."


    Hannah's heart nearly leapt out of her chest when, halfway through the chorus, she figured out who was singing. Jason's song had been slowed down considerably compared to the version he played for her on the boat, but the lyrics were unmistakable, and so was the voice that was singing them. If it wasn't Tom Waits, it was someone who played and sounded just like him.


    Hannah sat her coffee cup and purse down in the middle of the driveway and started the message from the beginning even though it wasn't over. She put the phone to one ear and plugged the other one with her finger.


    She listened to the chorus of her new favorite song again, and when he finished, there was a few seconds of silence before he started speaking.


    "Anyway my name's Tom Waits, and if I'm learning a song and calling a total stranger to sing it, than I can assure you someone went to great fucking lengths." He laughed that raspy, low laugh. "So, uh, thanks for being a fan, and uh, go ahead and love the guy, okay?"


    She heard the sound of the beep.


    Hannah paced the driveway as she listened to it three times in a row. Holy cow. She could just picture Tom Waits reluctantly leaving a message. Maybe he wasn't reluctant, she told herself. Maybe he thought it was romantic. She thought it was freaking romantic, that's for dang sure. She promised herself she would never, ever in a million years press delete on that message. So far, Reagan's had been the only one she had deleted.


    Hannah went upstairs to her apartment before she listened to the next message. She needed a minute to let Tom freaking Waits sink in. That may have been the coolest thing that had ever or will ever happen to her. Tom freaking-A Waits, calling her phone. She couldn't wait to tell Mr. Nelson at the record shop. He was going to flip his mother humpin' lid. She threw her keys, purse, and coffee cup on the table, but never put her phone down. She held it to her chest as she paced, wondering what in the world could possibly happen next.


    The fifth message was from Taylor. After several minutes of letting the Tom Waits thing sink in, she pressed play to listen to it.


    "Hey Hannah, I wanted to let you know that Jason came by my house last night. I'm sorry I'm just getting a chance to call you. I had to work at that sunrise 10K this morning. I'm spent too, but that's beside the point. I was saying Jason came by last night. He wanted to talk about everything. I told him my account of the girl coming to work. He was seriously pissed at that." She paused. "I guess I just wanted to let you know I think you should give things between you two a shot. And, yes, he told me to tell you that." There was a smile in her voice. "I wouldn't say it unless I thought it were true, though, and I really do think you're great for each other." She paused again. "Call me la—"


    Taylor was cut off by the beep as well, but her message seemed to be over anyway.


    Hannah could not for the life of her understand why she was getting arguments from everyone besides the guy she wanted to hear from the most. Not that she minded listening to the messages—it actually made her feel special that he'd gone to all that trouble—but she was anxious to hear his voice again, and wished one of the messages had been from him.


    The next one was another one she recognized. It was Michael from work. She pressed play.


    "Hi Hannah, it's Michael. Hey, uh, I sort of owe Jason Lane a favor for getting my daughter backstage at that concert, and, uh, he called me this morning to see if he could collect on it by having me leave you a message telling you how wonderful he is." Michael laughed. "He seriously called me and said those exact words. He's hilarious. The thing is, Hannah, it's true. He's freaking awesome. If I was a girl, I'd marry him myself." He laughed again. "You know I love you, and I want to see you happy, so if he doesn't do it for you, then disregard everything I'm saying, but if you like him, then I say go for it. What Honey?" There was a brief rustling noise. "My wife says go for it too. She thinks you're both wonderful. Okay, so see you at work. Peace."


    Hannah experienced a rush of straight joy as she continued to pace her apartment. She loved these messages, and felt humbled and pumped at the same time thinking of all the fuss he went to making them happen. She smiled to herself as she wondered what he was thinking. Was he waiting for her to call once she listened to the messages? Was she supposed to wait for his call? She supposed she'd listen to the last one and then figure out a plan from there.


    The last one had just come in a few minutes before she got off work. It was the other one from an area code she didn't recognize. She almost turned on her computer and searched 256 area code before she listened to the message, but she went ahead and pressed play instead.


    "Hello Hannah," a girl's voice said. "My name's Brittany Howard, and I think I play in a band you like." She paused." I mean, I know I play in the band. What I'm saying is I think you like us. So anyway, I wanted to say thanks for listening. I'm really glad you like the music." Hannah was so excited she could barely think straight. The last, marvelous message was from Brittany Howard, lead singer of the Alabama Shakes. "And also, the other thing is that it seems there's a guy named Jason Lane who likes you very much," she said. She paused again, and Hannah listened intently with one hand over her eyes. "Now, I'm a songwriter, which automatically qualifies me as a hopeless romantic, but my vote's for second chances—all the way. Unless he's a total douche, in which case, forget everything I just said." She laughed a little. "All right Hannah, thanks again for being a Shakes fan, and you take care, okay?"


    The beep sounded and Hannah collapsed onto her bed with her phone clutched to her chest. She listened to that last message two more times thinking about all the favors Jason must have had to call in to make these messages happen.


    She was almost embarrassed that he was the one asking for a second chance. By the time she'd finished listening to all of the messages, she felt more like she should be begging for his forgiveness. She was so anxious to see him that she honestly didn’t even care about Reagan anymore.


    Reagan who, right?

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 22


    


    


    Hannah stretched out on her bed wondering how and when she'd talk to Jason again. It had only been a few days, but she felt as if she couldn't accurately picture him in her mind's eye. She was just about to give up and call him when she heard a knock on her door. She knew it was Sam by the three-knock pattern, and went to her door to open it right away. Even though she hadn't yet talked to Jason, the messages had her walking on clouds, and she opened the door with a huge smile on her face.


    Sam stood there, looking a bit confused by her mood. "Aren't you wondering where your car is?" he asked.


    Her face was priceless. She went from smiling to utterly perplexed in a split second. The mention of her car and it's whereabouts immediately made her think of Reagan.


    "It's fine," Sam said, amused by her complete shift in mood. "Did you not even notice it was gone?" he asked.


    "No." Hannah said. "What do you mean, it's gone?"


    "I mean it's not sitting in the driveway."


    "Where is it?"


    "Well that's why I came up here to get you. We thought you'd notice and come knock on the door, but you never did."


    "Is everything okay?" she asked.


    "Yeah, it's fine. It's just hilarious that you didn't even notice. We've been sitting down there waiting for you to come tell us it was gone."


    "I was distracted when I got here," she said. She thought of herself listening to the Tom Waits message in her driveway. She wasn't surprised she hadn't noticed. "Where's my car, though, Sam?"


    His eyes widened. "That's why I came up here," he said. He motioned with his hand for her to follow him before he turned for the door.


    "Where are we going?"


    "Just come on," Sam said.


    Hannah noticed the empty space in the driveway on their way to the main house, and wondered how she'd missed it. She followed Sam into the house without saying a thing. Mike and Susan Culbertson were sitting at the table waiting for her when she walked in the house. She couldn't help but feel like there was about to be some sort of confrontation.


    "She didn't even notice," Sam said, chuckling slightly.


    "You're kidding!" Susan said.


    Hannah shrugged. "I was distracted." She pulled out a chair and sat down across from the couple. "What's going on?" she asked.


    Sam sat in the chair next to her, making the whole thing feel very official. Hannah looked from person to person with a dumbfounded expression.


    Susan was the first to speak. "Just so you know, your parents are aware of everything and gave their approval."


    Hannah couldn't figure out for the life of her what was going on, and her facial expression reflected that.


    "I also think it's important to note," Susan added, "that if any of us thought this meant you owed him anything, we would not have agreed to let it happen."


