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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Magic happened when Nicks Sorenson closed her eyes and stopped thinking. She fused with the Les Paul guitar as her fingers flew across the ebony fretboard. It was strangely intimate when she found her groove like that, as though the guitar were a lover.
 She wore the Les Paul low, pressed against her thighs. Tipping her hips forward, she tried to catch the buzz from the chords she played, tried to get the solid guitar body to bang against her clit. The only person who knew she masturbated by guitar was Charm Newell, the bass player for her band Wild Angel. The willowy blonde was in her own zone as she plucked the strings of her black Fender jazz bass. 
Shuddering through an orgasm, Nicks looked down at the crowd of men gathered at the foot of the stage at Tapestries, the bar her parents owned in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It was a heady thing to come in front of them, especially when they didn’t have a clue what she was doing. 
Wild Angel played every Friday night at Tapestries if they wanted to. Though it was one of the perks of being the owners’ daughter, this group of women didn’t ride anyone’s coattails. They were good and they knew it, rocking as hard as any band in Pittsburgh. They hadn’t been playing that long, but they already had a small group of diehard fans, mostly men. 
Nicks turned to their drummer Pip Del Torres. The girl was an amazing tattooed tornado, flawless as she laid down a beat for them. They were about to start into the guitar solo for their original song Shut Up and Bang Me. Her bandmates knew what to do.
With a quick nod at Charm, Nicks threw her shoulders back and shoved her guitar—and her pelvis by proxy—into the faces of the men standing in front of her. It was meant to intimidate, to get them all to blink and move back in the face of such awesome goddess power. 
And all of them did, but one.
That asshole Stone Jensen, lead guitarist for Heavy Remedy, another Pittsburgh band and Wild Angel’s biggest rival. In fact, he took a step toward her. 
There was no fucking way Nicks was going to let him get away with that. He was on her turf now. She walked to the corner of the stage and glared at him. His eyes smoldered in the shadows as his lips curved into a smirk.
Pea-brained, knuckle-dragging, arrogant, half-wit dickhead.
She trained pinpoint focus on the long, wavy black hair framing a sinfully angular face. It was safer that way. His dark eyes and full lips would be her undoing if she dared to look at them. As it was, she nearly forgot her place in the solo and had to reboot her brain.  
She recovered, cocked a hip at him, and pushed the tobacco-sunburst Les Paul out in front of her. She was not going to be the first one to look away.  “Suck it, Jensen!” she shouted over the music. It was the best she could do while she was playing.  He was too far away to hit with anything.
The grin that crossed his face pissed her off even more. He licked his lips as those dark eyes burned a hole right through her.  He didn’t have any right to be so goddamned sexy. She gripped the pick and swung at the strings in her anger, busting the crowd’s eardrums with the chord she’d just struck. 
“Fuck you, douchebag!” She was just picking now, trying to get a reaction out of him. The crowd cheered her on. They knew who he was, knew of the rivalry between the two guitarists. She  flipped him the middle finger and turned to the two women she loved most in this world. 
“Here we go, my awesome pussies!” She ended the song with a leap into the air and a soul-shattering E-chord. 
“If that didn’t leave you boys spurtin’, you ain’t got a cock,” Nicks said into the mic. “Go clean the jizz out of your shorts and get yourselves a fucking drink. Wild Angel will be back in a few.” 
 

 
Stone Jensen was glad he’d worn his loose Levi’s tonight. Watching Nicks Sorenson on stage made his cock so hard it hurt. She was close enough that he could see sweat beading on her forehead. The delicious curve of her bottom lip made him dizzy.  Her guitar strap occasionally brushed over one nipple, yet both of them were hard, visible beneath her black spandex tank top. His fingertips itched to coax them even higher and tighter than they were.
Fuck. 
The more he thought about her, the worse it got. When she walked to the edge of the stage, with a snarling insult on her lips and her eyes shooting fire, he held his Sam Adams Summer Ale in a death grip and willed himself back from the point of no return. This little whirlwind did strange things to his insides. 
Nicks Sorenson. He’d never heard of her, scoffed when others told him she was a genius on guitar. Wild Angel had apparently been honing their skills in her parents’ garage, hidden away from all eyes until that day they’d exploded into his consciousness with all the subtlety of dynamite.  He’d first seen them at a small festival in downtown Pittsburgh the previous summer. All of them were seventeen then, a gorgeous noisy trio of girls playing at being rock stars.  Or so he’d thought.
He was surprised when they turned out to be excellent musicians. They soon had a crowd of slack-jawed men standing at the base of the stage platform that day, including him.  He’d been unable to tear his eyes away from their lead guitarist. Nicks.  What the hell is there about her? he’d thought as he watched her play.  Jealousy and admiration had oozed up inside him.  She was a natural, one of those lucky people who made it look easy.  And he resented her for it. 
It was jealousy, pure and simple.  She was a better guitarist than he was. He’d had the Pittsburgh spotlight to himself for several years. Everyone said he was the master of his craft and he believed them.  At the age of twenty-four, he stood in on occasion for the bigger acts when they played at the Consol Energy Center.  Stone Jensen had even been mentioned in Rolling Stone magazine once or twice.  Then Nicks happened, and his life hadn’t been the same since.
He’d done then what any respectable guitar god would’ve done.  He denigrated her by calling attention to her gender. “A guitar-playing pussy,” he’d told anyone who’d listen. “She should be sucking my dick instead of assaulting our ears.” 
Unfortunately, the musicians in Pittsburgh were a tight group. The things he’d said had gotten back to her as soon as they’d left his mouth. The few times they’d been in the same space hadn’t been friendly. In fact, she nearly nutted him with a tuner in the Guitar Center on Park Manor Boulevard once. It’d taken three store employees to hold her back. 
He took another drink and nodded to himself. She was fucking magnificent. He really wished he’d gotten the chance to meet her properly. 
All he could do now was watch her from afar, and watch her he did. He got an eyeful of lovely round breasts held tight by the racer-back tank top. If she were over five feet tall, it was only by an inch or two. Long honey-brown hair swirled around her as though it had a life of its own. Her eyes reminded him of a tiger-eye gemstone when the PAR can lights hit them. His brains fell out when she smiled. He’d get on his knees and beg if he could get her alone for five minutes, just to talk. 
Jesus Christ. It wasn’t just her physical form that drove him apeshit, it was the way she played that damned axe. How the hell did she make it sound sexual like that? 
The primal noises she coaxed from her guitar made him ache to put both hands on the blades of her naked hipbones and slam her with solid thrusts. He wanted to claim this pint-sized prodigy as his own. He wanted to drive the breath from her body with hot kisses.  Wanted it so bad he could taste it. He hated that this talented woman made him want to beg for one kind word. 
It’s your own damned fault, Stoney. You are one stupid fuck. 
He tipped the beer bottle up to his lips as he watched Nicks make slobbering monkeys out of the men standing in front of the stage. That sexy shit was well aware of the effect she had on men. He tried not to smile as she teased them mercilessly with every curve of that luscious body. Every dick up there was hard as a rock, but it didn’t cause him any jealousy. They would never be enough for her. 
 She needed someone to play her the way she played that goddamned Les Paul. Hard and fast, with expert fingers. And he knew without doubt he was that man. He needed to get close to her, just once, to convince her. He promised himself the first thing out of his mouth would be an apology for insulting her. 
You don’t know it yet, but you and I are gonna be a thing.  A big thing.
He nearly stopped breathing when she moved to his end of the stage and looked right at him. He’d thought he was invisible in the crowd.  She played to him, taunting him. He loved every minute of it.
“Suck it, Jensen!” she’d shouted. 
He would’ve traded three years of his life to do just that. To hold her against him and run his tongue up and down her sweet slit.
Anytime, baby doll.

The expression on her face as he returned her stare was one part anger, one part confusion. Clarity tickled the underside of his scrotum. She doesn’t hate me as much as she thinks.

Nicks tore her gaze away from his and finished the song with an athletic leap. After exchanging pleasantries with a couple of guys near the stage, she took her guitar off and carefully leaned it into its stand. 
 He couldn’t help but notice the faint outline of her pussy in tight jeans when she turned around. Thought swirled down the drain as his mouth went dry.  
She stepped off the stage and headed in his direction. His heart picked up the pace. Please, please. Let her be coming to talk to me.
 He couldn’t have been more wrong. She slammed hard into his shoulder, nearly making him drop his beer. She turned at the same time he did and... 
Man, if looks could kill! It only fueled the fire centered between his legs. 
Stone Jensen turned around and set his jaw, staring at the silent guitar onstage. He could have his pick of any woman in Pittsburgh, but no other woman would do.  He wanted—and would have—Nicks Sorenson.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
You’ll hear it for sure if your husband sees you laughing. Chelsea Sorenson bit her lip and made a hasty retreat to the back room when Wild Angel took a break.  
“I see that smile, and I know why it’s there.” Tage’s hands on her shoulders caused her to jump. “I don’t think you should let Nicks see it though.  It’ll only encourage her.”
She turned and stepped into his embrace. “Laughing at the things Nicks says makes me the worst mother ever, doesn’t it? I can’t help it.  The guys follow her around like puppies, and she couldn’t care less.”
“You wouldn’t let any of the other kids get away with language like that. Just sayin’.”
 “You see things that aren’t there.”
“If only that were true, Chels.” There was an edge to Tage’s tone. There was always an edge whenever they spoke of Nicks.
 He was irritating, but she knew he was right. She probably wouldn’t let any of her and Tage’s other four children get away with that. But this was... Well, this was Nicks they were talking about.
She tried not to treat her eldest daughter any differently than she did her four children with Tage—Reese, Lindsay, Aimee, and T.J.—but it didn’t always work. She was aware on a subconscious level that Nicks’s genes were straight from the rock-and-roll jungle. She pushed and prodded, encouraging her beautiful daughter to be a rock star like Asher Pratt, her biological father, had been in his heyday. It wasn’t something she felt compelled to apologize for. Asher had not gotten the chance to take his talent to the next level. Chelsea was going to do everything in her power to see that his daughter got the opportunity he’d missed. She kept those thoughts to herself though.
Nicks was dying to take Wild Angel on tour up and down the east coast. It was unfortunate that she was nearly nineteen and starting her senior year of high school. The girl had struggled academically right from the start. Her teachers said she seemed distracted, overly excited, and had a short attention span. 
 The decision to make her repeat second grade broke Chelsea’s heart and only seemed to make things worse. Not only did she continue to flounder in school, Nicks developed a stutter. A bad one.
The same classmates that used to invite her to birthday parties turned on her then, bullying her to the point that the girl could barely sleep. Chelsea used to rock the sobbing child against her, night after night, her own heart shattering into a million pieces at the cruelty.
And of course, the teachers and specialists at the school had their expert opinions.  
Special Education classes! ADHD! Get her on medication immediately!
Chelsea pursed her lips, feeling the agony all over again as she leaned against Tage. Her daughter’s teachers had been blind assholes back then. She was glad she’d ignored them. Nicks was “getting it”, just not in the way anyone imagined.  
Desperate didn’t even begin to describe how Chelsea felt as she watched her delicate child withdraw into herself. On a whim and running out of options, she’d shown her daughter Asher’s black Fender Stratocaster the summer before she entered fourth grade. She would never forget how Nicks reached out to run her fingers over the strings, tentatively at first, then with purpose when she heard the magic noise it made. She’d looked up, mouth open in astonishment, lips finally curving into a smile of wonder. 
She sat up straight, a fire in her eyes, quivering with excitement as her hands wandered over the strings. The Strat was too big for her but Chelsea let her have it whenever she wanted it. The girl learned to focus. The guitar helped her wild angel settle down.
 Nicks picked up some things on her own with the instrument, but when she started taking guitar and singing lessons, Chelsea knew there was such a thing as rock-and-roll DNA. Her daughter had it in spades, a final gift from her father. The stutter all but disappeared when Nicks sang. It finally went away altogether.
Tage’s disapproval was limited to scowls as the girl excelled at the guitar, singing, and her grades improved.  She was smiling more, talking so much she sounded like an auctioneer. Nicks began to interact with her young siblings. What could he say to that? Their daughter had discovered the one thing that kept her from stumbling in front of everyone.  
Chelsea remembered the first time Nicks had kicked her high school’s collective ass, playing an assembly at age fourteen.  She’d met Pip and Charm by then, forming Wild Angel, Chelsea’s pet name for her beloved daughter. They’d pulled three or four songs together in the Sorenson garage for the assembly. The first few practices were noisy and frustrating as the girls struggled to find their groove. None of them gave up though. They kept at it until they made the dream a reality.
She’d gone to the school, slipping into the auditorium in time to hear her daughter belt out a version of Pat Benatar’s All Fired Up, with vocals to rival Pat herself. She’d laughed out loud as she watched the whippet-thin teen hold the whole school in the palm of her hand. The precious gift from Asher had finally found her voice. 
The bullying came to a halt after that. The phone rang constantly when Nicks got home from school. The same girls who had called her a stuttering retard, Porky Pig, and dumbass the day before were now sucking up to her. It was too little, too late though. The damage had been done. Nicks was icy and aloof with everyone but her family and friends in Wild Angel. 
Tage shook her. “You didn’t fall asleep, did you?” 
 “Nah, just thinking about what you said.  You’re probably right.” 
“You look tired, Chels. We can leave the cleanup for tomorrow morning if you want.”
She nodded against Tage’s chest. “Not a bad idea, my love.” 
 

 
Nicks slipped onto a stool at the bar in front of Marybeth Catalino, Tapestries’ head bartender. “Jesus, men are stupid.  One of those guys asked me to autograph his ball sack with the Sharpie he had in his pocket. I think I’ve heard everything now.”
“Don’t let your father hear you say that. He’ll throw their asses out for sure.” Marybeth set a glass of water with lemon in front of her. “And you can’t paint all men with the same brush, Nickles. That’s not fair.”
Marybeth had been the head bartender at Tapestries for a hundred years or more. Her long hair had gone pewter, the color of a Pennsylvania winter sky. She resembled a weathered old sea captain, but there was a lot going on in Marybeth’s head. She kept the bar organized and spotless and didn’t take shit from anyone. Nicks thought of her as an extra grandmother.   
Pip, dressed head-to-toe in black leather, draped herself across the stool next to Nicks. Marybeth set another glass of water up on the bar for her.
“Aren’t you hot in all that leather?” Marybeth asked.
“No, not really. I like the way if feels when I play.” Pip pushed at the lemon floating at the top.  “How do we sound?”
“Loud. I think I might be too old for this shit.” Marybeth moved to the end of the bar to deal with someone waving money at her.
Pip leaned over to whisper in Nicks’s ear. “Did you see Stone Jensen out there? He gives me the creeps the way he looks at you.”
Suddenly feeling vulnerable, Nicks used the mirror behind the bar to search the crowd at her back. ”I wish I could think of a reason to have my dad throw his ass out of here, but he never does anything wrong. All he does is stand and stare.”
“I saw you give him the finger. Bet that felt awesome.” 
“Not really. I wish he’d just go away.” 
Stone was proving to be a pain in her ass. He was in her space, disturbing the peace. He showed up everywhere they played, those large, dark eyes watching from the shadows. Just as often, he stood up front where she could see him. Smug and dark and beautiful. 
It pissed Nicks off royally that she found herself looking for him in the crowd. Was that messed up or what? Especially after the things that dickhead had said about her. Guitar-playing pussy. Ha! Really?  She snorted and shook her head, staring down at the wet circle spreading across the cocktail napkin in front of her. Screw him and the horse he rode in on.  
“Where’s Charm?” Nicks asked Pip.
Pip turned and scanned the crowd. “Who knows?  She must be out in the lobby cooling off.  I don’t see her.” The wiry drummer turned back with a smile. “You’ve got quite the fan club standing behind you, Nicks.”
 “They’re not my fan club. We’re a team, remember?”
“No one has ever asked me to sign their scrotum.” Pip snickered. “There are about seven guys standing directly behind you, boring a hole in your back with their eyes. Maybe if you talked to some of them once in a while? They do the craziest shit to get your attention.”
“Jesus Christ.” Sometimes the attention bordered on stalking. Nicks wondered if she should quit playing and get a normal job somewhere. She totally thought she’d make awesome donuts or be a great waitress. Not here though.  “Do you see Stone anywhere? I gotta pee.”
Pip did a stealth half-turn. “Looks like it’s all clear.  Maybe he left.”
“We can only hope.” Nicks slid off the stool, acknowledging the crowd of men at her back with a nod. They parted to allow her through then trailed along behind her.
This was ridiculous. She turned, crossing her arms in front of her. “On my way to the ladies’ room, guys. Don’t think you’re allowed in there.”
“Let me help you, honey.” The guy who’d said it was tall, covered with tattoos, and pissing-down-his-leg drunk. 
Nicks shook her head like a dog expelling water from its fur. “No thanks.” She ran into the lobby and  through the door of the restroom.
It was only after she’d locked herself in that she felt like she could breathe. She leaned back against the door and slid to the floor, running a hand through her hair.
Why do men always have to disassemble a woman into her respective body parts? Especially if they were smart or talented. She wanted them to appreciate her for being an excellent guitar player, not because she was fuckable. 
You’re too jaded, Nicks. You’ve been playing in this bar too long. 
You can’t paint them all with the same brush,
Marybeth had said. Didn’t seem like it. Or was she just seeing the worst Pittsburgh had to offer when they played at Tapestries? 
It didn’t matter. Her guitar was her life.  She lived to be onstage. She didn’t feel stupid or awkward when she was up there. If it meant staring down at two dozen men with their tongues hanging out, so be it. If it meant staring into Stone Jensen’s freaking arrogant eyes, that was the price she’d pay. She’d never stop rockin’. 
Someone pounded on the door, pulling her from her thoughts. “Nicks, you in there?” It was Charm.
“Yeah.” And I don’t want to come out.