    Hannah motioned with her hand for Susan to please get on with it.


    "Your car has been traded in for a newer model," Susan said.


    "A brand new model," Mike said.


    "It's a Sentra just like your old one, silver and everything," Sam said.


    Hannah felt the oddest sense of excitement and dread at the same time. Susan could see the conflict on her face, and she tried to ease her mind. "Jason wanted to replace your car since he felt like it was his fault about the tires."


    "Then he could have just paid for the tires," Hannah said, incredulous.


    "That's not how rock stars roll," Sam said.


    Susan cut him a look. "Listen, Jason talked with us and your parents before he did any of this. He said it was the least he could do with everything you had to deal with. He wanted to get you a much more expensive car, and we had to talk him into just replacing the same car you had with a new one." Susan studied Hannah's face for a second before continuing. "It was really important to us that he knew it was a gift—that there were no strings attached, and that you wouldn't owe it to him to even be in a relationship with him if that's not what you want."


    "Did you tell him I didn't want to be in a relationship with him?"


    "No," Mike chimed in, "but we told him that just because he's buying you a car doesn't mean he has any sort of claim on you."


    "What did he say?" Hannah asked.


    "He said it was a gift, free and clear, and that it was the very least he could do."


    "Is he seriously buying me a new car?" Part of her wanted to be excited about it, but she couldn't help but feel a little skeptical. Things that felt too good to be true usually were—i.e. lottery tickets.


    "He wasn't really asking our permission as much as he needed help getting the keys to the old one so he could trade it in," Mike said.


    Hannah put her face in her hands to hide the blush that spread across her face. "I can't believe he's buying me a car," she said.


    "He already did," Sam said.


    "He did?"


    Mike pulled a package off of his lap and set it in front of Hannah. It was an owner's manual and two remotes on key chains. Hannah blinked as she looked down at it. Her eyes shifted to each of them as if she was afraid to touch it. She smiled slightly. "I'm sorry, but I'm tripping right now," she said, letting out a little giggle. "Where's this car supposed to be?"


    "It's in the garage," Sam said.


    "That garage? Hannah asked, gesturing out the window.


    Susan pushed the package closer to Hannah, urging her to reach out and take it. "Go see for yourself," she said.


    Hannah only had to think about it for less than a second before she reached for one of the remotes. She left everything else on the table, and bolted for the nearest door. Not wanting to miss out, all three of the Culbertsons followed her.


    Hannah opened the garage door, and couldn't believe what she saw. She couldn't comprehend the car in front of her was the same kind of car she bought from Michael. The car in the garage was the same color as the old one, but the similarities stopped there. It was shiny, new, and utterly adorable—the cutest little car she'd ever seen. Hannah wouldn't consider herself high maintenance, but she'd take this car any day over the old one, and she caught herself feeling like maybe sometimes people did win the lottery, and why had it seemed so far fetched?


    She opened the door and sat inside, with a sensation of being a bit numb like she was in a dream. Sam took the liberty of getting in the passenger's side. He looked over at Hannah from across the console. She stared down at the remote as if a key might somehow magically pop out of it so she could start it.


    "Just push the button," Sam said.


    Hannah reached out and pushed the button he was indicating on the dash.


    He laughed a little. "Put your foot on the break first."


    Hannah did as he said, and when she pushed the button that time, the car purred to life. The dashboard had a screen built into it that Hannah assumed was a GPS. Her eyes roamed over the whole interior, taking in all the bells and whistles. It was a standard transmission like her old one, and Hannah smiled, remembering how she told Jason she preferred driving a stick.


    She was quiet for several long seconds as she looked everything over, then she turned to Susan, who was standing in the garage watching her. "I can't believe it. Is this for real?"


    Susan smiled. "Of course it's for real."


    "Can I drive it? Like right now."


    "Take it for a spin," Mike said.


    Hannah was about to put it into reverse when she remembered she might need things like a driver's license and a pair of shoes.


    She looked at Sam and pointed to the magic button. "Do I just press it again to turn it off?" she asked.


    Sam nodded and she stopped the ignition long enough to run upstairs and get her things.


    When Hannah got back to the garage, she looked at Sam who'd gotten out of the passenger's seat and was standing on the far side of the garage pulling darts out of a dartboard.


    "Aren't you coming?" she asked, thinking she was going around the block.


    "No." Sam said.


    "Why not?"


    "Because you won't be back for a while and Ellis is coming over. Mom, where are the rest of these darts?"


    "How would I know that, Sam? You're the only one who ever plays with those things."


    "I'll be right back, Sam, I'm just going around the block," Hannah said.


    "We used to have like five sets, now all that's left are these gimpy ones." Sam held up a broken dart, ignoring Hannah.


    "Well, I can assure you your father and I haven't touched your dar—"


    "Sam. I'm just going around the block, you coming?"


    He gave his mom a conspiratorial smile. "I think you're headed out alone."


    Hannah shot him a friendly warning glare, which he answered with a question.


    "Why don't you press home on the GPS?"


    Hannah sat in the drivers seat and turned the car on with no hesitation whatsoever. The chain of events so far that day made her anxious to find out what could possibly be next. She pushed several random prompts on the GPS until she found the one that said home. A voice came over the car speakers rattling off the house number and street name for a place 15.6 miles from where she was in the lovely suburb of Brentwood, TN.


    Hannah glanced at Susan who was still standing nearby. "Where's this?"


    "Where do you think?"


    Hannah could feel the blood rushing to her face. She swallowed hard, trying to clear her throat. "Jason's?" she asked, looking doubtful.


    "Well yeah."


    Hannah was suddenly so nervous she couldn't think straight. "Am I supposed to just go there?" she asked.


    Susan shrugged and gave her a sweet smile. "If you want to. It's completely up to you."


    Of course she wanted to. She'd never wanted anything as much.


    She looked down at herself wondering if she should get dressed up (or at least cleaned up) before she went to the place where she knew Jason would be. "Is he expecting me?" she asked, glancing at Susan. "I mean, does he think I'll be there at a certain time?"


    "He knows you were supposed to get off at one, but none of us were sure how things would go and whether or not you'd even want to go over there."


    "I think I'm just gonna go over there like this," Hannah said, looking down at the outfit she'd had on during her shift at work. She'd worked the register, which was pretty much the only position that didn't leave her feeling gross afterward.


    "That's up to you sweetheart." Susan said.


    "Just remember you don't owe him anything for that car," Mike said.


    Hannah looked at Mr. Culbertson in the eye in an attempt to ease his mind. "I honestly don't feel like I owe him anything. I know he has Nissan Sentra money to throw around, so comparatively, it's not as grand a gesture as I might think."


    She was just saying that for his benefit. She thought the gesture was extremely grand.


    "Is it okay to just take off in it? Shouldn't I call and get insurance on it before I drive it that far?"


    "I think Jason's got you set up on something," Susan said. "You can ask him when you see him, but I wouldn't worry about doing anything till then."


    Hannah left immediately. She listened to the directions the GPS gave, making her way into Brentwood with relatively no traffic. She was too nervous to figure out the stereo until she was more than halfway to his house. Even then, she just pushed enough buttons to find a station that came in clear. It happened to be a country station, and she laughed to herself before turning it off. She probably would have listened out of curiosity if it would have been one of Cam's songs, but it was a female singer, and she nipped it in the bud almost instantly.


    When Hannah stopped at a red light that was 1.3 miles from her destination, she grabbed her purse from the passenger's seat and pulled her phone from it. She certainly wasn't expecting any more phone calls, but she was nervous and checking her phone gave her something to do besides bite her fingernails. Her heart dropped when she saw Jason's name. She had missed a call from him four minutes before, but he hadn't left a message. She debated calling him back, but knew she'd be at his house within the next few minutes anyway.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 23


    


    


    Hannah pulled onto the street indicated by the GPS, and was unable to come to terms with the magnitude of every house she saw. There were a few big houses in Sparta, but definitely no neighborhoods like the one she found herself in.


    Not a single home looked to be under three stories high—all made of brick with rows and rows of massive windows. The streets turned and sloped in gentle, rolling hills. The homes all had nice size yards that were beautifully landscaped, and the house at the end of the driveway she pulled into was nothing less than breathtaking.


    It was a freaking mansion.


    Hannah felt humbled and a little fearful once she put the car in park. She stared down at her phone contemplating calling Jason instead of walking up to the door of that intimidating structure.


    Could this really be Jason's house? Hannah didn't even know anyone's parents or grandparents who owned a home like that, much less a man as young as Jason. She finally decided to go ahead and call him back to ask what door she should approach.


    Nervously, she scrolled through her contacts and pushed the button to call him. Hannah was listening to the first ring when he knocked on the glass near her head, causing her to scream and drop her phone. She retrieved it from the console and ended the call before she opened the door.


    Jason had taken a step back so she could open the door and get out. Hannah left the door open when she stood up. She looked over at him, smiling timidly. Jason's expression was unreadable. He looked like he wanted to say something, but changed his mind, giving her the chance to speak first.


    She shrugged and shook her head shamefully. "I don't even know where to begin."


    "Wanna come inside?" he asked.


    Hannah was relieved to be off the hook at least for the few seconds it would take them to walk into the house. She nodded and reached into the car to get her purse and phone.


    "I can't even comprehend that this is my car," she said as she closed the door and pushed the button to lock it. "That's one of the things we need to talk about, obviously."


    "There's nothing to talk about," he said, putting an arm around her shoulder to steer her down the path that went to the front door. "It's a gift, and actually, it wasn't the one I wanted to get. That's okay, though, we'll deal with that later on down the road."


    Hannah didn't even acknowledge the reference to an even nicer car. It was too much to take in as it was. "Well, thank you, Jason. I really don't know what to say to a gift like that. I feel like no level of graciousness would be enough on my part."


    He came to a stop on the sidewalk about two feet from the front door. "You don't owe me anything for that, Hannah. I'm not saying this to seem like an asshole, but I just want you to have some perspective. The amount of money that it takes to buy a car like that is no consequence to me. I wanted to get you a nice, big SUV to keep you safe on the road, but your parents, both sets of them, wouldn't hear of it. They said you wouldn't want me to do that. The Nissan was all I could talk them into, but I figured we'd just trade it in on something else soon anyway."


    Hannah shook her head in disbelief. "Jason, what are you talking about? It's already too much. You can't be talking about doing more for me than you already have. You're gonna scare me."


    "Why would that scare you?"


    Hannah was quiet for a few long seconds, trying to figure out for herself the answer to that question. "Because it's already too good to be true. If you do anymore we're definitely going to jinx it."


    Jason tugged her arm, dragging her across the threshold and into the beautiful, wood-accented entryway. Hannah wasn't able to focus on her surroundings, though. She only had eyes for the gorgeous man who had her by the arm. He pulled her into his embrace as soon as they made it in the house. He had on a white, linen button up that smelled good, and Hannah let her shoulder's slump into his chest. Blood coursed through her veins differently when she was in his arms. It was a sensation of being really alive, and she pictured it in cartoon form as if she'd drank some kind of mystery love juice and these were the affects.


    He held her at arm's length taking in her face, which made her look to the side shyly.


    "Look at me Hannah."


    Her eyes met his, and the pain of the last few days was evident in each of their expressions.


    "I've been missing you," he said.


    She smiled. "You have?"


    He grabbed her by the face and stared down at her with an earnest expression.


    She was blown away once again by his gorgeousness. His light green eyes in the natural lighting of his entryway were extremely distracting. Judging from his expression, she was in a little bit of trouble, but she didn't quite care because she couldn't get over his face being so freaking gorgeous.


    "Hannah, are you here right now because you want to be with me?"


    She nodded.


    "Okay, then we have to get one thing straight." He paused, but never let go of her face. "I want you to be mine, Hannah, and when you're mine that's something I don't take lightly."


    "What are you saying?"


    "I'm saying you can't just go leaving me for every little thing that seems like a threat."


    She started to look down guiltily and he made her look back at him with a tiny snap of his wrist.


    "Listen to me. I've done some fucked up shit in my life, and you could find out about any part of it on any given day. I'm not always gonna be able to control what people tell you about me, so I need you to promise not to react like that again. You're gonna just have to forgive me for things I've done. You can't fuckin' leave me every time you hear something."


    He let his hand drop once it was evident that Hannah wasn't going to look away.


    "What are you saying, Jason? That you don't want either of us to see anyone else?"


    The question took him by surprise, and he let out a little laugh. "I though that was a given, Hannah. I thought we'd already established that."


    "You said, 'I don't want you with anyone else', you didn't say anything about yourself."


    "Do you really think I'd ask that you don't see anyone else when I wasn't planning on giving you the same respect?"


    She shrugged. "I didn't know. I mean, I know you see a lot of girls, and—"


    "Can we not talk about that? I have a past. That's exactly what it is—a past. If you can get over it and love me in spite of it, then let's do this."


    "So that's it? Just like that Jason Lane's a one woman man?"


    He shrugged. "Is that so hard to believe?"


    "Easier to believe than your selection."


    He shook his head at her. "I'm sorry, but I'm not gonna be able to let you talk like that."


    "What?" she asked, shrugging like a gangsta. "You want me to come out and say what a rock star I am? Isn't it usually better to act unassuming?"


    He smiled and pulled her into his arms again. "So, are you mine, or what?" he asked.


    "I guess I am," she answered. "Isn't that part of the deal with the car?"


    "You know it's not," he said.


    "I just can't figure out why you need to ask that question. I don't see a point in making it official like that. Can't we just like each other?"


    "No."


    "No?"


    "No. I don't want that with you. Knowing you like me isn't enough. I want to know you belong to me."


    "I just don't know what you mean by that," she said.


    It was true, she didn't. She left out the fact that she didn't really care what it meant and the whole proposition sounded glorious.


    "What are you not understanding? That I want you to say you're mine?"


    "Yeah, what's that mean?" She paused. "Because, you know, I'm happy with my living and working situation as it is."


    "I knew you were gonna say that, so I prepared myself for being okay with you not moving in right away even though it's not my ideal."


    Hannah couldn't believe how serious he seemed about everything.


    "Are you seriously thinking that far ahead," she asked.


    He pulled back and narrowed his eyes at her. "Of course I am. Do you think I'm playing games here, or that I'm not serious? Because I'm very serious."


    Hannah wanted so badly to run full-force into a serious, committed relationship with Jason. He was everything she'd ever dreamed of in a guy, and she knew finding someone like him was a once in a lifetime thing. She wasn't sure why she couldn't throw caution to the wind and agree to move in with him and be his in whatever capacity he was talking about. She just couldn't make herself believe it was that easy. "I definitely don't want to see anyone else," she said.


    He smiled.


    "I'm not sure when I'll be ready for something of this grandeur," she said gesturing around them at the entryway of the mansion.


    "I'm not trying to overwhelm you, but I need you to know that I have a somewhat uncontrollable urge to protect you. I'm okay with not rushing right into things, but you have to know that I'll be expecting you to move in with me in the near future."