“Hurry the hell up. We need to get back onstage.”
“Yeah. Let me pee, and I’ll be right there.” 
She got to her feet and went into a stall, though she sat down on the commode fully clothed and dropped her face into her hands.
God, am I burnt out at eighteen? Maybe I need a break
from all this.
 

 
Force of habit caused Nicks to stick her head out of the restroom door before she emerged. There was no one in the lobby that she could see. She took a deep breath and headed toward the archway into the dining room and stage area.
He stepped in front of her so abruptly that she collided with him. Shocked, she looked up into Stone Jensen’s face.   
“What the fuck do you want?” 
“To talk. Please.” 
“Oh, really? Did you think I’d roll out the red carpet for you just because you said please?  If so, you’re a bigger douchebag than I thought.” She planted her hands on her hips. “You’ve said enough, asshole. Enough that I have no desire to talk to you at all. Ever.” She started to go around him. He gently took ahold of her upper left arm.
Unbelievable! He was touching her! “Get your fucking hands off me, or I’ll put a shoe in your nuts.” 
“Please... listen to me. I’m sorry for what I said...really sorry...”
 “You’re sorry, all right. You’re exactly like all the other dickheads out there. You only see these,” Nicks gripped a full breast in each hand, “but I want you to hear what I do with these.” She held her hands up in front his face. “Come and talk to me when you can respect me as an equal.”
Nicks stalked back to the stage, so mad she could barely breathe. It felt good to get in his face like that. She grinned to herself.  She did her best playing when she was pissed. 
 

 
Stone couldn’t stop shaking as he turned to watch Nicks storm away. Jesus Christ, she was even more beautiful up close than she was on the stage.
He threw back the shot of whiskey he’d been holding. It burnt the whole way down to his stomach.

I do respect you as an equal. More than an equal. I was an idiot to say those things about you.
Her anger excited him. God, she was breathtaking. A little freaking hurricane in spandex. 
And Stone Jensen liked a challenge. 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Nicks hit the hardwood landing at the foot of the stairs and came to a halt. Monday mornings were always a special hell. All four of her siblings were at the Sorenson breakfast table, babbling like a bunch of drunken monkeys.  
Reese, nearly fifteen, was holding them all in thrall with his computer hacking skills.
“Don’t be so smug, Lindsay. I could know your email password in five seconds flat using the program I wrote.”  She heard Reese snap his fingers.  
“Oh, big deal, Einstein. Anybody that read my email would die of boredom,” Lindsay, age thirteen, retorted.
“Not a good idea, Reese. You’d probably puke for days if you saw all the Justin Bieber pictures Lindsay and her friends pass around.” T.J.—Tage John, Jr., age seven—made the appropriate choking noises to go along with his statement.  “He looks like a girly man.”
 Nicks snickered. The “Hans and Franz” impression was pretty damned good.
“Shut up, T.J.! You just don’t know talent when you see it,” said Aimee, age eleven. 
“None of you little snotbuckets would know talent if it bit you in the ass,” Nicks muttered under her breath as she walked into the kitchen.
Her mother stood at the stove scrambling eggs, oblivious to the drama going on at the table. Nicks wished she could tune them out like that.  
Her brothers and sisters were all blond-haired, blue-eyed overachievers. Every one of them was a contrast to her muted gold and brown tones and dubious academic history. 
Reese was a computer genius, destined for great things. Or prison, depending on whether he chose to use his skills for good or evil. Lindsay was a perky snot of a cheerleader, which automatically made her the enemy.  Aimee, with her tortoiseshell glasses sitting low on her nose, would surely discover a cure for cancer. Her grades were so spectacular she’d already been allowed to skip a grade ahead.  
Her gaze fell on T.J. Yeah, she liked T.J. He had a wicked sense of humor and a rebellious streak. He showed promise.  
Not a musician in the bunch.
“How the hell am I even related to any of you?” Nicks shook her head. They stopped squabbling and stared at her.
“Nicks! Watch your language!” Her mother half turned, brow furrowed. 
“Good morning to you too, Mom. Didn’t you hear these little shits fighting? You approve of Reese writing programs to hack passwords?” Nicks slumped into a chair beside T.J. “I’ll have to work on my surprised face for when the FBI lands on our doorstep.” She looked at her youngest brother, crossed her eyes, and formed her mouth into a big, round O. T.J. laughed, spewing bits of egg out onto his lower lip.
Her mother turned, one hand on her hip holding the spatula in a death grip. It was the signal to shut up…or else. 
Lindsay narrowed her eyes at Nicks. “Ooooh. Someone’s undies are in a bunch.” 
Nicks turned a pointed gaze to Lindsay as she helped herself to several slices of bacon. “How’d you like to wake up some morning with your pom-poms glued over your eyes?”
T.J. howled with laughter. “That would be so awesome!” Nicks high-fived him.
Her mother cleared her throat. “Please be quiet. And finish up so you don’t miss the bus. I want to be alone when I have my nervous breakdown.” Her mother waved the spatula toward the archway. “Go!”
All four of them lit for the stairs like horses out of a starting gate. 
Nicks laughed. The Sorenson house was chaos, but her mother always used humor to deal. You had to like that in a mom. So many of them drank or popped pills to stay sane.
 “You shouldn’t pick at them like that.” Chelsea scooped the rest of the eggs onto a plate and set it in front of Nicks then took a seat at the table.
“I don’t understand where the gene pool went stagnant. You started out with me,” Nicks placed an index finger in the middle of her forehead, “and ended up with them. Fail, Mom. Epic fail.”
Something dark and raw rippled across the older woman’s face, so intense that Nicks missed her mouth with the forkful of eggs she’d lifted. Chelsea exhaled, a long, slow hiss of air, and stared at her hands. The air in the sunny kitchen suddenly seemed frosty. 
“I’m sorry, Mom. I don’t mean to be a bitch. I just don’t want to go to school today.” Nicks tried again with the eggs, finally getting some into her mouth.  
“They look up to you, you know. They think a lot of their big sister.”
“I know. I’ll take them all out for ice cream this weekend.  Okay?”
The kitchen seemed to warm up a bit. “Okay. If you don’t hurry, you’re going to miss the bus.”
Missing the bus was the whole point of getting up late this morning. “I’m not riding the bus. I’m taking my car.”
Her mother opened her mouth to speak. Nicks cut her off. 
“Please, Mom. Don’t ask me to give those noise boxes a ride to school.  I want to be by myself for the time it takes me to get to that shit hole.”
“I get it. I understand.” Her mother rose and walked to the sink. Nicks followed her with her gaze.  
Chelsea seemed to be sniffling as she loaded the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher. 
What the hell…? Alarm bells went off in Nicks’s head. Was she crying?
Her mother almost never cried.  
 

 
Chelsea managed to keep it together until Nicks left. Holding the sheer curtain back from the window, she watched her daughter’s red Chevy Cobalt back down the driveway. When she saw her brake at the stop sign at the end of the street, she made a cup of tea and sat at the black granite island in the middle of the kitchen.  
She wrapped both hands around the mug and, for the first time in a long time, let tears fall for Asher Pratt, the man she’d loved and lost.  
He was a player and an asshole and the first guy to completely steal her heart. No, he was more than that.  He’d been the one she judged all other men against for a long time—at least until she met Tage.  
There were no superlatives in the English language to describe how much she’d loved Asher. He evoked thoughts of babies and picket fences and happy lives. Fool!  She stared at the cream swirls in her tea, wondering how she could’ve ever been so dumb.  She hadn’t even been on Asher’s top-ten to-do list.
She was willing to overlook that he was secretive, non-committal, and evasive. For a while, she’d chosen to ignore the signs of infidelity. It was only after one of his drunken backseat liaisons pulled a knife on her in the bathroom of a local bar that she realized loving him was dangerous.
Trying to talk to him about it had been pointless. They’d had one of their typical fights then, with her raging in his face, and he with arms crossed, avoiding her gaze, silent as stone. 
 Asher dumped her that very night and disappeared off the face of the earth. She gathered up what was left of her self-esteem and tried to move on. It was three steps forward, two steps back for the longest time, but with her best friend Willow’s help, she’d pulled through. 
And then the unthinkable had happened. Hurricane Asher roared back into her life in the freakiest way possible.  She’d nearly frozen to death one Saturday night at Tapestries when the handle on the freezer door broke, trapping her inside. Thankfully, he and his band had been playing there that night.
Marybeth told her later they knew something was wrong when they couldn’t find her.  The whole bar had searched frantically, even the patrons. Though she didn’t know whose idea it was to check the walk-in freezer, Asher had been the one who’d taken her to the hospital in his car, almost certainly saving her life.
That night served as the demarcation between a boring yet happy before and a confused, heartbroken after. Asher had begged her not to die as he ran to his car with her limp body in his arms. The panic in his voice had been real that night, one of the few times he’d actually shown emotion.
The dramatic rescue seemed to spark something inside him. He’d pulled out all the stops to rekindle their relationship, though she’d fought tooth and nail to resist him. It’d worked up to a point. She could get her mouth to say no,  but the rest of her wanted to shout “Yes!” from the rooftops where he was concerned. 
They’d been able to come to a truce of sorts, establishing a friendship that she valued. And then he’d disappeared again.
To say her life was chaos after Asher vanished was an understatement. She’d found out about Nicks then, a gift from the one and only time she’d given in and slept with him. Tage Sorenson had been the epitome of the knight in shining armor, swooping in to save the day with an offer of marriage, wanting to be a father to a child who wasn’t even his. It was an offer she would’ve accepted even if she hadn’t been pregnant. She loved her husband with all her heart.
Even now—nearly nineteen years later—the choices Asher made seemed pointless. He hadn’t mentioned he had a health issue. She had no idea he was that sick. 
He never explained why he thought running away from everyone who loved him was a better option than fighting the type-one diabetes that finally killed him. They didn’t talk about it even as he lay dying. Her biggest regret was that she hadn’t tracked him down after he dangled a female co-worker under her nose and quit Tapestries. She might have saved him then.
There was no peace because there were no answers. He was one of those people you wouldn’t understand if you had the wisdom of the ages and a million years to ponder it. Willow said once he deserved what he got for being so dumb.  Chelsea couldn’t find it in her heart to be that harsh with him. She knew he’d loved her in his own strange way.
She’d poured all of her thoughts out a year after his death, handwriting their story in a green, spiral-bound notebook while Nicks napped. It was a cathartic experience. When she finally penned the last word and closed the cardboard cover on their lives, she was still a long way from understanding him. Even so, it had helped.
 She’d written Rock’n Tapestries on the front of the notebook with the same Sharpie he’d used to sign that damned T-shirt, during the night that would forever be etched in her mind as one of the best of her life. Though Tage had asked her to dispose of both when they’d moved to a bigger house in the suburbs, she kept the T-shirt and the notebook hidden safely in the bottom of a box at the back of their closet. She didn’t want to hurt her husband, but some memories weren’t so easily discarded. 
If only I’d known...I should’ve tried harder...
It did no good to think that way. And life might’ve turned out very differently for her if he’d lived. 
Chelsea ran a hand over her face, sighed, and dropped her chin into her palm. She’d been dreaming about Asher a lot lately. The dreams left her feeling as though she’d had her ass kicked in the morning. And she was terrified she’d call out in her sleep. The last thing she needed to do was call out his name in the dark when she was lying right beside Tage. No amount of explaining would fix that little faux pas. 
Asher touched her in the dreams.  Soft. Gentle. Electric. Always hot. Running his damned fingers over her cheeks, moving his hands over her shoulders. How the hell was she supposed to reconcile that in her mind?
Sometimes the dreams were disturbing, especially the ones where he tried to talk to her. She’d reach out and catch his hand as his mouth moved, his brow drawn up in concern. It was as though he couldn’t speak. What he was trying to say seemed important, but he couldn’t quite make it happen. After a while, he’d fade away.
“God, Asher, what am I going to do?” Chelsea pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. Nicks and the rest of her children were as different as night and day. Worse yet, her oldest child was starting to notice those differences. “What the hell am I going to do if she starts asking questions?”
She inhaled and tried to find her center. Nicks would never guess Tage wasn’t her real father. Chelsea only felt guilty because she knew. Her husband had never treated Nicks any differently than he treated his own blood children. 
She took a drink of tea and regretted that she hadn’t spiked it with rum. Drinking this early in the morning seemed like a cop-out though, and probably wasn’t a good habit to get into.
It never seemed to get any easier. Time had diminished the pain somewhat, but not the love she felt for Asher. It was insane to have feelings for a man who’d been dead for nearly nineteen years. 
She looked out through the bow window in the kitchen. The sun was shining; the leaves on the maple outside had started to show brilliant orange on their edges. Pennsylvania was poised to become a wonderland of fall color.
Draining the last of her tea, she came to a decision. Tage was off golfing. She wasn’t going to spend this lovely day cooped up in the house with a ghost.  She’d confront him head-on, right where he lived. 
 

 
Nicks turned the car off but couldn’t seem to find the fortitude to pull the key from the ignition. Pulling them out meant she was planning to get out of the car, and she wanted nothing more than to stay here where it was quiet.
She glanced up at the gray brick façade of Oakland High School. It had always reminded her of a prison. Felt like one too.  She would be nineteen at the end of October. She should be in her first year of college like Charm and Pip.
She wanted to quit and get her GED, but her parents had expectations for her as firstborn. Seeing her graduate on the stage meant a lot to them. She wanted to do it for them.
Did she even want to go to college? Not really. She wanted to make a living doing what she loved—playing guitar. Wild Angel probably wouldn’t go anywhere though. She got the feeling her parents would insist on college, but she had no idea what she’d major in. The only thing that interested her was music.
Misfit! Loner! Oddball!
A rap on the hood of her car caused her to jump and put an end to the round of self-loathing. She glanced out the windshield. It was Dantre Shaw, one of the only people she could call a friend in this place.
“Yo, girl! You fall asleep in there?” Dantre gave her a crooked grin through the glass.
Nicks grabbed her backpack and exited the car. “Just daydreaming. And it wasn’t good daydreaming either, so thanks for the rescue.”
“Anytime, friend. You ready for the calculus test today?”
Math and its evil cousins were not easy for her, but she’d taken a stab at studying.“I guess so. As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“We only gotta get through this year, Nicks. That’s all. You and me. Wind beneath my wings and all that. We can do that, right?”
She bumped a shoulder into the tall, lanky man and laughed. “You should be a cheerleader, Dantre. I feel better already.”
Dantre shook his head, his eyes wide. “Hell to the no! I wouldn’t look good in them skirts at all. I’m glad I made you feel better though.”
 “No one could be sad around you. Let’s get this day over with. Then we’ll be one day closer to the weekend.”
“I heard that!” He draped an arm around her shoulders. 
She and Dantre reached the end of the parking lot and climbed the concrete steps up to the school together.
 

 
Chelsea knew where she was headed before she even got in the car, but it was easier to pretend she was going out for a drive to enjoy the beautiful day. Going to the Calvary Cemetery in Hazelwood didn’t feel so forbidden if she could rationalize it as a random event.  
In fact, you could rationalize anything if you rolled it over in your mind long enough. Like being in love with two men, only one was dead.
She parked the car along the berm of the cemetery’s narrow road and pressed her forehead against the steering wheel. There is nothing rational about loving a dead man. I should go home. I have laundry to do.
What the hell. She was here. She was rational about everything else in her life. Wasn’t she allowed to be batshit crazy about one thing, at least? Confronting your past this way was better than drinking rum-laced tea in the morning, wasn’t it? 
Chelsea opened the car door, stepped out, and slammed it with more force than necessary. She was not a coward. She was going to Asher’s grave come hell or high water.
One step turned into another, and pretty soon she stood before the dark monument. The sight of his name engraved in stone never failed to turn her stomach. He’d been so much more than a name.
She moved around to the back, dropped to her knees on the grass, and stared at the picture embedded in the center. 
God, what a night that was. What would I give to go back and do it all over?

The wind ruffled her hair as she closed her eyes. Are you there? Speak to me. Give me a sign that you see me.
She heard nothing that sounded out of the ordinary. Birds, an airplane, the wind in the trees. 
Feeling foolish, she rose, stepped to the front of the grave, and sat down on the grass. 
It was strange to think he was lying in a box deep beneath her. She pressed her hands into the turf, hoping for something from him. They’d had such a strong connection. Surely he’d communicate with her if he were able.
Glancing around to make sure she was alone, she spoke aloud to the name carved into the granite. “I don’t even know why I’m here, so you can lose the smirk. I am no closer to understanding you right now than I was nineteen years ago. I wish you hadn’t been so secretive about everything. Why did you let yourself die?”
She stared at a caterpillar trying to make its way across the turf. “I can’t be too mad at you though. After all, you gave me Nicks. She was worth it. I wish you could see her. She’s beautiful. She had a rough start, but God...she’s so strong. Not like me. I’m tired of pretending I’m strong. You need to stop coming to me in my dreams. Seriously. You can’t do that anymore. It’s not fair to Tage, and I can’t take it. I’ve worked hard to bury everything, and seeing you young and whole and...Well, it messes me up. So last night was the last one. Do you hear me? It’s not that I don’t love seeing you, but you aren’t coming back to me anytime soon, are you?”
Chelsea sat still and listened for a moment, feeling like a bomb about to go off. Hoping for a sign from him was stupid. This was the real world, not the movies. Asher was gone forever.
Once she took control of her emotions, she rose and stepped around to the back of the stone one more time to look at his picture. Her gasp mingled with a rising wind.
A cream-colored guitar pick was lying on the base of the gravestone. Had it been there before? She shook her head and blinked. It couldn’t have been there. The cream against the black stone would’ve caught her eye.
She bent over, picked it up, and studied it carefully. Dirty, well-worn from use, it’d once had Fender stamped on the back, though the black paint was nearly gone. She held her breath as she turned it over in her palm.
It was not there before. I’m sure of it! 
Closing her hand around the pick, she gave the picture one last look before she headed for the car.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Thank God that’s over!