    She tried to hold back a smile. "You've already thought about this?"


    "Shit, Hannah, I wanted to have your stuff moved in before you got off work today."


    She giggled. "Did you ask the Culbertsons about it?"


    "They barely even let me get you the little Nissan," he said. "I thought it might be a bit much asking them to help me load up your things."


    Hannah continued to giggle, imagining the Culbertson's reaction. The beauty of it was that Hannah didn't need theirs or anyone else's permission to move in with Jason. Sure, it might be a terrible decision, but at least it was hers to make, and she liked knowing that.


    Part of Hannah wished he had moved her things in. Part of her didn't want to leave his house or his side ever again. Even though it still seemed unreal, she felt a genuine sense of happiness thinking about Jason wanting her to live in that beautiful house with him. In the midst of her general feeling of elation, there was one little worry that kept popping up in the back of Hannah's mind, and she voiced it.


    "Jason, I'm scared you'll get bored of me because I have so much less experience than you."


    "Are you kidding? I love that you don't have as much experience as me."


    "You do?"


    "Obviously, my past isn't a selling point for you, so why would you think I'd want you to have a ton of experience?"


    "I don't know. I guess I just thought it'd get boring or something after whatever you're used to."


    He searched her eyes. "Hannah, don't you know how different you are? You're unlike any girl I've ever met."


    Instead of answering him, she reached out and put her lips on his in a quick, gentle kiss.


    He caught her up behind the waist and pulled her tight against him, kissing her again. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew being with a guy like Jason was a gamble at best, but at that moment, she didn't care.


    "Jason?"


    He put his mouth to her ear, nipping at it with his lips. "What?" he whispered. His hot breath on her ear made her knees want to buckle.


    "I want to be yours."


    "I know," he said.


    He squeezed her tighter and breathed in the smell of her hair. It was a mixture of fruit scented shampoo and coffee, and it drove him crazy.


    "I guess I didn't take much convincing," she said.


    "I mean, I think it's pretty obvious that we belong together," he said. "I was just acting like you had a choice in the matter when what I really shoulda said was, 'You're mine, Hannah Garrison, and I don't really care how you feel about it'."


    She laughed. "I might have been okay with that."


    He took her head in his hands and stared into the depths of her dark brown eyes. "I love you."


    She smiled. "I know."


    Of course, she was teasing him for saying 'I know' a few seconds earlier when she told him she wanted to be his.


    Jason didn't acknowledge her little joke even though he loved how feisty she was. It made him want to tame her—like she was a wild horse or something. He returned the smile as he searched her face. "I don’t know if I'll ever be able to figure out why you affect me the way you do," he said.


    "Please don't try," she said. "Cause then it might go away."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 24


    


    


    Jason used the next thirty minutes to show Hannah around his beautiful home. He said several things during the grand tour that led her to believe he thought she'd be living there soon. Hannah never responded to those statements. Although fantasizing about being the lady of the house was tempting, she didn't dare. This day crossed the line of reasonable expectations quite a while back, and Hannah's brain couldn’t take any more.


    "Do you want to?"


    Hannah had been daydreaming, and hadn't heard the original question.


    "Do I want to what?" she asked.


    Jason laughed. "Go swimming."


    She'd seen the pool, and yes, obviously she wanted to swim in it. "Yeah, sure—but I don't have a bathing suit or anything."


    "I have a few upstairs."


    She smiled and shook her head. "Of course you do."


    He shrugged. "If it makes you feel any better, I have no idea who they even belonged to. Nick and Cam have had girls over here too, and I have no idea who those things belonged to." He paused. "I just put them all in a drawer upstairs since I hated to toss them. They're probably expensive, but you can throw them in the trash if it bothers you or anything. I seriously don't care."


    Believe it or not, the fact that Jason didn't remember what specific girls they belonged to actually made her feel better. Hannah didn't see any reason to throw away swimsuits—especially if there was something in there she liked.


    "I guess it's time for me to go shopping," she said.


    "That's probably a good idea. You wanna go to the mall? Actually, I know someone who owns a little shop that's closer than the mall."


    Hannah started laughing. "I meant I was gonna go pick from the ones upstairs. You know, free shopping."


    Jason grabbed her and pulled her into a hug. He tickled her, and because she was really ticklish, she wiggled, squirmed, and yelled. Once he finally released her, they went upstairs to seek out the swimsuit drawer.


    "Oh my God, Jason, how many girls have been to your house, and why did they all leave their swimsuits here?"


    He gave her an innocent shrug.


    "There must be twenty bathing suits here."


    He breathed a laugh. "There are not. Ten at the most."


    "There are way more than ten."


    Hannah held up a scrap of black fabric that reminded her of one of those resistance bands her dad used for his physical therapy one time. "Does this go to something? Or is it it's own thing?"


    Jason shrugged as if he'd never laid eyes on the thing in his life, which was obviously the best thing he could have done in that situation.


    After matching up sets and setting them out on display on one of the guest beds, Hannah picked up the tiny black scrap again. "I don't think this goes to anything," she said. "I think it's independent."


    He smiled and lifted his eyebrows. "I think you want to wear that one," he said.


    "I do not."


    "Why do you keep talking about it, then?"


    "Because it's amazing that this covers anything."


    He gave her a presumptuous smile. "Why do things have to be covered—necessarily?"


    She held up the resistance band on one finger. "I don't even know if I could figure out how to… apply this thing."


    "I'm sure you could if you tried."


    She looked at him with wide eyes, wondering if he seriously wanted her to try it on. He gave her a little nod telling her to run along and make it happen, and to her own horror, she did. She scurried off to the adjoining guest bath.


    "I'll meet you downstairs," he said as she closed the door.


    Jason was sitting on the side of the pool with his legs dangling when Hannah made her way outside. He had on a pair of white swim trunks with stripes going up the side in different shades of blue.


    His body was like something straight out of a magazine, and she had to remind herself to watch where she was going so she didn't trip over something.


    "That one looks good," he said.


    Hannah had on a blue swimsuit that covered a lot more ground than the black one.


    Jason didn't know she had the black one on underneath.


    "I thought you'd get all bent out of shape that I didn't wear the black one."


    "There are some things I'll get bent out of shape over," he said, "but seeing you in that, isn't one of them." He gestured to the swimsuit she had on.


    "Well, that's good," she said. "That gives us this one for now…" Hannah pulled back the edge of the blue bathing suit revealing the black one underneath. "…and this one for later."


    Jason massaged his eyebrows dramatically as if it were too much temptation for one man to handle.


    Hannah laughed. She was standing at the opposite end of the pool, and without warning, she approached the edge, dove in, and swam the entire length of the pool underwater. She took a big breath when she surfaced a few feet shy of where Jason's legs were dangling in the shallow end.


    "That was longer than it looked," she said, smiling and blinking the water out of her eyes. She doggy paddled the rest of the way to him even though it was shallow enough to stand. When she reached him, she grabbed on to his legs and rested her knees on the bottom of the pool. The water was deep enough to cover her chest.


    "Where'd you learn to swim like that?"


    Hannah laughed and wiped at her mascara. She assumed her makeup situation wasn't that bad because she didn't wear much of it in the first place.


    "Molly's next door neighbor had an in-ground swimming pool, and they worked long hours, so we could use it anytime. We pretty much lived in it every summer for the last ten years."


    "I think it's hot that you swim so well."


    Hannah cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. "Are you trying to get me out of the blue one already?"


    "Of course I am," he said. "If it were up to me you wouldn't have one on at all."


    "Really? Well, why didn't you just say so? We wouldn't have had to waste all that time picking one out."


    She was just messing around, but Jason looked at her like he was taking her seriously. He reached out for her hand, and when she gave it to him, he lifted it, forcing her to stand. "If you're gonna take it off, don’t just do it underwater," he said. "I should at least get the pleasure of watching."


    She lifted her eyebrows at him. She was standing and the water came up to just above her waist. She moved close enough to him where he had his legs on either side of her. "What? You want to watch me take this off?" she asked innocently.


    "Yep."


    "This old thing?"


    She pulled off the top of the blue one leaving the black one in place. She started to step out of the suit while she was standing in the shallow end, but he stopped her with a disapproving sound.


    "I thought you said you were gonna let me watch," he said. "I can't see anything under there."


    "Am I supposed to get completely out of the water?" she asked.


    He shrugged as if to say it'd probably be a good idea.


    She loved that he knew what he wanted and wasn't afraid to ask for it. So what if she was totally unschooled in the art of striptease? Improvisation is everything, right? She waded to the stairs a few feet over and stood on the second one. The water came up to her knees, and she decided that's where she'd stay to finish the job of undressing.


    Now that she was standing there in the open, she felt so exposed. She wondered why in the world she'd volunteered to shed her clothes in the first place. She stood there, leaning against the rail, looking at him as if she were gauging her feelings about continuing.


    "You trying to get shy on me?"


    She shrugged.


    "Aw, come on, I've seen you before."


    "Yeah, but I feel like I'm right out on display out here." She looked around.


    "Nobody's coming over here," he said, "and the neighbors definitely can't see, if that's what you're worried about."


    Hannah reminded herself to act confident even if she wasn't feeling it. She stepped out of the blue suit completely, and threw it onto the concrete. When she turned around to throw it, she leaned over the rail. She tried to make it look like she was just doing it to make a better toss, but she was totally doing it on purpose. Jason was smiling at her when she turned around. His expression turned serious, and he studied her intently. "I'm still having trouble seeing some things, though," he said pointing at the black swimsuit.


    She shrugged, acting even more innocent than she was. "Should I just go ahead and get rid of this, then?" With her pointer finger, she knocked the string off of her shoulder, letting it fall.


    She enjoyed watching Jason's face as she did it with the other side too, and stood there completely exposed from the waist up. He was staring at her like he wanted to eat her alive—an expression which looked really good on him.


    It took her the better part of the next minute to finish the job. She very slowly pushed the black suit off of her legs and threw it to the side of the pool next to the blue one.


    She had leaned over the rail again when she turned to throw it, and the sight left Jason no option but to swim over to her. He could have just walked over to her on dry land, but he chose to swim. He hopped into the pool before going under and swimming the distance between him and the stairs. By the time he made it over there, she'd walked down the two stairs. She was standing in the waist deep water next to him when he came up. He put an arm around her back and pulled her next to him with his strong arm. Water was dripping off of his face and hair, and the beautiful, muscular curves of his body. She felt limp in his grasp as her body molded to his.


    He pushed her out a little, running his fingertips down her cheek, neck, chest, slowly across her nipple then continuing down her stomach. She felt so utterly exposed that she shivered at his touch.


    He bent and put the end of her perfect little rosebud nipple in his mouth, and Hannah closed her eyes, looked up, and let out an almost inaudible moan. To her surprise, Jason suddenly let go, ducked underwater, and swam away.


    Hannah sat on the third step while she was waiting to see what he'd do. The water came up to her chest there, and she was happy to be covered. Jason turned to face her when he got to the other end, and without saying a word he caught a lungful of air and went under again. Hannah watched as he swam the length of the pool under water before he surfaced right in front of her, reaching out to take her by the hips as he came up. Their eyes met, and he leaned in the last few inches to kiss her. The water was still running off of his face.


    In spite of the fact that Hannah was completely naked, Jason took things really slow. He swam with her around the pool, going under and swimming away with no warning, then making his way back for another kiss. Sometimes he'd touch her a little bit, and other times he wouldn't.


    He did that for what must have been the better part of an hour before pulling her up the stairs. Once they were out of the pool, he scooped her off her feet and carried her toward an outdoor couch that was nearby in a seating area. Hannah let out a yelp when he lifted her into his arms.


    "Are you okay out here?" he asked. "Or would you be more comfortable inside?"


    Hannah looked up at him, studying the line of his jaw and wondering how she ended up there. He glanced down at her, waiting for her answer.


    "Well, I'd be more comfortable inside, but it might be fun to be a little uncomfortable if you know what I mean."


    "Oh, I know what you mean," he said, "and I must say, Miss Garrison, I like your sense of adventure."


    Instead of setting her down, he just sat down on the couch with her on his lap. She used her finger to trace the lines of his defined chest and stomach.


    "I don't think it's really fair that I've been naked this whole time, and you're still wearing your swim trunks."


    Hannah moved to sit next to him instead of on his lap, and she untied the laces on his fly. He just sat back and watched her work.


    She looked up at him. "I'll need your assistance if I'm gonna get these off," she said.


    He lifted his hips, helping her to slip the shorts down to his ankles before kicking them off. She sat there looking at his beautiful body. He was mostly erect, and she stared at his package for several seconds before letting her eyes continue to roam over his body. She let her gaze meet his.


    "Jason, I know it's really soon and everything, and I feel a little like a poser even saying this, but you said it earlier and I don't want to just leave you hanging. I just want you to know that I feel the same way about you."


    He gave her a clueless glance as if he wasn't exactly sure what she was saying. He was just trying to make her say it, and she knew it, but she didn't care—she wanted to say it.


    "I think I love you."


    He smiled. "You think?"


    "I mean, I think I know I do, it's just like I said—everything's happening so fast."


    He smiled that confident smile that made her know he didn't need to hear it any certain way.


    "I think I love you too," he said.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 25


    


    


    Hannah was on a beautiful, red outdoor couch without a stitch of clothing on, and no matter how sweet Jason was or how bad she wanted him, she felt an underlying sense of self-consciousness at the sheer fact that she was outside and naked at the same time.


    She wrapped her arms around her knees and looked up at Jason who was sitting next to her, seeming to have no reservations whatsoever. Jason hugged her to him, and put a kiss on her head. He breathed in through his nose as he kissed her. "No more coffee," he said.


    Hannah's eyes snapped up to meet his. "Did I smell like coffee when I came over here?" she asked, obviously horrified.


    "Yeah, but I liked it."


    She put her face in her hands. "That's so gross. I'm sorry. I knew I should have showered."


    "Don't be ridiculous. I smell it on you all the time. It smells good."


    "Are you serious?" She grabbed a piece of her wet hair and stretched it to her nose. She didn't smell anything, but that was probably because she'd been in the pool for the last hour.


    "Stop," he said, pulling her hand down. "I wasn't saying it because I don't like it. It's quite the opposite." They were both quiet for a second before he spoke again. "I do have to say that when I smelled it on you earlier I had a negative reaction to it, but not in the way you're thinking."


    "What in the heck does that mean?"


    "It means that, while I enjoyed the smell itself, I didn't enjoy everything I imagined when I thought about you at work. This might sound crazy, Hannah, but I thought of all the guys in and out of that coffee shop all day, and for a second, I wanted ask you to quit that place."


    Hannah laughed as if he must be joking.


    He gave her a courtesy laugh, but he was totally serious. "I'm not messing around," he said. "You're beautiful and cool as hell, and I'd be a fool to think you're not gonna get hit on all the time at that place."


    Hannah laughed even though she loved how possessive he was acting.