Nicks threw her calculus book onto the top shelf of her locker. The test wasn’t as hard as she thought it would be. Maybe she had a pretty good shot at passing after all.
An English Lit test tomorrow—which was a pretty shitty thing for Mrs. Donovan to do on a Friday—then two days of freedom. A shiver of excitement settled down her spine. Wild Angel had a couple of new songs to try out on the crowd tomorrow night.  She couldn’t wait!
She pushed the English Lit book into her backpack, grabbed her sweatshirt off the hook in her locker, and turned to head toward the exit. 
“Jesus fuck!” She exhaled in a rush as her heart ground to a halt in her chest.
 Mr. Marius, the high school principal, had snuck up behind her. In fact, the creepy turd was practically standing on top of her. He had the dark, silver-handled walking stick he always carried with him gripped in his right hand. She wondered if he ever beat anyone with it.  She sure as hell didn’t want to find out.
She glanced at him. Black, bushy eyebrows rose over chilling gray eyes as he stared at her, unblinking. Nicks had always thought he looked like the bastard child of Frankenstein and a turkey buzzard. His head was square, like one of those pumpkins grown in a one-gallon milk jug. Dead eyes and a galaxy of horrific pockmarks scarred his ruddy face. He’d never been handsome, this man, and he clearly didn’t like children. She wondered what had ever possessed him to get into education. 
She held her breath. Perhaps possessed wasn’t the most appropriate word, given the look on his face.
“Interesting verbiage, Miss Sorenson. It has earned you a week of detention.” His lips, pale white, like earthworms that’d drowned in a puddle, pulled up in a sinister smile of satisfaction. 
Son-of-a-bitch! She’d just finished serving all the detentions she owed this asshole on Monday. 
Nicks lowered her gaze, hoping to appease him into showing lenience. “I’m sorry, Mr. Marius. You scared me, that’s all. I didn’t expect you to be behind me.”
That seemed to amuse him greatly. He made a wet, inarticulate noise deep in his throat. Nicks thought it was supposed to be a laugh, but it sounded more like a something one would hear in a porno. 
“Add those to the two you already owe me. That’s got to be some kind of record for this school.”
 “But Miss Powell said I was caught up after Monday!” 
Mr. Marius wiggled the puddle-drowned worms into a sneer. “Are you arguing with me, Miss Sorenson?”
 “No.” Arguing with him only earned more detentions.  
“You will serve one of them tonight. You will assist Mrs. Jeffers in the library shelving books.”
“I have an English Lit test tomorrow. I need to study!” 
For a moment, he seemed to contemplate her appeal. Then he smiled that eerie-fuck smile again. “You will serve it tomorrow then. Your choice.”
Nicks tightened her right hand around the strap of her backpack. He certainly knew she played with her band at Tapestries on Friday night. She’d seen him there a couple of times, standing against the back wall of the dining room. The man was so intimidating she’d reined in her language when she knew he was in the crowd.  She wondered how many times he’d been there and she hadn’t seen him. 
“I need to call my mother then. She’ll worry when I don’t come home.”
He nodded. “You may use the phone in my office.”
No way am I going to your office with you!  “I’ll use the phone in the library.” She turned and scurried away before he had a chance to take a swing at her with his walking stick.  
Fuming with impotent rage, she stormed down to the basement. It said a lot about the school and Mr. Marius that all the creative classes were on the lower level. It was like a dungeon down there, yet it housed the library as well as the art and music departments. They might as well put up a sign that said “Artistic souls not welcome here”.
Shelving books in the library wasn’t so bad though. Willow Jeffers, the librarian, was an old friend of her mother’s. She was like an aunt to Nicks.
She hit the last landing and walked through the open door into the hall that led to the library. When she saw all the loaded book carts out in the hallway, she threw her backpack to the floor. 
Thousands of books! Millions! She’d be here until 9:00 p.m. at least. Shit! Good thing she wasn’t struggling with English Lit.
The library door was propped open with a rubber stop. Sticking her head in the door, she listened for signs of life. “Willow? I mean...Mrs. Jeffers? Are you here?”
Mrs. Jeffers soon appeared out of an aisle near her. 
“Nicks. What are you doing here?” Willow’s eyes widened with comprehension. “Not another detention!”
“I could swear I was caught up with detentions. Mr. Marius’s secretary said I was.” Nicks clenched her teeth in frustration and shut the door behind her. Sound traveled in this place as though it were shouted through a megaphone. She didn’t want anyone to hear her vent. “Marius looks for reasons to give me detentions. He hates me, and I don’t know why.”
Willow hugged her. “He hates himself. He’s hard on the staff here too.” She put a hand on Nicks’s shoulder. “What did you do this time?”
“I was breathing! He’s always sneaking up behind me, trying to catch me doing something. I turned around and ran into him. I dropped the f-bomb right in his face.” 
“God, like we teachers don’t hear that word a thousand times a day.” Willow rolled her eyes. “One-hundred percent of the student body would be here every night if we gave detention to everyone who said it.”
 “I have an English Lit test tomorrow. I need to study tonight.” Nicks threw her backpack up on one of the library tables with a sigh. “May I use the phone? I have to let Mom know I’m here.” 
 “There are a lot of books out there.” Looking every inch a stern librarian, Willow pressed her lips together. “I’ll stay and help you so you can get home at a decent hour.”
“Thank you so much.” 
“I’ll call your mother for you. Go out and get one of the carts, and we’ll get started.”
Feeling better about things, Nicks whirled on her heels and headed for the door. 
 

 
The hallway in the basement of the school had a bizarre, funky smell to it, like ditch water, floor wax, and old-man armpits. Nicks wrinkled her nose and surveyed the carts of books.
There were eight of them, each holding approximately two hundred books. Thank God Willow was staying to help her.
“Nicks Sorenson? Is that you?”
Eyes wide, she jerked her gaze up to the pale blue cement block wall in front of her and froze.  
No. No. It can’t be. There’s no way...
“Nicks?”
She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her fists. She certainly was having some kind of sorry-ass luck today. That voice was unmistakable. 
Stone Jensen was coming up the hall behind her.
“I’ll be damned, it is you.” 
She whirled around with a huff and backed into the book cart behind her. There was no escape. Stone stood between her and the library door.
“Did I scare you? I didn’t mean to.”
 She gave him the once-over. He held an acoustic guitar case in one hand. The other gripped a black leather jacket casually thrown over his shoulder. Wavy, midnight hair cascaded across the collar of his burgundy Henley shirt. He stared back at her with eyes so dark she couldn’t see pupils. He was hot. He was beautiful. Too bad she hated his guts.
“What are you doing here?” She crossed her arms in front of her.
He stopped several feet away from her, as though he needed to maintain the space between them for safety. It was a good plan on his part.
“Mrs. Talbott is my aunt.”
Nicks shook her head and narrowed her eyes. “Who the hell is Mrs. Talbott?”
Stone gave her a curious look. “You’re a musician and you don’t know Mrs. Talbott, the music teacher?”
She gulped air, trying to recover from being startled by his appearance. Find the anger and hold tight.

“No, I don’t know Mrs. Talbott.” She mimicked his incredulous tone right back to him. “So she’s your aunt. So what? Am I supposed to care?”
“She asked me to come here. I’ve volunteered my time to work with autistic students at the high school this year. I give them guitar lessons from two until the last bell three days a week.”
“Really?” That was an epiphany. Apparently, not every cell of Stone Jensen’s body was arrogant and egotistical. 
 In fact, Nicks was impressed that he did such a thing. Anyone who was different at this school took a lot of shit.  She grudgingly admitted to herself it was nice that he gave of his time to work with the autistic kids. 
Still, it didn’t mean she wanted to talk to him. 
Stone took a step toward her; she pressed back tighter against the book cart.
“I’m not going to bite you,” he said. 
“You’re damned right you’re not.” Despite the show of bravado, she felt like a trapped animal. This was not Tapestries. She was not onstage. There was no part of this school that felt like a comfort zone to her.
“Do you still go to school here? I thought you were eighteen?”
“That’s none of your business.”  
He blinked. “You’re right.  I apologize.” He picked up his coat and guitar and started to go around her.
That was it? He was leaving? 
The nasty encounter at Tapestries notwithstanding, this was the most interaction she’d ever had with him. Unless you counted the time he’d come up behind her in Guitar Center and tapped on her shoulder. He’d scared the shit out of her that day.  She went after him like a pit bull, but she’d also been inexplicably drawn to him.
 For some crazy, fucked-up reason, she wanted to have a normal conversation with him. He might be an narcissistic wienie, but they had some things in common. Guitars. Being musicians. There was no one else she could talk to about those things.
“Yes. I still go to school here. I’m in my senior year. And I’ll be nineteen at the end of October,”  she said hastily. 
“Oh.” He studied the carts behind her. “You’re here awfully late. Let me guess. Detention?”
It was a sore spot. Nicks was tempted to let fly with a fuck you. Instead, she nodded, feeling like a criminal.
 “Do you know how many thousands of books I put back on the shelves of this library during detentions? Mr. Marius hasn’t changed a bit. He still picks at those he admires.”
She scoffed. “He doesn’t admire me. He hates me.”
Stone laughed. The sound went straight into her gut like an arrow. “He doesn’t hate you.  He wants to be you. It was bad enough for me when I went to school here. I imagine it’s doubly bad for you, being female. He treats everyone who’s talented at anything like shit. Even the art students take crap from that asshole.” 
Nicks stared at him.  She’d never thought of it that way.
He set the guitar down beside him. “Speaking of...while I have you cornered and all...I want to tell you how sorry I am for saying such rotten things about you last year.”
She clenched her fists. “Why did you say those things? You didn’t even know me!”
He laid his coat over the top of the guitar case and took a step toward her. “It was nothing more than jealousy. You’re a much better guitarist than I am. You rock, and I resented it. It’s as simple as that. I’m sorry. It was unkind and unfair.” 
“Every musician in Pittsburgh laughed at me after you said those things! I was humiliated! You think throwing a fast sorry at me can fix all that?” She took a step toward him. Two could play that game. “I worked damned hard to get where I am. You didn’t know a thing about me when you said that shit.”  
“They didn’t laugh at you, Nicks. They knew how good you were and could see me for what I was. An envious dickhead. All I did was make an ass out of myself. I know two little words won’t make up for what I said. I owed you honesty, and I gave it to you. You were better. I was jealous. I’m sorry.” 
His apology drained the fuel from her anger. He seemed sincere. “I’m not better. I have a long way to go before I catch up to you.”
“That’s not what I hear out there.” 
She blushed and looked away. 
“Forgive me? I’m not going to insist we be friends or anything. I just wanted you to forgive me.”
“I’ll think about it.” It was all he was getting from her...for now.
Willow came into the hallway. “Nicks, are you coming? Oh, hello, Stone. Music lessons again?”
Stone half turned to the librarian, though he never took his eyes off Nicks. “Hi, Mrs. Jeffers. Just finished cleaning up.”
“Hey,” Willow said brightly. “You know how to shelve books. Do you have anything pressing to do right now?”
“No.”
“It’s detention night. Would you mind staying and helping us? Nicks has an English Lit test tomorrow. I need to get her home early so she can study.”
Be in the same space as Stone Jensen? Oh, God. Nicks shifted her eyes to Willow, hoping she’d see the big N-O there. Her mother’s best friend didn’t even notice. 
Things seemed to move in slow motion after that. Stone Jensen, slowly blinking those sinful dark-lashed eyes, threw the most exquisite smile at her. “It would be my pleasure to help you shelve books tonight.”
Nicks squeezed her eyes shut, hoping he’d just be gone when she opened them. 
He wasn’t.  
 

 
Stone pulled a handful of books from the cart next to him then spared a glance at Nicks sitting on the floor in the next aisle. She hadn’t said much since Mrs. Jeffers asked him to help. In fact, he got the impression she was doing her best to ignore him.
She was still angry. Okay. He could work with that. He’d have to approach her slowly to show her he wasn’t the asshole he’d proved himself to be a year ago. 
Being close to her felt like a caffeine buzz. There were no outward signs of the excitement he felt, but he was fist-pumping and high-fiving himself in his head. He’d talked to her, and she hadn’t put a shoe in his boys.  It was a start.
“Hey, last cart. We’re almost done,“ he called to Nicks across the aisle.
She rolled her eyes as she shoved another book onto the shelf in front of her.  “Thank God.  I’m nearly cross-eyed from looking at these spines.”
Mrs. Jeffers came around the corner with an armful of books.  “I really appreciate the two of you doing this. This would’ve taken me days.”
“I’m on detention all week next week too.  I’m sure I’ll be down here helping you,” Nicks said.
“What? He gave you detention all week? Like every day?” Stone asked. That was harsh, even for Marius. 
“Yeah. I dropped the f-bomb in front of him.”
Stone walked into her aisle and crouched down beside her. “I’ll be here for guitar lessons at least three of those days. I’ll help you.”
Nicks seemed a little panicked. “It’s not necessary. Really.”
“Oh c’mon! Look how much fun we had tonight.” He tried to hold her gaze, but she was having none of it.
“I appreciate it, but I don’t want either of you to get in trouble for helping me.”
Willow scoffed. “This is my damned library. I’ll run it as I see fit.”
Stone grinned. “See? Don’t worry, Nicks. We got this.”
 

 
“If you don’t mind me asking, where are you parked?” Stone asked as he pushed the wide broom up and down between the bookshelves. 
They’d finished shelving ten minutes earlier. Now there was just cleanup. 
“Lower parking lot,” Nicks answered.  She’d been tasked with dumping all of the smaller waste baskets into the larger one just outside Willow’s office.
She had to admit that asking Stone to help had been a great idea on Willow’s part. They’d gotten done much faster than they would’ve without him. And he’d been nice to her. Just idle chit chat, nothing too deep. Some hearty belly laughs. Even a few moments of flirtatious teasing.
She’d caught him staring at her a few times, but only because she’d been trying to get a good look at him. An odd current seemed to sizzle between them. She thought maybe he felt it too. 
It was all very exciting, but talking to him, being around him, still felt strange. As though she’d put her shoes on the wrong feet. 
And that was perfectly normal, she guessed. No one would be able to drop a year’s worth of hurt and anger in three-and-a-half hours. And her ambiguous feelings were made doubly worse by the fact that she was exhausted and just wanted to go home.
 “Would you like me to walk down with you? It’ll be dark out there,” Stone said.
“It’s well-lit. I’ve done it before. I’m not afraid.”
He stopped for a moment and leaned on the broom handle. “I’m parked in the teacher’s parking lot. I can drive you down.”
“It is dark in the lower parking lot, Nicks. Maybe you should take Stone up on his offer,” said Willow.
Nicks glanced between the two of them. Willow was trying to be helpful, but she wasn’t getting in his car with him. No way. 
“If I let you walk me down to the parking lot, you’ll have to walk back to your car in the dark. That’s a pretty long trek.” Nicks shot him a look, hoping he’d just drop it. 
 “I’ll just go move my car to the lower parking lot. I’ll do it right now.”
Nicks held the heavy sigh that threatened. This was going to happen no matter what she said. Seemed like a lot of silly running around to her.
“If you feel like you want to do that, then okay. You can walk me down to my car.”
“I’ll be right back!” Stone dropped the broom handle to the floor and dashed to get his coat and guitar from Willow’s office.  
Willow giggled as his footsteps retreated from the library. “I think Mr. Jensen likes you, Nicks. He couldn’t take his eyes off you all night.”
“Yeah.”
“And I can see those warm fuzzies are not reciprocated. Is there some tension on your part?”
Nicks retrieved the broom from the aisle. “Don’t you remember? Stone is the one who said those things about me last year. Called me a guitar-playing pussy.”
Willow’s expression morphed into one of horror. “Oh, my God, Nicks. I’m so sorry! I knew another guitar player had said rude things about you. I just didn’t know it was Stone! I never would’ve asked him to stay tonight if I’d known that.”
“It’s okay. He apologized out in the hallway, just before you asked him to help.”
Willow tilted her head. “And?”
“He seemed sincere. I guess I’m just having trouble with perspective. ‘I’m sorry’ spat at me while I was trapped against a book cart shouldn’t be enough to erase the past year. And yet,” Nicks gestured into the air with both hands, “I can’t help but like him. There’s just something about him, and it’s driving me nuts. I don’t know anyone else I could talk to about guitars and playing and technique. I do believe him when he says he’s sorry, but why did he say all that shit in the first place?” Nicks rolled her eyes. “And did I mention I think he’s gorgeous? How screwed up is that?”
“Come with me, young lady. We need to have a chat.” Willow crooked her finger and beckoned Nicks toward her office.
“I know what you’re going to say,” Nicks said as she closed the door and took a seat in front of Willow’s desk. “I should forgive Stone because he asked. And I don’t disagree with that. I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to have a long talk with myself.”
Willow locked her fingers together and planted her elbows on the desk. “First of all, I’m shocked to hear it was Stone who said those things. He was an exemplary student. Polite and friendly. He served a lot of detentions too, and I was always glad to see him. He’s a computer genius, and a whiz with audio and video equipment. Insulting you seems really out of character based on what I know about him, yet I know he must’ve done it. I remember how mad your mother was at the time. And your father... Holy shit!”
Nicks nodded, wondering where she was going with this.
“People are thoughtless and dumb sometimes.  They say the stupidest things in the heat of the moment and regret them later, after they give it some thought.” Willow glanced up at Nicks. “Knowing Stone, I suspect that’s what happened here.”
“I get that, but he didn’t even know me.” 
Willow nodded. “Far be it from me to make excuses for him, and I’m not trying to do that now.  But you are the prettiest little thing, Nicks. And then you strap on that guitar, and you turn into a ten-foot-tall warrior woman. I imagine you were a shock to Mr. Jensen’s nervous system the first time he saw you. He has no justification for being an idiot, but I’ll tell you, based on what I know about men, that his reaction was understandable to a certain extent. You must’ve come across like a ten on the Richter scale the first time he saw you play.”
Nicks’s cheeks went hot.  “I suppose. Still seems like a shitty thing to do.”
“You’re right, but I’ve needed to beg forgiveness more than once for things I’ve said and done. And I’ve had to give it as well. That’s a two-way street, honey. It really takes more courage to forgive than not. When you hold a grudge, it’s like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die.”  
Nicks nodded her head. Yep, this was the perspective she needed. “I see your point.”
Willow gave her a half-smile. “Don’t close the door on Stone. Sometimes the best relationships start out volatile. My husband Randy was a friend of my brother’s and a gigantic pain in my ass. And then one day we looked at each other and said ‘Wow. You’re pretty cute.’ It was all over for both of us after that. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other.”
Nicks laughed. 
“You and Stone do have a lot in common. Forgive him and get over it. Talk to him. Get to know him. If he’s the same Stone Jensen who helped me shelve books here, I think you’ll like him, Nicks.” 
 