    "You think I'm joking. It seems weird to my own ears hearing the shit that's coming out of my mouth. I've never felt like this before, Hannah, and I'm just saying it as plain as I can. I know it's early, and I'm trying not to rush things for either of us, but I want you with me all the freakin' time. I want to know where you are—protect you. I definitely want to know where you're laying your fucking head at night, and I know how possessive or whatever that sounds, but there it is. That's just how I feel."


    Hannah wanted nothing more than to be loved and protected by him, and rather than laugh again (even though she felt like she wanted to because of all the nerves) she smiled at him sweetly.


    "I think it's sweet that you're jealous."


    He huffed a laugh. "Jealous doesn't even begin to describe it, Hannah." He pried her hands off of her knees forcing her body to unfold. She felt the warmth of his hand run down her ribs, over her hip, and onto her thigh.


    "I think I might like how protective you are," she said.


    "Well, that works out for both of us, then." He leaned in and put a kiss on her forehead, followed by one on her cheek, then her neck, and lower to her breast again. He nipped at it ever so gently with his teeth, and she felt the oddest sensation—almost like it was even more arousing because she was right out in the open courtyard in broad daylight. Hannah shivered, and he looked up at her, gauging her face. She smiled at him.


    "I have an appointment with an OB-GYN next week, but even then, it's gonna take about a month for any sort of birth control to kick in."


    Jason was glad she'd brought it up. He had been about to do the same thing. "I'm not trying to pressure you into doing anything you don't want to do, so I can wear protection if you'd rather, but if you trust me, I can make sure I get out in time."


    Hannah wasn’t exactly sure how things worked with guys, but she assumed he was talking about pulling out before he came to completion, and he seemed pretty confident that he could make it happen. She was totally fine with the idea of trusting him in that regard, but the thought crossed her mind to worry about more than him making it out in time—maybe she should worry about other things like STD's.


    Jason must have sensed her hesitation. "I promise I've never been with anyone without protection." He paused and took a breath. "I'm not gonna say that's foolproof, but I can tell you I've always been careful, and I had a physical pretty recently."


    "Do you want to do it without protection?" she asked.


    He lifted one shoulder slightly. "It would be better for me that way, that's for sure, but if you're not comfortable with it…"


    Hannah's expression said she was thinking hard about it. She was conflicted because she felt like she should make a responsible choice, but the fact that she was the first girl he'd ever had unprotected sex with seemed like a compliment. (Plus, she wanted to see how it felt without it.)


    "I mean, I feel like I should probably be more concerned or cautious or whatever, but I'm okay with skipping it if you want to."


    He gave her a wry smile. "Skipping it is exactly what I wanted to do," he said. "And don't worry—if I thought I was putting you in any danger, I wouldn't do it." He moved to change positions, poised as if he was going to pull her onto his lap, but paused and looked at her with those heart-stopping green eyes. "We'll eventually experiment or whatever, but right now we'll take it easy. It's important to me that you're comfortable."


    Hannah shrugged telling him she was a big girl and could handle whatever experimenting he had in mind.


    "Seriously, if I ever put you in a position you're not comfortable with, or do anything that makes you uneasy when we're making love, you have to tell me."


    She slapped at his beautiful naked chest, and her hand just sort of lingered there. "You've already told me that like a hundred times."


    "I'm just scared I'm gonna hurt you, so I need to know you'd tell me if I do."


    "I would totally tell you, but you're not gonna hurt me or shock me or whatever you're thinking."


    Jason thought of some of his past experiences, and thought he could pull out a few things that would most assuredly shock her, but obviously he didn't make any mention of them.


    "Hannah, I'm sorry if it seems like I'm moving things right along with this," he said, "but I've been staring at your beautiful naked body for the past hour, and I'm quite ready to be buried inside it."


    Her heart started racing with anxious anticipation and a burning ache revved to life in the pit of her stomach. She stared at him with a look of challenge she knew he'd respond to.


    Jason made a move instantly upon seeing that smirk. He pulled an arm out from under Hannah forcing her to fall onto her back before he climbed on top of her. He ground his hips into her, letting her feel his hardness on her upper thigh.


    "See what I'm dealing with, here?" he asked.


    She giggled and looked down between them. He didn’t let up on the pressure, so all she saw was the place where they met at the waist.


    "Oh it's down there all right," he said.


    She looked up at him and smiled. "When do I get to have it?"


    He put his mouth to hers, and kissed her hard, loving the taste of the sun and salt water on her skin.


    Jason didn't even feel around down there to see if she was ready. He wanted to be inside her so badly that his erection was almost painful. Another second of foreplay wasn't even an option.


    He worked his tip into her opening, and used weight to push himself inside her the first inch or two.


    She gasped at the shock of intrusion, but Jason couldn't make himself wait. He thrust a little deeper and she let out another gasp, this time closing her eyes.


    "You okay?" he whispered.


    "Yes," she whispered back.


    "You okay with a little more?" he asked—only she didn't have much of a choice, because when he said the word more, he thrust into her another inch or two.


    She was so tight that Jason was nearly insane with the desire to finish the job.


    Instead he held still.


    Hannah opened her eyes, wrapped her arms around his waist, and pulled him into her, lifting her hips into his. She'd forced it in the rest of the way as he held still, enjoying the feel of being inside her warm body.


    Jason braced himself with one arm and with the other hand he rubbed his eyebrows as if he were trying to clear his mind. It was an odd time for an expression like that so Hannah asked, "What? What's the matter?"


    "I'm sorry." He swallowed and gave her a look that was truly regretful, which had her scared for a second.


    Jason took a calming breath trying not to focus of how hot and tight she was.


    "What Jason?"


    He smiled and started to move a little being extremely gentle. "Nothing," he said, reassuringly. "I'm sorry, I just needed to tighten the reigns a little bit."


    "Why?"


    "Because I wanted to take you harder than I probably should."


    She smiled up at him. "Try it. I think it might feel good."


    He considered for a second. "If I hurt you—"


    "I promise I'll tell you," she answered before he could even get the words out.


    Jason let his weight down on her forcing himself into her as far as he could possibly go.


    "Oh, shit," she whispered.


    "Say the words, stop Jason, if you want me to stop, otherwise I'm going to continue."


    As he spoke, he pulled out and pushed in with such firmness that she literally lost her breath. She gasped as all of the muscles in her core clinched at the utter intrusion.


    Again, he thrust out and back in with relentless pressure. "Because if you don't ask me to stop, I'm gonna do it again, and again."


    By the time he'd thrust into her five or six times, the sensation that had been verging on pain, morphed into a hot burn that had Hannah feeling like she was teetering on the edge of a cliff.


    "Oh, Jason. That's making me feel like I want to…"


    She didn't finish the sentence, but Jason got the point. He used his substantial weight to bare down at the place where their hips met, then he kissed her hard, thrusting his tongue into her mouth in much the same motion as what was going on below.


    A few seconds of this glorious penetration, and Hannah was suddenly melting into oblivion. She left the earth for at least a minute, lost in the alternate universe that was bliss itself.


    During the time she was floating in space, she didn't even know it was daylight or they were outside. She opened her eyes to the sound of the fountain by the pool and the bright light of the afternoon sun. Jason was still snug inside her as she peered up at him with a satisfied grin.


    As much as Jason wanted to go ahead and finish what he started, he couldn’t pass the opportunity to see his beautiful girl in a few more positions. He moved her around the couch putting her into a few creative situations before he finally found his release. He was out of her for several seconds before he finished on her the curves of her belly.


    After a few seconds, Jason reached over and got a towel that was lying on the back of the couch. He handed it to her, and she used it to wipe herself dry.