 
The silence was awkward as Nicks and Stone descended the steps into the lower parking lot. It seemed as though he wanted to say something but was holding back.  She actually felt sorry for him.
God bless Willow.  She had the heart of an angel.  She always tried to view things through such compassionate eyes. 
It had taken some pretty big balls for Stone to make the first move. She didn’t want to be the kind of person who’d toss that back in his face.
“It’s beautiful out tonight, isn’t it?” She watched his expression as he walked beside her.  He’d gotten what he wanted, but she made him nervous. “We probably don’t have too many nights like this left.”
“Probably not. Summers are too short in Pennsylvania.”
They’d reached the bottom of the steps and turned toward their cars. A white Chevy Impala was parked right beside her Cobalt.
“Is that your car?” she asked.
“Yeah. It’s old and ugly, and it’s got 137,000 miles on it, but it keeps on tickin’.”
“Did you know the Cobalt was mine?” 
“It wasn’t hard to figure out. It was the only car left in the lower parking lot.”
“You like Chevys?”
“Yep.  I’m getting a new one soon. Maybe this weekend.”
“Another Impala?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t made up my mind yet.” Stone came to a halt behind her car and turned to her. “I really enjoyed myself tonight, Nicks. It was a pleasure working with you.”
 “It was fun, wasn’t it? Even if it was a detention for me. I enjoyed your band stories. Marius can’t stop us from laughing, can he?”
“No, he can’t stop us from laughing.”
There didn’t seem to be anything left to say. She needed to go home so she could study, but...
“I wish it was earlier. We could totally go get a burger or something,” she blurted.
He looked stunned. “Would you want to go get a burger with me?”
“Sure. But not tonight. It’s getting late. I have to go home now.”
“Okay.” He hesitated for a moment. “But I’m going to hold you to that burger.”
“That’s fine.” With one last look, she turned to get in her car. “Goodnight, Stone Jensen. See you next week.” 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Chelsea shut the book in her lap and glanced up at the grandfather clock in the family room. The filigreed black hands showed 7:15 p.m. Nicks had never been this late from a detention before. 
The endless detentions were starting to disturb her. Nicks had a foul mouth sometimes, would argue until she was blue in the face, but she’d never been one to deliberately flout the rules. The girl usually knew how far she could push before she or Tage blew a gasket. 
The first three years of high school had passed uneventfully, but it had been one thing after another since the first day of her senior year. 
 At first, she’d been angry with her daughter, despite the girl’s protestations that the principal was targeting her. When she continued to rack up time after school for the pettiest things, she began to get the feeling Nicks was telling the truth.
Albert Marius had taught Chelsea biology at Oakland High after she’d transferred schools from Rochester, New York to Pittsburgh as a junior. He seemed old at the time, but he couldn’t have been more than twenty-three or so, only in his second year of teaching.  
Chelsea wasn’t sure what troubled her most about the man. For one thing, his coloring was...off. His eyes were a strange pale gray; his thick eyebrows always reminded her of crows taking flight.  Willow told her once she was sure the man had been hastily assembled from several corpses in the basement of a haunted house because the school couldn’t find a decent biology teacher.  
It wasn’t just his appearance though. Marius seemed sort of unhinged in a creepy fire-and-brimstone, pseudo-religious kind of way. 
He blew hot and cold faster than anyone Chelsea had ever seen. One minute he was friendly, smiling, supportive. The next saw him smashing beakers to the floor, and the students rewriting chapters of the textbook until their hands and fingers cramped. 
You never knew what was going to set him off either. Toby Delsole had farted once toward the end of class, sending all of them into paroxysms of laughter. Marius had been furious about the perceived lack of respect in his classroom. He’d turned an unhealthy shade of black-purple; his eyes had bulged out of his skull in a way you only saw in cartoons. 
Now he was a principal—had been for the last seven years—and clearly on a power trip.
Her oldest daughter was a decent student, but staying after school nearly every night had cut into her study time. Nicks didn’t like school as it was. Chelsea didn’t want to imagine how she’d feel if she couldn’t maintain her grades because of the detentions. 
She breathed a sigh of relief when she heard the door from the garage into the kitchen open and close. It could only be Nicks. Everyone else was present and accounted for. 
The lanky teen breezed into the family room.  “Sorry, Mom.”
“What happened this time?” 
Nicks threw her backpack to the floor and dropped into a chair across the room. “Hell if I know. Miss Powell told me I was caught up on the detentions I owed this past Monday. Marius snuck up behind me as I was about to leave and told me I owed him two more. He said I had to serve one tonight or tomorrow. My choice.” Nicks shook her head firmly. “I don’t do Friday detentions, no matter what that asshole says.”
Chelsea took her reading glasses off. “What do you mean ‘snuck up behind you’?”
Nicks slumped back in the chair with a dramatic sigh. “He’s always slinking around watching me, trying to catch me doing something wrong so he can punish me for it. I didn’t hear him come up behind me when I was at my locker. When I turned around, I nearly ran over him.”
Chelsea nodded. Nicks had once served three days of suspension for “mistreating a book”. She’d evidently thrown it into her locker in a manner that didn’t suit Mr. Marius.
 “I might have said fuck or something to him. I didn’t expect him to be there behind me,” Nicks said with a smile.
“If I know you, there’s a one-hundred percent chance you said fuck.”  
Nicks hung her head.  “Yeah, I did. And I got another week’s worth of detention for it.” The smile left her daughter’s face.
 Chelsea’s heart clenched. She’d seen that bereft expression often enough. It brought back memories of the bullying that Nicks had endured early in life.
“Nicks...I don’t know how to ask you this but...Mr. Marius has never done or said anything inappropriate to you, has he? He’s never touched you?”
“Hell no. I’d break his damned arm if he ever touched me. He’s beyond disgusting. It makes me want to barf just thinking about it.”
“Do you want me to go to the school and talk to him?  This seems to be getting out of hand.”
 “No. It’ll only make it worse. And I like working with Willow in the library.  She let me study for my English Lit test for a while tonight, while she and....” The girl sat up in the chair, her face illuminated with excitement. “Mom, you will never guess who helped us shelve books tonight. I don’t believe it myself.”
“Who?”
“Stone Jensen!”
Chelsea furrowed her brow, trying to recall  the name.  “Is that the boy who also plays guitar? The one who said such awful things about you?”
“Yeah, that’s the one! And he’s not a boy, mom.  He’s twenty-four.”
“What was he doing at the high school?”
“He works with the autistic students, teaching them guitar. Isn’t that nice?”
“Yes, it is. Did you say fuck to him too?”
Nicks laughed. “No. I wanted to. He cornered me out in the hall, and I wanted to go all pissed-off alley cat on him. But he apologized, Mom. Do you believe it? He said he was sorry for all the things he said about me.”
“I’m shocked.” Chelsea truly was.  She was even more shocked that Nicks hadn’t ripped him apart. Her daughter had been so furious about the things Stone said that Chelsea feared she’d have to wrap the girl in a straitjacket.  
“Yeah, me too. He said he was jealous. He’s going to come and help shelve books during my other detentions. I hope Marius doesn’t find out about it, or I’ll be cleaning toilets instead. With a toothbrush. Anyway, Stone wants me to forgive him for everything he said.”
“Are you going to?”
Nicks got to her feet and picked up the backpack. “I don’t know yet.”
“Nicks! When someone asks forgiveness for something...”
“I know, I know. You’re supposed to be gracious and give it.” Nicks smiled. “And I will. But I’m going to make him work for it.”
 

 
It was nearly ten by the time Nicks finished studying. Eyes bleary, she closed the book, shoved it into her backpack, and got ready for bed.
She was about to turn off the light when someone knocked on her door.  “Who is it?”
“It’s T.J.”
“Why aren’t you in bed?”
“I missed you tonight.  Can I come in?”
“Just a minute.” Nicks got out of bed and pulled on a pair of sweatpants.  “Okay, you can come in.”
Her little brother timidly opened the door and peered in. “Dad and I were in the basement building a model airplane when you came home. Mom said you were studying and I shouldn’t bother you. I can’t sleep without a good-night kiss though. I hope you’re not mad.”
She opened her arms to the boy. “C’mere, dude.” T.J. ran across the room and jumped into her arms. She pulled the covers over both of them. 
He snuggled against her. “Did you get another detention tonight?”
“Yeah.” 
“Is Mr. Marius a bastard?”
“You shouldn’t say that word, but yeah, he is. To me, at least.”
“Do you want me to beat him up for you?”
She kissed the top of his head. “No. I don’t think that’ll help very much, T.J.”
“I would do it for you.”
“I know you would.”
“Do you have a boyfriend who could do it?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? The guys at school avoided her like the plague. “I don’t know.”  
T.J. looked up at her. “Lindsay says it’s because you’re such a bitch.”
Normally, a statement like that from her sister would’ve pissed her off royally. Tonight, it was the perfect end to a day full of “let’s kick Nicks when she’s down”.  She was too tired to get mad.
“Lindsay shouldn’t talk like that.  Give me a kiss. You need to get back to bed.”
T.J. made a big production of kissing her. She walked him down the hall to his room, kissed him again, and tucked him in.
“I love you, Nicks.”
She ruffled his hair. “I love you too, little brother.”
Nicks went back to her room, locked the door, and cried herself to sleep. 
 

 
Chelsea saw the children off to school the next morning, anxious to call Willow about Mr. Marius. There was something about the situation that didn’t feel right to her. Kids that bullied were one thing. She’d be damned if she’d let Nicks be bullied by an adult—a school official, no less— who should know better. 
Willow picked up immediately. “I can guess why you’re calling. I don’t blame you a bit.”
“What’s going on with Marius? Do I have to come in there and tell him to back off?” Chelsea frowned as she nibbled on an English muffin.
“I can never get a read on him, Chels. You don’t see him for days on end then he’s in your shorts every day for a month about something. He doesn’t only pick on Nicks. He does it to the teachers too, especially the ones he’s relegated to the basement. Art, music, reading, metal and wood shop. It’s like he hates anything creative.”
“That’s what Nicks said. Do I have a shot at getting him fired if I go to the school board about this?”
“Not likely. He’s the brother-in-law of the superintendent of the school district. And if you try and fail, you might put a bigger bull’s eye on Nicks’s back.”
It was the one thing Chelsea didn’t want to hear. Her hands were tied. 
“It’s cutting into her study time, and she’s frustrated enough. I don’t want to do it, but if I see her grades starting to fall, I’m going to let her withdraw and take her GED. Marius has never even sent a note home about her behavior. I get the feeling he’s playing cat and mouse with my eighteen-year-old daughter, and it freaks me out.”
“I know. I’ll keep an eye on her to the best of my ability at school. I love that girl like she’s my own.”
“I know you do. I appreciate that. Thank you.”
Chelsea ended the call then eyed the rum bottle behind the leaded glass of the hutch. Why couldn’t life just go smoothly for a change?
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Five minutes until the weekend officially began. Nicks bit her lip, trying not to focus on the second hand of the wall clock in her biology class.  
Yesterday had sucked. Today had been fairly decent. She’d passed the calculus test with a B, and the English Lit test had been postponed indefinitely due to Mrs. Donovan’s emergency appendectomy. Even better than that, she hadn’t seen Mr. Marius once.
When the dismissal bell rang, Nicks leapt up from her seat and ran for the door. 
Still nervous about running into the principal, she took the longer route to her locker. She wouldn’t stay tonight, no matter how many detentions he piled on. She needed to go straight from the school to Tapestries to help Charm and Pip set up for their Friday night gig. Then she’d go home and spend time getting her game face on. She had a new killer leather outfit she was going to wear that night.  
She dropped off her books, grabbed her sweatshirt, and eased the locker shut. Prepared to do battle for her Friday night freedom, she inhaled and checked out the hallway in both directions.  Still no Marius.
Nicks sprinted for the front door.
 

 
Charm and Pip were already at Tapestries when Nicks turned into the parking lot behind the bar. 
Pip was pulling her drum kit out of the back of her mother’s mini-van. “I have a free hand available. Can I help you with anything?” Nicks asked.
“Yeah, take these cymbals for me.” Pip handed her a round, black leather case. “I have the kick drum to take in, and I’m done.”
Marybeth held the back door of the bar open, a cigarette in one hand. She blew a ribbon of smoke into the air. “Hey, Nickles. How’s it goin’ today?”
“Today was much better than yesterday.”
“That’s my girl. Hurry up, Pip! I got shit to do!” Marybeth shifted impatiently from one foot to the other. 
“Okay!  Jeez, gimme a minute.” Pip slammed the back of the van and penguin-walked to the door with the bass drum in both hands. Marybeth swatted at Pip’s ass with a dishtowel when she walked past, making her squeal with laughter.
“I can’t wait to tell you guys what happened this week.” Nicks laid the cymbal case down near Pip’s drums. 
 Charm sat on the edge of the stage and prepared to change the strings on her bass. “Something good?”
“I don’t know if it’s good yet. It was definitely a surprise.”
Pip dropped the kick drum near the rest of the drum cases and collapsed dramatically to the carpeted stage. “So let’s hear it.”
“I had to serve a detention on Thursday…”
“Fucking Marius.  He used to catch me all the time,” snarled Charm. “And for the stupidest shit too.”
“Really? I don’t remember you serving that many detentions,” said Nicks. Maybe there was something to Stone’s theory about Mr. Marius’s choice of victims after all.
“Trust me. I touched every single goddamned book in that library at least once. Thank God for Mrs. Jeffers. Sorry…go on with your story.” Charm wound up a fat E-string with the tuning key on her bass.
“Well, I was about to get started with shelving when I heard a voice behind me. You’ll never guess who it was.”
“Jimmy Page. Steve Vai. Eddie VanHalen.” Pip got up and started to unpack her orange metallic Pearl drum set. 
“Close. It was Stone Jensen.” 
Both girls stopped what they were doing and stared at her, open-mouthed.  
“How big of a pool of blood did you leave him lying in?” Charm arched her eyebrows with the question.
“Does he still have testicles?” Pip snorted as she unzipped the leather cymbal case. “If I know you, he’s presently minus at least one.”
“Oh, c’mon!’ Nicks protested. “I would never do something like that.”
“I don’t know. You were raging pretty good when you heard what he said. I’m guessing you didn’t hurt him then. So what happened?” Charm asked.
“He gives guitar lessons to the autistic students at school. I think it’s so cool that he works with them like that. You know how those poor kids get picked on.” Nicks plopped into a chair at one of the dining room tables. “Stone helped Willow and me shelve books all night.  The extra pair of hands was awesome. I actually got home at a decent hour.” 
“So…you talked to him and everything?” Charm used her wire cutters to remove the excess string from the headstock of her bass. 
“Yeah. Some. I was pretty quiet. I’ve been pissed at him for so long, I didn’t know how not to be pissed. It was weird being around him, so I said as little as possible. I just listened to him and Willow talk.”
“I can’t believe you didn’t kill him.” Pip snickered as she unfolded her cymbal stands. 
“I was going to let him have it, but he apologized. He said he was jealous, that he thought I was better than he was. He told me what he said about me was unkind and unfair.”
“Wow!” exclaimed Charm. “Too bad he didn’t think of that before he opened his big mouth.”
“He’s just trying to save his sorry ass,” growled Pip.
Marybeth came into the dining room with cheesy jalapeño nachos and three cans of Pepsi on a tray for them.
“You need to write that down somewhere, if that’s what he said.  Men like Stone Jensen don’t say things they don’t mean. And they don’t apologize. Trust me. That sounds like some pretty heartfelt ass-kissing to me, Nickles.” Marybeth winked at her and set the tray down on the table. “This isn’t much of a supper for you gals, but I know you don’t like to eat a lot before you play. Your mother would have my hide if she knew I fed this crap to you every Friday afternoon.” 
“She won’t find out from me.” Nicks popped open a can of Pepsi. “Do you know Stone Jensen?”
“I made it my business to find out who he was after he said that shit about you. It pissed me off.” Marybeth got a faraway look in her eyes.  “He reminds me of a man who used to work as a bartender at Tapestries. Asher Pratt. Arrogant, gorgeous, talented. A real pain in the ass. He played guitar too.”
“Really?” Nicks picked up a gooey nacho and shoved it in her mouth. “Never heard of him.”
Giving one of her mysterious gypsy smiles, Marybeth patted Nicks on the head and walked away.
 

 
It didn’t take the three of them long to get the stage set up once they got down to business. Nicks did a quick sound check in the booth at the back of the room then joined her friends onstage.
“You want to run through the new ones before we play them tonight?” Charm played a scale of notes up and down the neck of her bass, adjusting and tuning as needed. 
“Yeah, I do. Let’s play Don’t Fuck With Me first.” Nicks dropped the strap of the Fender Strat over her head.  She quickly tuned it then turned to Pip.  “Click the sticks, you awesome bitch!” 
“I’ve been waiting all week to hear you say that.” Pip stuck her sticks in the air and clicked off a count for them.
The first note they hit vibrated the walls and sent Nicks’s heart soaring. She lived for this shit!   
They played through the intro, carefully picking their way through some places in the song that’d given them trouble. Pip laid down a solid beat behind her, as Charm played a whole shitload of tasty, crisp, bottom notes. Nicks stepped up to the mic and let it rip.
 
“You think you can play with my heart
You think you can own my soul
You think you can crack the whip
And I will no longer be whole
I got news for you, boy
And you better take my advice
This girl’s gonna take you down
And I don’t like to play nice.”
 
All three of them sang the chorus.
 
“Don’t fuck with me!
You don’t want me as an enemy!”
 
Nicks got a chill at the way their voices blended together in harmony. They were three of the baddest bitches on the planet when they sang together. 
 
“Don’t fuck with me!
I ain’t no wounded wannabe!
Yeah!”
 
She watched her partners in crime as her fingers raced over the neck of the Strat.  She loved them both so goddamned much.
“Yeah!” Nicks shouted as the last chord reverberated through the air. “That’s our best song yet.”
“My thong is soaked,” said Charm. “Jesus, that sounded good.”
“Hey, I got a great idea,” said Nicks. “What do you say to us taking our bad little selves on tour next summer? I’ll be graduated by then. You’ll both be home for the summer from college.  C’mon guys, we’re awesome!  Let’s let the world hear it too.”
“I think that’s a great idea,” said Pip. “I’m in.”
“Me too,” said Charm. “But we’ll need a manager.”
“We can worry about that later. I’m sure my dad knows someone who can act as manager while we’re touring. I’ll ask him,” said Nicks.  
Marybeth came around the corner of the dining room. “You three keep singing songs like that, and you’ll never get boyfriends.”
“Who gives a shit? We got each other,” said Pip, throwing both arms into the air.  
They high-fived and ran through the other two songs, Take Me As I Am and Who’s Your Bitch Now.
Nicks grinned as the last chord faded away. They were going to blow the damned doors off this place tonight. 
“Be back here at eight?” Charm wiped the fingerprints from her bass and laid it in the case.  
“That’s fine. I’ll be here early. I’m coming with my parents. I have to help out in the kitchen before we play.” Nicks removed her guitar and laid it in the case. 
“Who’s running sound?” Pip asked. 
“Dimitri.” Nicks turned just in time to see her eyes go wide. Pip had a thing for Dimitri Stavonos, Tapestries’ official sound man. 
“Ohhh. Nice,” the little drummer girl purred as she restocked drumsticks in the cloth utility bag hanging from her kit. The tiny fiend broke at least four every time they played. 
“Stone coming to see you?” asked Marybeth.
“I don’t know. He didn’t say.” Nicks was annoyed at the way his name seemed to cause a tickle in her stomach that finally settled somewhere south of that. Apparently, the rest of her was not as conflicted about him as her head.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
It wasn’t a particularly hard guitar solo, but Stone couldn’t seem to get it right. He sat on the edge of the makeshift riser near the pool to practice, but his thoughts kept drifting to Nicks Sorenson.
Heavy Remedy didn’t usually play Friday night gigs, but this private party for a spoiled rich kid in Fox Chapel paid too much to pass up.  Too bad his heart wasn’t in it. He wanted nothing more than to jump in his car, head to East Carson Street, and see the tiny guitar player who seemed to have set his blood on fire. 
“Man, that sounds awful.  You sure you’re in tune?”
Stone looked up to see Mike Dorton, Heavy Remedy’s bass player, standing in front of him.
“I guess I’m not sure of anything anymore, Mike.” He nestled the guitar into the crushed velvet-lined case beside him with a sigh.
Mike took a seat on the riser. “What’s the matter? You need to get laid? There’ll be lots of babes at this party tonight. It’s warm enough yet for them to swim, so we’ll probably see some tits and bush once the alcohol gets flowing. Maybe even be lucky enough to get some.” He rubbed his hands together. “No need to be depressed, my friend.”
Mike was the funnyman of the band. He was rude and crude, and the women fell all over him for some reason. He usually found Mike’s antics entertaining. Tonight he found him irritating as hell. 
Stone scowled and got to his feet.  
“God, you really are in a mood. What’s up?” Mike rose as well, his brow creased with concern.
“How long is this party supposed to last tonight?”  Maybe he still had a shot at making it to Tapestries before Wild Angel finished.
“One, two in the morning. I don’t know. The kid’s parents said they would pay extra for us to play longer if people were having a good time. Why?”
“I was hoping to get over to see Wild Angel at Tapestries tonight.” Stone bent over, closed his guitar case, and flipped the latches. 
Mike chuckled behind him. Stone straightened, wondering if it would be a bad idea to put his fist in the bass player’s face before he could say anything. 
“Uh oh. Stoney wants a taste of their little guitar player. I bet she has the sweetest wet pussy. I’ll bet she howls like a dog when she’s getting...”
Stone turned and grabbed Mike by the front of his shirt with both hands. “Shut the fuck up about her,” he said through clenched teeth. “You don’t know her.”
Mike pried Stone’s fingers from his shirt. “That didn’t stop you from saying the same thing about her a year ago though. Did it?”
Stone turned to walk away. “I was a fucking idiot then. I should learn to keep my mouth shut.” 
Mike grabbed his arm. “You really have it bad.  How do you know her?”
“All you need to know is that I spent a couple of hours with Nicks Sorenson Thursday night at the high school. And I’ll be spending more time with her in the week to come. She’s a great girl. And the first person who makes a smart-ass comment about fucking her or says anything about her body parts is going to get their respective instrument shoved up their ass. Drums, guitar, whatever.”  Stone pointed his finger at Mike. “You assholes need to grow up. Me included.”
 

 
“We saved the best for last, boys,” Nicks said into the mic. “This is an original song the three of us wrote called Don’t Fuck With Me.”
“Hold on for a second.” Charm grabbed a bottle of water from behind the stack of Marshall amps and chugged it, then held it against her forehead. 
Pip adjusted the drummer’s throne and wiped her hands on the towel hanging from the hi-hat stand. Nicks dipped her head in acknowledgment. They all needed a moment to catch their breath and regroup.  
Nicks was sweating from her neck to her ankles, her body wrapped tightly in a black leather bustier and pants, but she was too pumped to be uncomfortable. The night had been awesome, one of their best shows ever.  
“Talk for a minute until I cool off,” whispered Charm. “I’m dying over here.”
Nicks turned back to the mic, shading her eyes with her hands against the hot lights overhead. “I don’t see anything but black leather out there tonight. Jesus, you fuckers into bondage or what?”
A huge cheer went up from the crowd. “How many subs we got out there?”  She was surprised when a few hands went up. “How many doms?” Nicks laughed. Shit! There were a few of those too.
“How ‘bout you be my bottom?” a muscle-bound jerk called from off to the left of the stage. 
“How ‘bout you shut the fuck up?” Nicks responded. She brushed a hand down her leather-clad body. “Do I look like a bottom to you?” 
The whole bar went nuts cheering. 
Snickering, Nicks turned to Pip. “You ready?” Pip nodded. She cut her eyes to Charm. Another nod.
“Hold on to your titties, girls,” said Pip, lifting her sticks to deliver a four-count. “We’re about to blast off!”
Click, click, click, click. 
Wham! Nicks hit the first chord of the song with such a blast that the crowd of men near the stage took a step back.  She pushed the black Strat out in front of her with a hipbone as she played.  
She’d sung her heart out that night. Her voice was nearly gone, but it gave the song a dangerous edge that she liked. She made a mental note to save that song for last every Friday night.
 

 
Stone left Fox Chapel heading for Tapestries, hoping against hope he could at least catch the last few songs of Wild Angel’s set.  It was one in the morning. If they played until two, he might just make it. 
The traffic was heavy though, and he wasn’t a patient man. “C’mon, c’mon, assholes! I got places to be!” 
It was going on three by the time Stone wheeled his new Camaro into the back parking lot of the bar. There were still a few cars near the door. He hoped Nicks hadn’t left yet. 
He pounded on the door, not really expecting anyone to answer it. He was surprised when the grizzled, gray-haired woman who bartended pushed it open. 
“We’re closed, pal. Sorry.” She started to pull it shut, but he grabbed the handle.
“Wait! Is Nicks still here?” He hated that he sounded hopeful and desperate all at the same time.
The bartender swung the door open again and squinted into the half-light. “Stone Jensen? Is that you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” She knew him by name! Maybe Nicks had talked about him. “Is she still here?”
The woman gave him a speculative look.  “Yeah. She’s still here.”
Before he could respond, the door exploded open. The biggest blond dude he’d ever seen in his life suddenly had him by the throat and was walking him backward across the parking lot.
“You the guy who said those shitty, cowardly things about my daughter last year?” Stone came up short when the man bounced him against a truck.
It was clearly a rhetorical question. Obviously the man was well aware that he was the asshole who had said shitty, cowardly things about his daughter, if, in fact, Nicks was this man’s daughter. And there was no reason to think otherwise, given the way the man had reacted to Stone’s full name being said out loud.
“But I apologized!” Stone squeaked. The man’s fingers were iron bands around his neck.  There would surely be a bruise tomorrow.
“Daddy! It’s okay! He told me he was sorry, and I believe him.” 
Stone would’ve exhaled in relief when he heard Nicks’s voice, but there was no air moving in or out of his lungs. He stared up at the man who had him pinned.  Crazy blue eyes under a Neanderthal brow ridge glowered down at him.  
Nicks came around the back of her father and pulled on his arm. “Don’t hurt him, Daddy.”
The man loosened his grip, but his expression remained one of fury. “You ever talk about my little girl like that again, and I’ll turn you into a eunuch. We clear on that?”
“Perfectly.” 
The death-grip loosened then was gone. Growling under his breath, the blond behemoth turned and stalked back into the bar. 
“Jesus…” Stone put a hand to his neck and started to slide to his knees. 
 Nicks grabbed him by the arm. “God, I’m so sorry. Daddy was really mad when he heard what you said about me.”
“D’ya think?” His neck muscles felt paralyzed. He tried to focus on breathing.
She put her hands on her hips. “You can’t say you didn’t deserve it.”
“Touché.” He was having a hard time keeping his eyes on her face. She was wearing the sexiest black-leather outfit he’d ever seen. He loved a woman in tight, black leather, but he knew she would see it as an insult if she caught him ogling her body. The last thing he wanted to do was offend her again.
“What are you doing here so late?”
“We played a job tonight, a private party in Fox Chapel. I was hoping to get done early enough to come and see you.”
“Really? You came all the way from Fox Chapel to Tapestries at this hour?”
He nodded and gasped for air. When he lifted his head to look at her, she had the strangest expression on her face, as though she were pondering a clue to some great mystery. 
The back door of the bar swung wide. A woman came out carrying a box and opened the back of the truck he was propped against. “We’re ready to go if you are,” she said.
“Coming, Mom.” She pivoted back to Stone. “We’re done cleaning up now. We’re all going home.”
“Will you…Do you think your father would let me take you home? Would you want to ride home with me?”
“I don’t want you to have to go out of your way. I can ride home with Mom and Dad.” Nicks looked over his shoulder into the center of the parking lot. “Although a girl might change her mind if she could ride home in something like
that.”
He turned. She was staring at his bright red, brand-new Chevy Camaro. It shone like a fiery jewel in the glow of the streetlights. The grill appeared to be grinning mischievously.
“You like that?” Stone pulled the key fob out of his jeans’ pocket and pressed the button to unlock it.  The car headlights came on. He turned back to her with a smug half-smile. “Boom! What d’ya think of that!”
“No way! You got your new car.” She bumped him on the arm with her elbow. “Let me get my things and I’ll tell Mom and Dad you’re driving me home. You are taking me straight home, right?” 
“That’s entirely up to you. I am at your disposal tonight. We can do whatever you want to do.” 
Please, please. Let me take you for pizza or something. Please don’t bring the evening to an end.
“I think you should. I’ve been up for nearly twenty-four hours. Though I won’t bitch if you take the scenic route. That car is wicked.” Nicks bit her lip and gave him a flirtatious smile. 
He let his gaze drift over the back of her as she walked away.
 Tempting swing of the hips? Check. Gorgeous, round little ass wrapped in black leather? Check. A smooth, curvaceous back and shoulders heretofore seen only on sculptures in the Louvre? Check.

Stone closed his eyes and blew out a breath.
I do respect her. I do! But I am a man, after all. 
 

 
“You didn’t hurt him, did you?” Chelsea turned to her husband as he drove them home from the bar. His face in profile looked like a bird of prey. Normally kind and even-tempered, Tage was a warrior when it came to his children.
“I don’t think so. He seemed okay.”
“What are you going to do if this boy ends up being your son-in-law someday?”
“Laugh about it over a beer?” Tage laughed. “Really. I think he’s fine. I wanted to make it clear that I don’t tolerate shit like that where my daughter is concerned. Now that he knows where I stand, he’ll either run for the hills, or he’ll respect her.” He shrugged. “Given the look on his face when I had him by the throat, I’m thinking he’ll be respectful. I just helped him make the logical choice.”
“Even if he doesn’t end up our son-in-law, I’ll bet he thinks twice the next time he’s tempted to insult someone he doesn’t know.”
“That’s all I wanted.” Tage rolled his window up and turned on the heater. “Y’know, I kind of understand why he did it.”
“What?” 
“Said those things about her. It was purely a wounded male ego. Here is Stone Jensen, celebrated Pittsburgh guitarist, who has been in Rolling Stone magazine, who’s shared the stage with any number of big-name acts. He’s feeling good about himself. He’s the shit. So he looks around and who does he find as a peer?  Who’s the one person in the city that can stand toe-to-toe with him on a guitar? An eighteen–year-old girl who wouldn’t weigh 110 pounds if her hair was wet. It must have been a shock to his bad little rock-star self that he wasn’t the only star in the sky.”
“You surely don’t condone...” Chelsea turned to her husband with narrowed eyes.
“Of course I don’t condone what he did. I’m not trying to excuse it. I’m simply trying to give you some insight into the male mind. We all like to think we’re the alpha-dog. We don’t even like being shown up by other males. It’s a slap in the face when we get put in our place by a female.”
“Do tell.” Chelsea crossed her arms.
“I think he panicked and did the first thing that came to mind. He tried to diminish her by taking the focus off her talent and calling attention to her gender. But he was really intrigued and just didn’t know how to approach her. Once he gave it some thought, he realized an apology was in order. He clearly likes her.”
She settled back against the seat and looked out the passenger side window. “The male mind.  Fascinating.”
Tage threw her a lame half-smile. “You should feel privileged. We men don’t share our secrets with just anyone. So now you’re in the loop.”
“Thank you so much. So what did you think of the girls tonight?”
Tage drew in a deep breath and held it for a moment. Chelsea knew what that meant. It was a sign that he’d given it some thought and had a profound opinion on the matter.
“Musically, they’re the best. They’re loud, and I don’t care for the style of music they play, but you can’t deny that each of those girls has an excellent command of their instrument.” Another long, drawn out sigh. “I really wish Nicks didn’t talk like that onstage.”
“It’s only a stage persona, Tage. You know that.”
“She has a smart mouth sometimes, but she isn’t the sexual siren she pretends to be up there.  I don’t like the language, and I think it gives the audience the wrong impression about her.  Christ, there were men older than me drooling over them tonight.”
“So you’re uncomfortable with Nicks as a sexual being?” Insight into the male mind, indeed.
“Yes. I guess. I don’t know. I know that Nicks is a sweet girl most of the time.  She comes across as snotty when she’s onstage.”
“She’s nearly nineteen. My parents were married at eighteen.”
“I’m not ready for this, Chelsea. I was just changing her diapers and giving her a bottle.  And I have two more girls growing up after her.”
“So you don’t feel that way about your sons? You think Reese isn’t sexual at fifteen?” Chelsea knew that fathers agonized over their daughters, but children eventually grew up. It was hard, but you had to be prepared to let them go. “I don’t know what to tell you. These are things you’ll have to work through, dear.”
“I would’ve expected more sympathy from you.”
“I am sympathetic. I just know enough not to worry about things I can’t control.”
They rode on in silence for a while. Chelsea got the feeling he was hurt.
“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just don’t know what you think can be done about the things she says onstage.  She’s an adult.” 
He was silent for a moment. “You deny it every time, but you do treat her differently. You let her say and do things she shouldn’t. I get the feeling you’re hoping to give the world another Asher Pratt.”
“Don’t you dare start that shit with me. I see Asher in her. I can’t do anything about that.”
“Asher Pratt never talked like that when he played with the Turtles.” 
Chelsea turned to him. “How would you know?” 
“I lived in Pittsburgh for a number of years before I took the job at Tapestries. I did make the rounds once in a while.” 
She leaned forward and put her elbows on the console. “Here’s an insight into the female mind.  Nicks is trying to prove herself in a male-dominated profession. That means she has to work three times as hard to be taken seriously. Men, interesting creatures that they are, tend to see only body parts. Do you understand how that must feel to someone with her level of talent? For Christ’s sake, you bandaged her bloody fingers after she spent hours practicing! You know how hard she’s worked to get where she is on the guitar.” She leaned back and ran her hands through her hair. “It’s no wonder she copped an attitude when she heard that Stone called her a guitar-playing pussy. That would piss anyone off.” 
There was strained silence again. Chelsea wasn’t backing down on this. Did she treat Nicks differently than their other children? She was prepared to say a definite maybe.  She had such high hopes for her oldest daughter. Nicks had been Asher’s gift to her. She was just trying to be a good steward of that gift.
“How about if I take you home and give you some insight into the male libido?” Tage asked, giving her a wicked smile.
“Typical. Fix everything with sex.”
“You mean sex doesn’t fix everything? I thought it was right up there with duct tape and wood glue.” He reached out and took her by the hand. “I don’t want to argue about this. I am prepared to consider some of the things you said tonight. Will you at least do the same for me?”
He’d made some good points. So had she. “Of course I will. I know you love Nicks as much as I do. I just think we approach her in different ways.”
He gave a short laugh as they turned the corner onto their street. “I totally agree with that statement.”
 