    "Thanks," she said.


    "It's the least I could do."


    She smiled.


    "You okay with that?" He gestured to her midsection. "With me letting it fly like that?"


    She smirked at him. "I liked it," she said. "Does that make me weird?"


    He leaned over and kissed her forehead. She was the perfect mix of innocent and willing to experiment, and he looked forward to spending the next forever figuring out all the things that made her tick.


    "Dude! I didn't get my invitation!" The voice came out of nowhere, making Hannah scream and Jason glare into the sunlight trying to figure out who was talking. "What's going on out here?" the voice said.


    Nick.


    It was Nick's voice.


    "Stay over there, Nick," Jason said.


    Nick's view was mostly obstructed. He knew Jason was on the couch with somebody, but he couldn’t see exactly what was going on.


    Jason grabbed Hannah, covering her protectively with his arms. "Just use that towel," Jason whispered.


    Hannah reached down and got the towel, wiggling into it while trying not to be seen. Nick slowed down a little bit, but continued heading toward the couple no matter if they wanted him to or not.


    "You the one who's got Jason acting all crazy?" Nick asked as he approached. "I saw those things you drew. That's pretty cool."


    Hannah was worried about concealing the evidence on the towel, so she hadn't really heard anything he was saying. She couldn't help but notice that Jason just casually had a hand over his package, not really caring if he did a good job hiding himself.


    "Huh?" she asked, looking at Nick nervously.


    "Whatever you did a few days ago," Nick said. "You left him acting like a lunatic."


    "Shut up," Jason said. He looked at Hannah to explain. "I just drank a little bit."


    Nick laughed. "A little bit?" he asked. Nick looked at Hannah. "Whatever happened a few days back, just please make sure that doesn't happen again, okay?"


    "She's not going anywhere," Jason said.


    Hannah leaned into him as confirmation of his words, and Jason put an arm around her.


    "She's moving in," Jason said.


    "No I'm not," Hannah said.


    "Oh thank God," Nick said with an almost disgusted look on his face. He looked over at Jason, relieved. "I though you were serious for a second."


    Hannah felt hurt at how ridiculous Nick thought it was. Nick must have seen the look on her face, because he felt the need to keep talking. "Jason's my boy, and you understand if I just point out to him how fuckin' quick that would be since he just met you like—yesterday."


    Jason shot Nick an impassive glare. "I was serious when I said she's moving in—or at least that I want her to." He looked at Hannah then over at Nick. "She's my girl, Nick. Not yours or Cam's or anyone else's—and you need to treat her with respect."


    "Okay, easy," Nick said. He looked a little stunned before shifting his attention to Hannah. "I didn't mean any disrespect," he said. "It's just that this is an unlikely situation for Jason here."


    She gave him a forgiving smile. "It's okay. It's unlikely for me too."

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 26


    


    


    It had been two months since Jason bought Hannah the new car. Things with them had been moving fast—mostly because both of them felt like they never wanted to leave the other's side.


    Jason kept his normal office hours, and Hannah stayed on at the coffee shop, but they were virtually inseparable otherwise. At different times, their friends and families made comments about how much time they were spending together, but neither of them really gave a flying flip what anyone else thought. They were happiest when they were together, and neither of them were the type to make apologies.


    Hannah was still living at her apartment, but she and Jason split their time between places. When Jason first said he wanted to spend the night at Hannah's, she thought he was joking. She honestly couldn't understand how someone who lived in a house like his would ever seriously want to sleep in a tiny garage apartment. Jason made it clear from the start that he actually liked the idea of staying at her apartment. Hannah was sure he was just doing it because she wasn't ready to move in with him yet and he wanted to be with her to make sure she was safe, but he seemed to genuinely like that little apartment, and usually spent two or three nights a week there.


    Jason liked the Culbertson family, and was especially nice to Sam. The two of them played basketball on the driveway sometimes, and Hannah enjoyed watching them together. Sam was trying to pick up the bass, and Jason brought a guitar to Hannah's so he could play with him. Hannah thought that guitar was pretty much the best thing since sliced bread. It was a butter-yellow Telecaster that looked really good on Jason—especially without a shirt on.


    Sometimes, when the two of them were just hanging out, she'd sit at the table and draw and Jason would tinker around on the guitar. He'd plug it in, but he couldn't turn it up too loud, because if Sam heard him, he'd knock on the door with his bass in hand. That exact thing had already happened two times, and Jason was so sweet that he just put on a shirt and invited him in for a bit of a jam session.


    On a side note, and just in case you were wondering, Sam had forgotten all about the crush he had on Hannah (or at least he acted like it). He liked Jason way too much to continuing bowing up to him over someone who didn't have mutual feelings. Sam would make a great boyfriend to some lucky girl eventually.


    Jason wasn't at the apartment at that very moment, but his guitar was, and Hannah was lost in thought, gazing at it when Molly knocked on her door. It was a beautiful, barely brisk fall evening in late September and Molly, who hadn't moved to town just yet, was there for the weekend.


    "Aw, you look so cute," Molly said as Hannah opened the door.


    "So do you," Hannah said.


    Molly reached out for a one-armed hug since she was holding her overnight bag in the other hand.


    "Just set it right over there," Hannah said, stepping back to let Molly in.


    Molly would be sleeping on the couch for the next two nights. It was something she'd done one other time about a month before. The last time she was visiting, Jason and Hannah had spent the nights apart, and even though Jason complained about it, they'd sort of planned on doing that again this weekend.


    "I'm nervous," Molly said honestly.


    "Me too," Hannah said. "I've met a few of the people who'll be there, but most of them will be strangers to me." She looked down at her dress. "I hope I look fancy enough."


    "You look tres fancy. Molly put her fingertips to her mouth and kissed them."


    "You look fancy too," Hannah said.


    "So, I guess it's safe to assume that Cam Bishop will be there?" Molly asked.


    It was a party for his hit single "You're Dangerous" that had been number one for the last week. The song was officially a hit, and Hannah was caught up in the whirlwind that was Jason's life.


    She loved it.


    "Cam has to be there," Hannah said. "The party's basically for him."


    "For him and Jason," Molly said.


    "I know. It's crazy. I feel like I'm on a magic carpet ride or something."


    "Well, I, for one, am willing to hang on to your tassels every once in a while." Molly smirked at her. "Is anyone else famous gonna be there?" she asked.


    Hannah shrugged. "Probably not. Mostly just record execs and friends of everyone involved. Taylor said they were expecting a hundred and twenty people, and I've only met about five of them, so I'm honestly not sure."


    "How does Taylor know?" Molly asked.


    "Her other job is with this event planning place," Hannah said. "She eventually wants to start her own business, and Jason hired her to do this event as a way to get some experience on her own and meet some new people."


    "Oh, snap. She's doing it by herself? Is she nervous?" Molly met Taylor when she came before and really liked her. She was sure Taylor could do whatever she set her mind to, but it was hard to imagine what kind of balls it took to take on an event of this magnitude on your first try.


    "She was really nervous, but she has a lot of experience, and she's really driven. She'll make it happen, no problem."


    "That's awesome," Molly said. "At least we're friends with the servers if we don't fit in with the record execs."


    The party was being held at a place called The Pit, which looked exactly like you thought it would with a name like that. It was in the basement of one of Nashville's downtown buildings, and was extremely dark and dangerous looking. Jason had someone meet them at the car when they parked so they wouldn't have to walk inside by themselves.


    "Nick? Jason sent you out here?" Hannah asked when the girls got out of the car.


    "Who were you expecting?"