 
Riding in Stone’s Camaro was amazing. Nicks ran her hands over the black leather seats. She pushed and pulled on every knob in the dashboard. Stone kept giving her the most amused looks. 
She finally sat back, satisfied.  “Nice!”
“I’m glad you like it.”
“Where do you work anyway? This car must have set you back some serious coin.”
“I own a D.J. business. I also work at the Consol Energy Center on Fifth Avenue. If I’m not running lights, sound, or playing guitar on the stage, I work as a roadie.”
“Really? That’s interesting.”
“I roadied for Bruce Springsteen when he played there. When he heard me tuning one of the guitars, he asked me to play with them.  I was blown away.”
Envy hit Nicks in the gut.  She was sure she’d  never play onstage at a place like that. “I don’t like Bruce Springsteen’s music, but that must have been an awesome experience to look out at all those people.”  
“It was. I almost shit my pants. The roar that went up when the Boss came onstage nearly popped my eardrums. I’d like to hear that level of enthusiasm for me and my music someday.”
So would I, she thought.
“Not much of a backseat in a Camaro. How do you haul your gear?”
“I have an old van that’s held together with body putty and zip ties. And I’m not even kidding about that.” Stone gave her the sweetest smile. A little part of her heart went boing.
She stole a glance at him. She’d always thought him attractive, even when she wanted to cut his head off with a rusty chainsaw. He smelled incredible, like secrets and spice and silken sheets. He was one of those men you see staring out from the pages of a magazine, and they couldn’t possibly be real because nobody looks like that.
 She didn’t want to appear too eager toward him, but it was going to be a real effort to stay detached. It was nothing she could put her finger on, but it sort of felt like he had his own gravitational pull. She wondered what he’d do if she reached out and ran her hands through his thick hair. The thought was so tempting she shoved both fists between her knees and locked them down tight.  
He’d driven all the way from Fox Chapel just to see Wild Angel. She was stunned and secretly pleased. What did that mean? Did he just want to sleep with her? Or did he want something more? The thought terrified her.  She hadn’t had a boyfriend since she was fifteen. 
He laughed to himself. “I can’t believe I have Nicks Sorenson in my car.”
“Was that a goal of yours?”
“Oh, hell yes!”
Embarrassed, she looked away.
Stone was definitely taking the long way around back to Oakland. He’d driven out East Carson Street and crossed the Liberty Bridge heading toward downtown Pittsburgh.
He finally parked the car outside Bigelow Square. “What are you doing?” she asked.
“Going to the 7-Eleven, if you don’t mind. I’m going to get a sandwich and something to drink. You hungry?”
She wondered if he really was hungry, or if this was just a ploy to...
Stop with the doubt already. He’s trying to be nice. 
 “No, but I am thirsty.” She exited the car and waited on the sidewalk for him. 
When he got to her, he stuck his hand out, his dark eyes ablaze with...what?
 She suddenly felt awkward, socially inept, as though she’d fallen on her face in front of a group of people. Had she learned nothing from the bullying? Letting others get close to you was dangerous. It was always safer to shut them out, at least until you found out what they wanted. Sure, that hand looked innocent. It wasn’t. It was...risky. 
The expression on her face must have been a doozy. He lowered his hand with a frown. “I’m sorry. Holding your hand just seemed like a nice thing to do.” 
She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until she let it all out at once. He didn’t need to know he’d poked at a wound that should’ve healed long ago. That was her
problem, not his.
“It’s okay. You surprised me, that’s all.” She offered her hand to him with a stiff smile. 
Breathe, Nicks. Just breathe. Fake it ‘til you make it. Warm fingers captured hers, tentatively at first, and then he pulled her hand into a much bolder grip. Oh yes, this man was definitely bold. And hot. And daunting. Funny that something as simple as holding hands could cause such a violent internal reaction.
He stepped in front of her with a furrowed brow. “Nicks, do I frighten you?  I get the feeling I do.”
“Yes. And no. It’s been a long time since someone held my hand.”
“That’s a crying shame. You should have your hand held every night.” His voice was low and husky, causing a chemical reaction in every cell of her body. “I’m not going to hurt you.” He put two fingers under her chin and lifted it until she was looking into those damned eyes.
“I know.” She cringed inside. Where had that come from? She didn’t know. Sometimes the nicest people turned out to be the biggest assholes.
 “You don’t need to be scared of me. I get you. You put on the tough outer shell when you put on that guitar because you think it’s expected of you.  I do too. That’s not really us though, is it?  It’s a musician thing. I’ll let my guard down if you will.”
He pressed both of her hands to his lips. “I’d really like to get to know the girl who shelved books on detention in the library, not the one who threatened to put a shoe in my balls. I could fall hopelessly in love with the delinquent librarian, though I have to admit I find the hot rock star exciting as hell.” 
“Stop it.” 
“I’d like to keep seeing you, Nicks. Yes?”
Nicks hesitated. She got lots of attention from men when she played, but the guitar acted as a buffer, a shield. This dark man wanted to strip all that away and look inside her. It was scary, but...
 “Yes. I’d like that too.”
Relief swept across Stone’s face. “Good. Let’s go get something to eat.” 
 

 
They both got sandwiches and drinks and went outside to sit on the curb. Nicks hadn’t realized she was hungry, but everything in the deli looked delicious. She’d gotten a ham and Swiss on rye.
“So,” Stone said as he unwrapped his turkey and cheese sub, “Nicks isn’t your real name, is it?”
“Nicole Ashley Sorenson. The only time I ever hear Nicole is if I’m in trouble. Even my teachers call me Nicks. Except for Marius. He calls me ‘Miss Sorenson’.” She sat up straight, and lowered her voice in an attempt to emulate the high school principal. “Miss Sorenson, I am very disappointed to hear that you actually have a pulse today. And you’re breathing. How is that possible, Miss Sorenson? A thousand detentions, and don’t argue with me!”
Stone gripped his side and rolled back on the sidewalk, laughing. “Priceless! And dead-nuts accurate.”
“How about you? What’s your full name?”
“Richard. Stone. Jensen.” He pronounced each name separately and with feigned dignity. 
“Great voice. You should get a job hosting Masterpiece Theatre.”
“My parents were grunge hippies. My middle name was actually supposed to be Stoned, but the nurse who registered my birth dropped the last letter. My mother said the old, prune-faced bitch did it accidently on purpose. It would’ve cost too much to fix it, so they settled on Stone.” He took a drink then returned the cup to the curb. “My parents called me Ricky when I was young, but that’s hardly a suitable name for a heavy metal guitarist. I’ve gone by Stone for the last ten years.”
“I don’t blame you, Ricky. So where do you live?”
“I’ve got an apartment in Hazelwood. It’s not much, but it’s mine.”
“That must be fun, having your own apartment.”
“It’s kind of lonely sometimes. And the other tenants in my building drive me crazy. I can never play my guitar plugged into an amp because they bitch about the noise. The old lady upstairs must be ninety at least. You’d think she’d be deaf, but I swear she has the ears of a bat.”
“What kind of guitar do you play?”  
“I have a Music Man Steve Morse Signature. I also have a Redline Godin.  Oh, and an acoustic Martin that I only use when I’m working with the autistic kids.”
“Wow! That’s some expensive gear.” 
“Oh, listen to you. Don’t you have a Strat and a Les Paul?”
Nicks chewed and swallowed then took a drink.  “I have three Les Pauls, actually.” 
“Three? I’ve only ever seen you play the tobacco sunburst.”
“That one is my favorite, though I do like the Strat. I also have a white Les Paul from 1989. Limited edition. I never play that one because it’s so rare. And I have a standard gold sunburst.”
He turned to her with wide eyes. “You have a white Les Paul from 1989? Where the hell did you get that?”
She shrugged. “A family friend left all four guitars to me in his will.”
“Man, I wish I had friends like that! What was his name?”
“I don’t know. Dad was the executor. The guy left me money to go to college too, but I don’t know if I want to.” She bumped him with her elbow. “Hey, maybe I should get a degree in library science. I think by the time I’m done serving detentions, I’ll be an expert.”
 “I have to tell you—I have half a chub on thinking about that white. Can I come over some time and see it? I love vintage guitars.”
“Sure.  I’m on detention in the library after school on Monday. Will you be there for lessons?”
“No, but I’ll sneak in and help you anyway.”
“Cool. How about if I ride the bus to school? Then you can drive me home after to see them.” Nicks wadded up her sandwich wrapper and deposited it into her empty cup. “If you’re good, I might even let you play the white.”
“Do you think your dad will try to kill me again?”
She giggled. “No. He made his point. He’s done.”
“That’s a relief.  I can’t wait ‘til Monday.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Chelsea hated Mondays. It was laundry day, and the dirty clothes generated by seven people had morphed into a small mountain by then. They were also slow days at Tapestries, so she stayed home to catch up on housework while Tage went to the bar. 
I should’ve done a few loads yesterday while everyone was home. They could’ve given me a hand. Sunday had been a lazy day though. She’d been so exhausted by two late nights at Tapestries she could barely get off the couch. 
“Just do it,” she muttered to herself. It was 9:00 a.m. already, and she hadn’t done a damn thing but procrastinate. 
With the first load tumbling in the dryer, she turned her attention to Nicks’s hand-washed sweaters dangling upside down on a line strung across the basement. She slipped the three of them onto hangers and made her way upstairs to her daughter’s bedroom. 
Nicks’s room was always clean and tidy, the black-and-purple comforter so taut you could bounce a quarter off it. Chelsea wondered how many people would be shocked to know the wild, foul-mouthed rocker was a bit of a neat freak.  Though she didn’t care for the wacky colors in this room, she couldn’t quibble with Nicks’s housekeeping skills. It was one less room she had to worry about.
She pulled the door of the walk-in closet open, hung the sweaters on the rack, turned, and stopped dead in her tracks as chills shook her from head to toe. 
The cream-colored guitar pick she’d plucked from the base of Asher’s gravestone was lying on the small jewelry box that sat on top of her daughter’s oak dresser.
All she could do was stare, blinking and open-mouthed. She’d thought of giving the pick to Nicks, but for some reason, she wanted to keep it for herself. Tage would’ve asked a million questions about its origin, so she’d tucked it away in the back corner of her sock drawer.
At least she thought she had. 
Maybe it’s one of Nicks’s.  Maybe she left it there to put away later. 
The thought was rejected almost as soon as it occurred. Nicks never let stuff like that lay around.  She was anal about her guitars and gear, picks included.
She took a tentative step closer as the hair on the back of her neck rose. The partially worn black Fender logo was visible from where she stood. Newer picks were shaped like a rounded triangle. This one, worn from use, was nearly a rounded-off square.  
It’s the same pick I buried under my socks.
There had to be a rational explanation for it being in her daughter’s room. Nicks must have found it, thought it was hers, and took it.  She’d laid it on top of the jewelry box until she could slip it into one of her guitar cases.
Except that Nicks didn’t know I had it.  And she never goes digging in my drawers for anything. She would’ve asked me what I was doing with it.
Chelsea took a step closer, eyeing the pick as though it were a rattlesnake. It was lying near the left corner of the jewelry box. The business end—the worn end that should’ve come to a point—was aimed directly at Nicks’s bed.  
She used the mirror to check the room behind her, not knowing what she expected to see. Or even if she expected to see anything. There was no explanation for it, but she had the discomforting feeling someone was watching her.
“Asher? She’d always been able to sense him, feel him if he was near, but her “Asher-tingly sense” hadn’t sounded the alarm in nearly nineteen years. So why was she calling for him now? 
Still, its appearance here, the way the pick was positioned...
Staring into the mirror, she spoke again, “If you’re trying to tell me something, you’re going to have to work a little harder than that. We’ve got quite a barrier between us.”
She closed her eyes and listened. Someone was mowing down the street, but other than that, the house was silent. 
It’s finally happened. I’ve lost my freaking mind.
Chelsea snatched the pick off the top of the jewelry box and ran from the room. 
 

 
For some reason, Monday felt like Friday. Maybe because Nicks was looking forward to spending the evening with a certain guitar player. Ten more minutes, and she’d be in the library with Stone.
The dismissal bell rang. Now if she could just navigate her way through the hall and down the stairs without running into Marius...
She had no tests to take this week, so she left her backpack in her locker. Pulling her hoodie off the hook, she headed for the stairs. 
She made her way down to the first landing, then the second, and finally the third, thinking of Stone the whole way. He’d called her a couple of times over the weekend, but he had a job to play Saturday and couldn’t see her.  
“Nicks!”
Someone called to her as she pivoted on the last landing before the double doors at the end of the library hallway.  She stopped short. It was a male voice, faint, with a slight echo to it.  It didn’t sound like Stone. In fact, she didn’t recognize the voice at all.
She took a quick look around. There was no one out in the hall. No one was coming down the stairs behind her. The lower floor of the high school was eerie as shit, but coming down here had never weirded her out before.
She was weirded out now.
“Who’s there?”
 Nothing.  
She turned and peered up the staircase she’d just descended. “Is someone up there?” 
Silence.
Great. Now I’m hearing things. 
She walked to the door of the library, prepared to sprint back upstairs if Willow was not there. “You in here, Willow?”
Willow appeared from behind a bookshelf, her glasses in her hand. “Hey, Nicks. I was wondering about you.”
“Was there someone in here with you? Or out in the hallway?”
Willow frowned. “Not that I know of. Unless Marius was skulking around again.”
“It wasn’t Marius.”
“What happened? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”
“I heard someone call my name. I must’ve been hearing things.”
“Sorry. I didn’t hear anything,” said Willow. She ducked partway out into the hall for a quick look then turned back to Nicks. “Shut the door and come to my office. We have to talk.”
“Uh oh.” 
“Yeah.” The librarian didn’t sound pleased. 
Willow moved around her desk and sat down in her office chair. Nicks dropped into the chair in front and pushed the door closed. “Now what?”
“Marius jumped me this morning. I’m not supposed to help you at all with shelving books. He said this is punishment for you, and you’re supposed to do it by yourself.” Willow  looked a little sick. “Apparently he stood outside the library last Thursday and listened to us. He was particularly furious that Stone was here. He threatened to ban him from working with the autistic students if he found him here helping you again.”
“No! He loves working with those kids!” Nicks slumped back in the chair and crossed her arms in front of her. “What the hell is that man’s problem?”
“I have no idea, sweetie. It nauseates me to think of him sneaking around eavesdropping.” Willow shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe we should tell your parents what’s going on.”
“God, no! Daddy will rip Marius a new asshole if you tell him! I just want to make it through the next week. I intend to keep my nose squeaky clean and not give him any reason to pile on more detentions.” 
“I’m concerned. This is strange behavior, even for him, and he is the epitome of strange.” Willow nervously shuffled some papers on her desk. “I won’t say anything, but if he continues to single you out, I’m going to your parents.” 
“I understand,” Nicks said. “I just don’t need any more trouble right now.”
Willow rose to her feet. “I know you don’t, honey.  You’d better get started. I’ll help you if I can, but we need to be careful. If Stone shows up, I’m afraid you’ll have to ask him to leave.”
“He was coming to help me.” Nicks fisted her hands in her lap. “I didn’t bring my car to school today. Stone was going to drive me home when we finished shelving. I’ll have to call my mom to come and get me.”
“I’ll take you home. I’m not leaving you here alone. I have to go upstairs right now and make copies, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Willow pointed at her feet. “I have heels on today.  You know what heels sound like on this kind of flooring.”  She stomped her feet a couple of times to make the point. “If you hear footsteps that don’t sound like that, get your ass out of here and up the back stairs.”
“You think Marius will come down if he knows I’m alone?”
Willow lowered her voice to a whisper. “Who knows? I’m not taking any chances.”
Nicks nodded. “Okay.” She hoped the situation wasn’t as dire as Willow made it sound. 
The librarian grabbed a stack of folders from her desk and left the library. 
Nicks wheeled a cart full of books through the door with a heavy heart. It was going to be a long, boring night if Stone couldn’t help her. 
 

 
She sat on the floor shelving books for nearly an hour before she heard them. Footsteps on the linoleum, but they weren’t Willow’s trendy four-inch spikes.  Nicks pushed to her feet and raced out into the hall.
Jesus Christ! She put a hand to her chest and breathed a sigh of relief. It was Stone.   
“Sorry I’m late. I got stuck in traffic.” Frowning, he came to a halt. “What’s wrong?”
Taking a furtive glance up and down the hall, Nicks motioned for Stone to come into the library. “Willow told me Marius is pissed because you guys helped me shelve last Thursday. Apparently, this is supposed to be some soul-shattering punishment for me.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“No, I’m not. Willow said to send you home if you showed up, but she’s upstairs doing some stuff and hasn’t come back yet. I’m scared to death to be down here alone. Please stay with me until she comes back.”
Stone threw  his leather jacket onto the nearby table. “I’m staying here until we’re finished. That son-of-a-bitch isn’t going to tell me what to do.”
Nicks leaned out into the hallway and took another look. It was empty. “He can’t tell you what to do, but he can make life difficult for me.  Just go shopping or something when Willow comes back.  She’s driving me home. You can still come to the house and see my guitars. I’ll call you before we leave.”
“Nicks...”
“Please. I can’t stand any more stress right now. I want to be done with this. I’ll be serving detentions until I’m thirty-five years old if he catches you here.”
“Are you going to let him terrorize you like this? It’s going to be a long year if you are.”
Nicks blinked and took a step back.  Stone had just put a name to it. Terrorized. Yes, that was exactly how she felt.
 “No. I’m not. Willow thinks I should tell my parents, and I guess that’s probably a good idea.  But I can’t plead my case if Marius catches you down here after he gave explicit orders that you weren’t to help me. Please.” She stepped closer to him, put her right hand on his chest, and smiled.  “I’ll see you later.”
He leaned forward. “I could kiss you so hard right now. You have no idea how adorable you are, do you?”
She gave him a crooked smile. “And I would let you if I weren’t on the verge of shitting my pants.”
The adrenaline rush of finding Stone in the hall had evidently heightened her sense of hearing. She heard footfalls on the steps, though they were far away.  Whoever it was had just started down the staircase.
One, two, three, four, five, six, a second of silence, then tap-tap-tap. Whoever it was, they were now on the second landing. 
And they weren’t wearing high heels. 
Nicks snatched Stone’s jacket from the table and planted it firmly in the center of his chest.  He took it with an oof. Grabbing him by the upper arm, she turned him toward the back of the library and gave him a push.
“Someone’s coming, and it’s not Willow. You have to hide!”
“Hide where?” 
“The supply closet!” She pushed him along frantically. “Lock the door from inside when you go in.  Hide behind the broken copy machine in the corner.  Go!” With one last shove, she turned and ran back to where she’d been working earlier.  
She dropped to the floor and took a couple of deep breaths. Channeling the actress inside her, she picked up several books and placed them in her lap. It needed to appear as though she were intent on getting them into their proper places on the shelf.
The footsteps stopped outside the door.   She closed her eyes and gave silent thanks when she heard the supply closet door lock
Was it Marius? It had to be. Even his footfalls sounded menacing.
The steps continued into the library, quieter now. No longer in a hurry. Tap, tap, tap, stop. End of the first row of cherry shelves, probably looking down the aisle. 
Tap, tap, tap, stop. End of the second row. She was in the fourth row. Nicks swallowed the bile that rose up in her throat. Thank God Stone was nearby.  
Tap, tap, tap, stop. Third row.  Nearly upon her. She propped a book up on the shelf in front of her, but the letters and numbers on the spine ceased to mean anything. Her sole focus was counting the taps of those shoes.
Tap, tap, tap, stop. She caught him in her peripheral vision at the end of the row, a threatening black blob.
 I knew it! It is Marius! Being right didn’t make her feel any better.
“Miss Sorenson.”
Heart racing, she turned her head to look at him. “Mr. Marius?” 
Smugly satisfied at her acknowledgment, he swung his hands behind his back. “That was some very interesting language you used onstage last Friday night.”
Chills rolled over her in waves. Jesus Christ! Was he at Tapestries? I didn’t see him!
“I don’t approve of such language, Miss Sorenson. I find it offensive. Your parents certainly don’t approve of you talking like that, do they?”
She was tempted to tell him it was none of his business. Her parents had been there at the bar. That would go over about as well as a fart in church with him though. Keeping quiet was the wiser choice, at least until she could find out where he was going with this line of questioning.
“Ah, yes. The silence of the guilty. I understand. Well, that was a rhetorical question anyway. I am aware that your parents were in attendance during that shameful display. Disgusting.” 
His pale eyes glittered like diamonds in the fluorescent light as he watched her. She caught her breath. 
Only zombies and vampires are capable of tilting their head at a weird angle like that. 
 “I’m afraid I have no choice in this matter. If your parents are going to abdicate all responsibility for molding you into a morally decent human being, then I am going to have to assume the mantle of obligation.”
“Wh-what?” She had the urge to throw the books off her lap and stand up. She was too vulnerable on the floor, nearly at his feet. 
“Obviously, shelving books has failed to make a suitable impression on you. I am going to get through to you, one way or the other, my lovely Nicole.  You are a slut, a whore.  I cannot let it stand. To that end, you will serve three detentions a week until the end of the year. You will serve them in my office. You will bring every book you have in your locker with you during those detentions. You will study those books.” 
She stared at him. What the hell was going on in this man’s mind?  Why was he doing this to her? She was reasonably sure he couldn’t punish her for something she’d done during the weekend. She was also sure it wouldn’t go well for her if she tried to argue that point with him. 
“Do you understand me, Miss Sorenson?”
“Yes,” she whispered. Just leave me alone, you bastard!
“Excellent.  I like a nice, compliant student.  I promise, by the time you leave this school in the spring—if you manage to graduate at all—you will be a model of civic excellence.” 
He turned and tap-tap-tapped his way out of the library. Nicks dropped her face into her hands.
The door to the supply closet opened then closed quietly. “Holy fucking hell,” she heard Stone say.  
She jumped to her feet and ran into his arms. He caught her, held her tightly, and buried his face in her hair.  She was sick to her stomach, unable to stop shaking.
Stone forced her back a step and bent to catch her gaze. “This has gone far enough.  If you don’t tell your parents about this man, I’m going to.”
“And if he doesn’t, I will.” Nicks turned at the sound of Willow’s voice. The librarian was pasty white, high heels in her hand. “I saw him head for the basement. I knew why he was coming down here, so I slipped my shoes off and followed him. I agree with Stone. This has gone far enough. He can’t punish you for something you did off school property.”
“So both of you heard what he said to me?”  
“Every word,” Stone assured her.
“Me too,” said Willow. “I snuck in behind him and hid along the wall.”
Nicks nodded. Thank God she had witnesses.  
“We’re done here. I’ve had just about all the bullshit I can stand for one day,” Willow said firmly. “You two get your things together. I’m taking you home, Nicks.”
“Can she ride with me?” Stone looked down at her. “If you want to, that is.”
“I’ll go with Stone, if you don’t mind.  Are you coming to talk to my parents too, Willow?”
“You bet your ass I am, little girl.” Willow spun in her nylon stockings and walked toward the front of the library.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
“He called you a what?”  
Nicks had never seen her father this mad. His face was flushed, red against his straw-yellow hair. He looked like a steam whistle about to blow. His knuckles were pressed against the dark wood of the Sorenson dining table, the muscles of his arms bulging like a gorilla’s.
“A slut. And a whore. He was at Tapestries last Friday night. I’ve seen him there before, but I didn’t see him Friday.” The heat of her father’s gaze made her uncomfortable. He’d once asked her to tone down her language onstage, saying it gave people the wrong impression about her. She was grudgingly prepared to admit he might’ve been right. She enjoyed playing the naughty rock star up there, but it really wasn’t her when she was offstage.
Tage inhaled, his nostrils going wide. “So let me get this straight. Albert Marius is punishing you for something you did on your own time, out of school, and in an establishment I own?” 
“That’s about the size of it,” said Willow.  
“And he more or less accused us of being bad parents,” Chelsea said quietly, wrapping her arms around herself as if to ward off a chill.
“It wasn’t even what he said, it was the way he looked at her,” Stone said. “I watched him through the vent at the bottom of the supply closet door. It seemed like he wanted to...like he was waiting for her to mouth off so he could hit her.”
That seemed to push Tage to the edge of a precipice. “Nicks may be in her last year of high school, but she’s legally an adult.” He trained a laser-sharp gaze on her. “While I don’t necessarily approve of the things you say up there, little girl, I will defend to the death your right to say them. Especially when he came onto my property to see you.”
Inhaling again, Tage pulled out one of the high-backed dining room chairs and sat down. “Here’s what we’re going to do, people. He can’t punish you for something you did off school property. That’s a given. Nicks, I forbid you to serve any more detentions. I am still your father, and my word trumps his. And if he happens to disagree with that and gets too high-handed with you, I want you to go find Willow and call me immediately. In the meantime, I am going to get two restraining orders: one for you and one for the bar. I don’t want Marius within fifty feet of either.”
“Okay.” Nicks was agreeable and relieved, though she couldn’t help thinking this was going to open a can of worms for all of them.
“When I have those two things in hand, I’m going to have a friendly chat with Albert Marius. I want to fix his face in my memory. This is harassment and smacks of bullying. It’s bad enough when a student does it. To see a school official doing this makes me sick.” 
“His brother-in-law is Ronald Martin, the superintendent of the school. I think you’ll get some stiff resistance,” said Willow. 
“Good. I have an excellent attorney. Trust me, they’ll run out of money before I do.” The muscle in her father’s jaw jumped. “What kind of asshole goes to see an eighteen-year-old girl play in a band then calls her a slut and punishes her for it? I know the editor of every newspaper within a fifty-mile radius of Pittsburgh. They’ll have a field day with this.” 
 

 
“You probably don’t feel much like showing me your guitars now, do you?” There was a trace of disappointment in Stone’s voice.
The discussion around the dining room table had ended. Willow, Tage, and Chelsea were now having margaritas at the kitchen island. 
“Of course I do. I’ve been looking forward to it all weekend.”
Stone tilted his head and gave her a look.  
“Oh, c’mon.  Marius didn’t hurt me. He just thinks he’s the king of Oakland High School or something. Daddy will take care of it.” She took him by the hand and pulled him to the stairs. “It’s guitar time, dude.” 
They were nearly at the top landing when T.J. came out of his room, hair tousled, socks half off.  He planted his hands on his hips and glowered at Nicks. “Does mom know you’re bringing a boy up here?”
Nicks grinned. “No. And you won’t tell her, will you?”
“Of course not. You don’t tell her when I pee outside in the summer, do you?” T.J. clapped his hands together.  “Is he going to kiss you?”
Nicks stopped short.  “Stone, this is my baby brother T.J. I used to like him.”
“I’m not a baby! Your name is really Stone?”
“It’s really Stone.” His eyes lit with amusement as he studied the boy.
“You better be careful of Nicks.  She can be a real bitch.”
“Okay, enough. Truth or Dare is over, little boy.” Nicks reached out and ran her fingers up T.J.’s ribcage, making him squeal like a fire siren.  
Laughing, he slipped from her grasp, ran into his room, and slammed the door.
 Lindsay emerged from another door farther down the hall. “Can you please shut up out here? Some of us are doing homework!” 
“Sorry.” Nicks smiled sheepishly. Lindsay did a perfect diva eye roll and slammed her door too.
“Noisy house,” Stone murmured.
“You have no idea. There are four of the little snots.” Taking him by two fingers, she pulled him to the end of the hall and into her room.
“Nice,” Stone said. “Love the colors.”
“You’re about the only one then. Besides me.” Nicks closed the door behind them. If they were going to get the guitars out and play them, it might get loud. She truly didn’t want to disturb her siblings if they were doing homework. 
Stone turned to look at the closed door. “You’re not planning on taking advantage of me, are you?”
“Nah, not yet.” She dropped to the floor and reached under her bed, searching for the handle of the guitar case that held the white Les Paul. She patted the black carpet in invitation. He sat down next to her.
She slid it out and poised her fingers over the latches. “Ready?” A slight pause for effect. “Dun dun duh!” She flipped them up with a sharp snap.
Nicks made a haunted house creaking noise as she slowly opened the case.
An air of reverence crossed his face as he examined the white Les Paul guitar with a critical eye. Nicks couldn’t imagine showing it to anyone else who would care the way Stone Jensen did. Only another guitarist would understand.
“Man, that’s beautiful. Not a mark on it either.” He gestured toward the guitar.  “May I?”
“Sure. You can get it out. I do sometimes.” 
He stood up, sat on the edge of her bed, and placed the guitar across his lap. “You got a pick?”
She pulled a pick out of the supply compartment of the case and handed it to him. He started in on a flaming rendition of Van Halen’s Eruption.

He was as good as it gets, but Nicks knew she was his equal.  She glanced up at him from her position on the floor, his head bent, absorbed in his task as his fingers flew over the fretboard.   
It seemed inevitable that they would’ve collided at first with all the fury of twin tornados. He was inordinately proud of his abilities. So was she. Bonding over guitars was a perfect way for them to get to know each other.
He finished with an exultant laugh.  “Sweet!”
“Do you want to see the others?”
“Yes, please.” His eyes were alight like a child in a toy store. Or a guitarist in a music store.
She reached under the bed to retrieve the tobacco-sunburst Les Paul. He nestled the vintage guitar in its case as though he were placing a sleeping infant in a crib, then sat down on the floor beside her again. 
“This one makes my heart beat faster,” she said, as she flipped the latches and opened the case. She knew it wasn’t as impressive as the white, but it was the one she had an intimate relationship with. She felt safe in believing no man would ever give her orgasms the way this guitar did. 
“Nice.” He leaned across her, and ran his fingers over the strings. He was close—too close. The shining waves of his dark hair were barely three inches from her face. She breathed him in. Sandalwood, cinnamon, and lemongrass. Too late, she realized she’d whimpered aloud. He turned to face her.
It was purely a spur-of-the-moment thing. She lifted a hand to caress his cheek. Her gaze shifted across sharp cheekbones, a chin barely peppered with black stubble, obsidian eyes that widened with shock. He was just so... touchable.  
He didn’t move. His eyes glazed over as he stared at her, his head at an angle. “I wonder what you’d taste like if I kissed you.” 
She shook her head, dazed at how sexy those perfectly innocuous words sounded coming out of his mouth. “I don’t know.”
“Would you be sweet like strawberries? Bubblegum? Cotton Candy?”
Her heart picked up the pace, determined to match her breathing.
“Or would you burn me? Like whiskey?” 
She ran light fingertips over his brow, his lips, his cheeks, his eyelids.  For some reason, the nerve endings in her fingers seemed to have a direct path to her pussy. 
“Why don’t you kiss me and find out?” she whispered.  
The lid of the guitar case fell closed with a puff of air as he pushed himself up and over her, pressing her back into the soft carpeting with the length of his body.  
Nicks caught and held every single sensation as he lay atop her: The fluttering thump of his heart against her chest, the insistent hardness pressing between her legs, the way his breathing had morphed into tight little gasps.  She was a stick of sexual dynamite, and Stone Jensen was flicking his Bic. 
She closed her eyes as soft lips brushed hers, asking permission first, then taking a bolder taste. He finally covered her mouth completely with his own.
The man knew how to freaking kiss. With his lips on hers, he reduced her to the very basest primal core. She arched her body off the floor against him, jungle drums pounding a rhythm in her head.
The kiss grew fierce. Teeth behind lips—his and her own—bruised her as he ground his mouth on hers. He was asking a question, pressing for an answer. Will you be mine? Will you let me...?
She said yes by slipping her tongue into his mouth.
He propped himself up on one hand and stared down at her.  She felt like she was drunk.
“Oh God. If I touch you...at all...anywhere... I’m going to come so hard my cock will be shooting tombstone dust.” Breathing seemed to be a struggle for him. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you, but not here. Not like this...on the floor of your bedroom. You deserve wine and roses and dinner and candlelight. You deserve the best I can give you.”
“Oh, sure. Start something you’re not prepared to finish.” She rolled her eyes. Her body was a tension-loaded spring. Something had to give, or she was going to explode.
She rolled him off her, over to the side, took his hand, and pushed it between her legs. Jesus Christ, I’ve been reduced to this. 
He blew out a breath, unzipped her jeans, and pushed a frantic hand down inside her panties. He certainly knew what he was doing, but that was a given. His fingers sought and found her clit. He dipped into her wetness then circled her nub with tiny, tight spirals, over and over and over again.
More...keep it up....go...go...yes...more...
A familiar tightening ache pulled through her pelvis. She recognized it but this was different somehow. This one was going to be a barnburner
of an O. 
“Shit!” He jammed his mouth down on hers and fingered her rougher, harder. She was almost there...almost.
Her pelvis involuntarily lifted off the floor and pushed against his hand in an explosion of intense sensation, so strong it felt as though she’d had an out-of-body experience. She bit her lip to keep from moaning out loud. Several more spasms shook her before she relaxed down onto the floor. 
Yeah, he’s way better than a Les Paul.
Stone suddenly rolled away and drew his legs up into the fetal position. She could tell his hands were between his legs, his head bent to his chest.
“Jesus...fuck...hell...fuck...God...stop!”  
“Stone, are you all right?” Nicks sat up, alarmed. “God, you hurt yourself on my zipper when you yanked your hand out, didn’t you? Are you bleeding?”
He was panting but not moving. She didn’t think that was a good sign.
 “Well, it sure as hell hurt, but in the best possible way.” He half-rolled toward her, his gaze bleary and unfocused.  “That’s the first time that ever happened. At least without my hand being wrapped around it.” 
Her eyes grew round. “Oh my God, did you...did you...come?”
“I sure as hell did. I can’t tell if I won the lottery or got hit in the face with a two-by-four. At this point, I’d have to say they feel exactly the same.”
She giggled.  “I’m sorry.” 
He rolled all the way over to face her, a lopsided grin on his face. “For what?”
“This is embarrassing. We don’t know each other very well.” She felt her cheeks go hot. “We shouldn’t have done this. It’s too soon.”
He sat up. “I’m the one who should be embarrassed, but I’m not. No way are you getting rid of me now, Nicks Sorenson. I want more. Tell me I have a chance at winning your heart.” 
No one ever said it out loud, but she could tell her classmates thought she was a freak. She never got asked out on dates. She sat home during dances. It hurt, but she was too proud to give it much airtime in her head. She had better things to do.
This man acted as though she’d hung the moon. He wanted her. 
He deserved an answer, though she was still shaking from that nuclear orgasm he’d given her.  “If you haven’t won my heart tonight, you’ve certainly pinned it to the floor.” 
“Yessss.” Stone scrunched his face up and did a comical fist pump. “Do you have a bathroom I can use?” He rose to his feet, his hand over his crotch. A dark stain had already started to show near the top of his zipper. 
“You’re not going to leave, are you?” She held her breath as she waited for an answer. She didn’t want the night to be over yet.
“Hell no. We still have guitars to inspect. But I have to clean up first.”
 