    "I don't know," she said, giving him a sideways hug, "maybe a big bald guy dressed in black and wearing sunglasses."


    Nick ran a hand through his thick, black hair. "Sorry to disappoint, but I'll have to do. All the real security guys are used up on Cam." He looked at Molly. "Who's your friend?"


    Hannah turned to her childhood friend. "Oh I'm sorry. I forgot you haven't met Molly. Molly this is Nick, he's one of Jason's best friends, slash, son of the great Leroy Logan."


    "No crap!" Molly said, looking at Nick. "You don't look like Leroy Logan's son."


    Nick looked down at his own appearance. "What'd you expect? Rhinestones?"


    Molly smiled. "Sort of."


    Nick laughed and turned to head back to the bar.


    "You're friend's running around in there like a chicken with her head cut off."


    Hannah gasped. "Taylor? Why didn't you tell me?" She looked at Molly. "We may be working instead of mingling tonight." Molly nodded without hesitation, and Hannah immediately started walking faster.


    Nick laughed. "I'm just kidding," he said. "I didn't think you'd start sprinting like that."


    "Is she having a hard time?" Hannah asked.


    "No, I was just messing with you because Jason told me it was her first party or whatever, and you were nervous for her. She's fine."


    Hannah backhanded him on the shoulder as a reward for his funny joke.


    "Ouch, geez, did you see that?" He looked at Molly, who shrugged as if she hadn't seen a thing. Nick sighed. "Do you live here in Nashville?" he asked.


    "I want to, but I'm still in Sparta for now." Nick looked at her, clueless. "It's about an hour and a half from here. That's where Hannah's from. We go way back."


    "You're trying to move here?"


    Molly rolled her eyes. "For over a year now. I graduated two years before Hannah. We thought our roles would be reversed and I'd be the one scoping out Nashville for when she got here."


    "What's the problem?"


    "My dad has a hardware store. He says it's a family business, and asked if I'd work there until my brother got out of the Army. That was supposed to be two years ago, but he's doing a second tour. It's okay, though. There's a chance he'll get discharged by the end of the year."


    "That's what they said last year," Hannah said. Not only did she hate to see Molly wasting her time restocking shelves in her dad's store, she also thought it'd be cool having her around.


    "I know. I told my dad if it didn't happen this time, he'll have to find someone to take my place. I'm twenty and not getting any younger."


    Nick laughed.


    "Shut-up," Molly said. "I know I'm young, but I still have lots of work ahead of me to get where I want to be, and I'm just ready to get started." She paused for a second. "I don't know, maybe I'm just ready to get out of Sparta."


    Nick raised his hands in surrender. "I shouldn't have laughed, I'm sorry. It's just that twenty is still really young."


    "How old are you, oh wise one?" Molly asked.


    "I'm not saying I'm old, I'm just saying you're young."


    "How old are you?"


    "What's it matter?"


    "It doesn't. I'm just curious now."


    "Twenty-three."


    Molly cracked up, but Nick didn't have time to jab back because they were opening the door to the club, and there were simply too many distractions. The stairway that led down to the door was dimly lit, and Hannah felt butterflies knowing Jason was just on the other side of the door. Nick led the way, navigating the entryway and leading them to the far end of the place. The girls were surprised by how many people were already there—especially since they were early.


    Jason was talking to someone, but stopped and excused himself when he caught sight of Hannah. She was wearing a little black dress with a lace sweater and boots. Something was in her hair—a flower or a feather or something. Jason really didn't care. She was scrumptious, even from across the room. He looked at Nick as he approached. "Thanks for getting the girls," he said.


    "No worries," Nick said.


    Jason looked at Molly and acknowledged her by name, but went straight over to Hannah, who reached up to kiss his jaw when he approached.


    "You look amazing," he said.


    "This is amazing," she said. "I can't believe all this is for that song."


    "Your song," he said. "I thought it'd be a hit, but you just never know." He paused, remembering something. "Hey, I forwarded you the contact information for that guy Will who wants you to draw something for him. Did you get it?"


    "Yeah, I got it, I'm sorry I didn't respond, I'm just trying to get used to this new phone you got me."


    Jason looked at Molly for backup. "Will you please tell her an iPhone is just an iPod you can make calls from? She has no problems with her iPod, but give a girl a phone, and she freezes up."


    "Nu-uhh, I've just never emailed on a little screen like that, so I forget you can. Plus, we talk to each other like three times a day, so I figured I'd tell you soon anyway."


    Jason laughed. "Oh, I'm glad you brought that up. I know you're planning on staying with Molly at your place, but I was thinking you could just both stay with me. I have plenty of room. I don't care if you guys want to stay up and put clay on your faces or whatever, I'd just like you to crawl in bed with me when you're done, and you can't necessarily do that if you spend the night at your place, now can you?"


    Hannah giggled. "Clay on our faces?"


    "I'm just saying." He smiled down at her. "Just say you'll come."


    Hannah looked at Molly, who shrugged as if to say she was up for whatever. She looked back at Jason. "Okay."


    Jason gave her a satisfied smile then glanced over at Molly. "I'm really close to talking her into moving in, so when you're at the house, tell her how much you like everything."


    "Sounds like a party." Nick said.


    "Don't you dare," Jason warned.


    Their conversation was interrupted by Taylor, who was looking like she had everything under control and could even spare a minute to come over and say hi. She hugged Hannah and Molly both, and filled them in quickly on how everything was going. A few of their friends from Common Grounds (including Nothing) were working the event with her that night, and Hannah promised Molly she'd introduce her to the whole lot.


    Jason took his phone out of his pocket while they were all standing around. He looked up at everyone. "Cam's on his way," he announced.


    Taylor glanced around, making sure everything seemed to be in order. "You guys have fun tonight," she said. "I'm going to make sure everything's good in the back."


    Molly looked at Hannah. "I need to use the ladies room," she said. "I'm not sure where it—"


    "I'll take you over there," Nick said. "I was planning on hitting the bar anyway."


    He and Molly took off and Hannah turned to face Jason.


    "I'm really proud of you."


    He gave her a sweet grin. "I was born into it," he said. "I didn't get here all on my own."


    "Yeah, but you're a genius songwriter, and that's all you. And, I'm equally impressed that you give other people a leg up any chance you get."


    "Oh, you mean Taylor? No, I hired her because I knew she'd do a great job," he said.


    "Not just Taylor. Me too."


    "What? I'm just getting you drawing jobs so you can quit work at that freaking coffee shop and move in with me in Brentwood where you can just make art and be my love slave."


    "Oh, is that why you're getting me drawing jobs?" she asked. "And this whole time I've been thinking you were being nice."


    "Oh, no. There's nothing nice or selfless about it. I'm totally doing it so you can work from home and do the whole love slave thing."


    Hannah wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. "I am a total weird-o."


    "Why?" he asked.


    "Because that sounds appealing."


    "So do it. Move in with me."


    Hannah considered for a second. "I think I might just do that Mr. Lane." She looked up, studying his face, and couldn't resist popping up to put a swift kiss on his mouth.


    "I might just have to hold you to that, Miss Garrison."


    She buried her face in his solid chest. "I love you," she said.


    She knew he was going to answer with I know rather than telling her he loved her back. It was their standard reply, and Hannah loved the fact that she knew what he was going to say before he said it. She smiled with her eyes closed, waiting for his answer.


    He held her tightly. "I know."


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    The End


    (till book 2)

  


  


  
    Thanks for reading Book 1 of the How to Tame a Heartbreaker series! I hope you enjoyed Jason and Hannah's story.
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