 
Stone stared in the mirror as he absent-mindedly wiped at his lower stomach with a wad of toilet paper. Ten cans of Red Bull in ten minutes wouldn’t have him this wired. He actually hurt, as though a length of dog chain had been pulled out of his balls and through the head of his cock.   
 It was a rookie thing to do, coming in his pants like that, but he truly wasn’t embarrassed. He just hadn’t expected... Jesus, she’d been wound up tighter than a... He’d never been so close to a woman who’d...  
Well, she sure as hell was wet!  
He shivered as he thought of how she’d reached out and touched his face. She had initiated the contact with him. Her fingertips had felt like butterfly wings on his skin. Who knew touching his cheeks that way would send waves of awesome to his cock? He had answers for every single question she’d been asking with those tiger-eyes of hers. God, she made him tingle all over.
He pulled his focus back to his reflection and shook his head. This evening was going to be one for the record books.
 

 
What the hell is wrong with me?  What’s he going to think of me now?
Nicks had shown Stone to the bathroom near her room, deciding it might be best if he cleaned up and left after all. She didn’t know how she was ever going to face him if he came back.
When she heard doorknob to her room turn, she dropped down beside her bed, knees drawn up to her chest, her face buried in the crook of her right arm. Heat poured over her as she remembered how she’d arched her pelvis off the floor and forced her clit against his fingers. Was she that desperate?  Or was he just amazing?
He laughed above her.  “What are you doing down there?”
“Dying of embarrassment, if you must know,” she mumbled.  
She heard her bed creak as he sat on it. “Why?” 
“You must think I’m a real... Shit. I’m sure that happens to you a lot, but I don’t do stuff like that.  I’m sorry.”  
Stone got down beside her on the floor. She pushed her face harder into her arm. He’d be so smug and sure of himself now. I got this. She’s eating out of my hand. She’d thrown her power away for a stupid orgasm, something she could’ve done for herself.
He settled a hand in the small of her back. “I know you don’t normally do things like that. I just think you and I have a chemistry neither one of us understands. Didn’t you feel the electricity? God, I vibrated
when you touched me.”
She swallowed and nodded, staring at the black rug an inch from her nose. Electricity. Yeah, that was a pretty damned accurate word for it. His touch on her clit had been as subtle as a Taser to the side of the neck. “I don’t know you very well. I shouldn’t have allowed you to touch me...there.”
“Don’t be embarrassed. You haven’t done anything you should be ashamed of.” His hand rubbed gentle circles on her back.  “Tell you what—I’ll take my cues from you, Nicks.  We can go at your pace, but please don’t cut me off. I want...I need to be near you.”
She turned to face him. God, he had such gorgeous dark eyes. She stared into them and felt herself calm a little.
“Don’t you have more guitars to show me?” The most adorable smile crossed his face. 
 “I wasn’t sure I would, but I really like you.” 
“You just made my night, beautiful.  Hell, my whole week.” He sat up and tugged on her arm.  “I want to see that black Strat now.  You get some growly noises out of that thing.  Will you tell me how you do it?”
“No.” She allowed herself to be pulled upright. “But I’ll show you.” 
 

 
All of Nicks’s guitars fascinated Stone, but his attention kept drifting back to the white Les Paul.
“Go ahead and get it out again. You know you want to.” Nicks sat on the floor, plinking around on the Strat.   “It’s probably delighted to be out of its case and in the hands of a guitarist like you.”
He retrieved the guitar and sat down beside her.  It was a thing of beauty, a piece of art.  The gold hardware gleamed against the pale cream body like jewels sparkling in white sand. He fantasized about playing it onstage somewhere, making it scream as only a Les Paul could. 
Balancing it across his lap, he ran the pick over the strings and tuned it. “I’m blown away by this guitar. It’s in perfect condition. Whoever had it before you must not have ever touched it.”
“I guess not. It’s funny that it’s not my favorite.  I like it, but the tobacco and I know each other like best friends. It just feels comfortable to me when it’s in my hands.”
Stone nodded. He knew what that felt like, to have a “go-to” instrument you knew would never let you down. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t tuned into this
particular guitar like that.  He swore he felt pulses of energy shooting down his arms when he held it. 
“And you don’t know the name of the man who willed this to you?”  Stone rolled the guitar over in his lap as he inspected it. He thought it was need-to-know information, but she seemed indifferent. 
“No.”
“You don’t buy three Les Pauls and a Strat  unless you have some level of talent. The guy must’ve been able to play.” He glanced at Nicks. Questions were starting to burn a hole in his brain.
 “If it means that much to you, I can ask my dad who he was. I guess I wasn’t very curious about it. I’ve always had these guitars. It didn’t seem important.”
It was important, but Stone didn’t know why. The desire to know who owned these guitars was knocking against the inside of his skull like a frantic bird.
The door to Nicks’s bedroom opened; a smiling Mrs. Sorenson stuck her head in.  “Sorry to break up the jam, but it’s a school night. Do you have your homework done?”
“Didn’t have any tonight,” Nicks answered.  
“Okay.  Ten more minutes, and then Stone has to go.  Nothing personal.”
“It’s okay, Mrs. Sorenson. I understand,” Stone said.
Chelsea’s gaze darted between the two.  With another wry smile, she closed the door behind her.
Stone gave the guitar one last inspection, then moved to lay it down in the case.  Something on the jack plate caught his attention. He tipped the end up to look.
The jack plate that the patch cord plugged into was engraved with two small letters, so ornate he could barely read them. He squinted and peered closer. “Hey Nicks, did you notice the engraving on the plate here?”
“Engraving? Where? Does it say something?” She put the Strat down on the carpet and rolled up on her hands and knees.  “How did you ever see that tiny writing?”
“I’m just very observant. They look like initials to me. The first one is definitely an ‘A’. The second one looks like a ‘B’. No. No, it looks more like a ‘P’. AP. Do you suppose it could be the initials of the guy who left these to you?”
She shrugged. He wanted to shake her.  She needed to know who’d owned these guitars, and he wasn’t sure why that was crucial. 
“Do you want me to ask my mother in the morning?”
“Would you mind? I’m curious even if you’re not.”
 

 
Chelsea closed the door to her daughter’s bedroom, the sight of Nicks and Stone sitting side-by-side on the floor fixed in her mind.  This was a momentous occasion.
If Nicks loved you, she loved you hard, and you stayed loved. But if Nicks found you lacking, you were pretty much consigned to the far reaches of the galaxy.
Stone Jensen had said some demeaning things about Nicks when Wild Angel started playing out locally. It was the first time her daughter had run into that kind of professional jealousy, and it had crushed her. In fact, things had gotten broken when Nicks heard what he said. That her stormy daughter had forgiven Stone enough to talk to him was nothing short of amazing.
Chelsea entered the master bedroom then turned to close the door. Tage was lying in bed, shirtless, reading a wine magazine.  He looked up when he heard the door close.
“They’re not making out, are they?” he demanded in a stern tone that made her giggle. 
“Not sitting up with a guitar in each of their laps, unless you know something I don’t.” 
He visibly relaxed. “I don’t like the idea of the two of them being alone in that room with the door closed.”
 “Stone seemed more interested in the Les Paul he had in his lap than your daughter. They’re musicians. They were lovin’ on the guitars.” Chelsea stripped off her sweatshirt, bra, and jeans then dropped a nightshirt over her head.
“When Lindsay invites the quarterback of the football team home from school and takes him to her room, I’ll remind you they’re just lovin’ on a game.” Tage threw the magazine down on the comforter. Chelsea glanced at the glossy pile of paper then up at her husband.  
The muscles of his chest and shoulders were bunched and taut.  His blue eyes held a challenge. Chelsea deliberately softened her voice to diffuse the tension.
“Do I have remind you yet again that Nicks is nearly nineteen...and an adult... and Lindsay is thirteen? Big difference there.”
“No difference at all. Not under my roof.”
“My roof too. For God’s sake, they were only up there for twenty minutes alone. That’s not enough time to...”
He crinkled the magazine in his left hand. “That’s plenty of time. I don’t like it.”
Tage was playing brick wall tonight. He was an expert at it. “You’re doing it again. They were sitting there side by side on the other side of her bed with guitars in their laps. All clothing appeared to be intact.  However, if it disturbs you that much, I’ll talk to her about it tomorrow at breakfast.”
He snorted. “Yeah, then I’ll be the overprotective, suspicious-father bad guy.”
Chelsea lifted her hands, palms up. “You can’t have it both ways. What do you want me to do?”
Tage scowled. “Ask if she would mind leaving the door open the next time...if there is a next time...he’s here, and they find it necessary to go to her room. I don’t see why they would object if they aren’t doing anything.”
Chelsea nodded. “See, sometimes you are capable of being reasonable.”
His expression was one of wounded horror.  “I love that little girl, Chels.  Love her so much it hurts. I want everything good for all five of our ducklings. I don’t want Nicks to get pregnant.”
She flounced into bed beside him. “You mean like I did? I’m so sorry you had to settle for a soiled dove.”
He reached over, snagged her around the waist, and dragged her into his arms as she pushed at his chest and squealed. “I don’t settle for anything, Mrs. Sorenson. You, of all people, should know that.” He claimed her mouth with his own as she molded her body against him. God, she wanted him as much now as she did all those years ago. 
He broke the kiss off and stared into her eyes. His own were so blue,  like the ocean that lapped at a tropical island. A myriad of emotions that should’ve raised her hackles flickered in them—amusement, irritation, impatience—but she was also comforted. Tage Sorenson was as stubborn as a boulder sometimes, but Chelsea never doubted he loved them with all his heart. She didn’t always agree with his tactics, but she could never question his motives.
He brushed a finger across the hair that had fallen over her right eye during their tussle. “Why do we always do this?”
It was on the tip of Chelsea’s tongue to ask, “Why do you always do this?” but she held it. There would be no arguments about Nicks if she didn’t take the bait every single damned time. Why did she feel so compelled to defend her daughter?
They’d only started arguing about the girl when she began to play with Wild Angel. It was then that Nicks had copped an attitude onstage, complete with an X-rated mouth. Her daughter was stubborn and fiery, but Chelsea knew what she projected up there was only a stage persona. She wasn’t like that normally. Unfortunately, Tage had been horrified by her language. Yet, he’d only addressed it once, preferring to go through his wife instead.
Tage had accused Chelsea of favoring Nicks, but he didn’t recognize that he mostly left the discipline of their oldest child to her. Did he somehow feel he had no right since she wasn’t his biological daughter? Did he take a hands-off approach because he saw Asher in her? It was all there in Nicks’s eyes, the shape of her jaw...
He’s as big a scar on your soul as he is on mine, isn’t he, my love?  Chelsea reached up and ran her fingers through Tage’s soft blond hair. “I don’t know why we always do this. I don’t want her to get pregnant either. I’ll mention it to her at breakfast tomorrow.” 
Tage leaned forward and pressed her into the bed. “I love you, Chelsea. And right now I want to explore every square inch of your body with my tongue.”
She chuckled as his lips brushed over her throat. “How can I say no when you put it like that, big guy?” 
 

 
Tage was awake long after Chelsea’s breathing slowed and evened out.  She curled up away from him, her dark silken hair spilling over the white pillow. He thought about reaching out and touching it, letting it sift through his fingers, but he didn’t want to wake her. 
God, I love this woman. It nearly brought tears to his eyes.  He hated that she thought of herself as a “soiled dove”. It wasn’t the first time she’d said as much.
It wasn’t how he felt about her at all. He’d simply gotten Nicks as a bonus along with the woman he adored. That she was another man’s child meant nothing to him. He loved Nicks as much as he loved the other four kids. In truth, maybe a little more.
He’d learned how to be a father by practicing on the poor thing. Nicks truly could say, I taught him everything he knows.  Somehow, she’d managed to survive him. Resilient and headstrong, she might’ve been his. She certainly had his temperament. 
She’d been a pretty thing, looking like her mother for the first couple of years. It was only when Nicks hit twelve years of age that he noticed Asher Pratt’s eyes staring out at him from her face. It gave him the willies sometimes.
Tage knew the resemblance between the girl and her biological father was striking. And every single time he wondered about his wife’s thoughts on that resemblance, his male ego kicked into overdrive and threatened to drive him nuts.
Was Asher a good lover, a better lover? Had Chelsea loved him more? If Asher would’ve lived, would she have gone back to him? 
He sighed and felt his stomach tighten. There was no point in thinking like that. Chelsea never made him feel as though he were second best to Asher. Not once in the nineteen years they’d been married. Still, those questions haunted him. What did Chelsea see and think when she looked at Nicks? 
He was unsettled tonight, disturbed, as though an unseen enemy lurked in the shadows. Maybe it was that thing with Nicks’s principal, Marius. He’d gotten a weird vibe when they’d told him about the situation. Well, he’d take care of that piss ant.
He wanted to protect them all from dickheads like Marius. It was what a man did for his family. Rolling onto his side, he wrapped an arm around Chelsea’s waist and pulled her into the hollow of his pelvis. She whimpered, entwined her arm with his, and snuggled back against him.
He inhaled the scent of her hair, buried his nose in it. He loved them all so much. He just never seemed to have the right words to tell them so.
 
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
“Morning, Mom. Morning, monsters.” Nicks winked at T.J. and took a seat at the breakfast table beside him. All of her siblings mumbled a greeting. 
“Hey, Nicks. Guess what?” T.J. blurted. “Nathan Smith peed his pants in school yesterday. He was standing in the lunch line and just let go. There was a yellow puddle all over his shoes and around his feet. It was gross.”
Lindsay rolled her eyes. “We didn’t need to know that at the breakfast table.”
“I wasn’t talking to you,” T.J. snarled. “Nicks thinks those kinds of things are funny.”
The look her mother gave her from the stove was clearly a warning to tread lightly. Better things are expected of you. 
“No, I don’t think those kinds of things are funny, T.J. You make me laugh with your stories, but this one makes me sad.” Nicks took several pieces of buttered toast from the plate in the center of the table. “Poor Nathan will get picked on now.  You won’t tease him, will you?”
T.J. turned and gave her a look that asked, Who are you and what have you done with my sister? A thoughtful expression came over his face. “No. I like Nathan.  It was an accident.”
Nicks leaned over and kissed him on the temple. “You’re awesome, dude.” She smiled at the sigh of relief from her mother. 
Chelsea turned from the stove. “Finish up, you four. Daddy is taking you to school today.”
There was a flurry of groans as her siblings got up from the table and headed for the stairs. 
“Daddy going in late?” Nicks asked.
“He’s seeing the lawyer about restraining orders for Mr. Marius this afternoon. Do you want a Belgian waffle or scrambled eggs?”
Nicks’s stomach went blech at the mention of Marius. A pile of eggs was out of the question this morning. “Waffle. I hope to God this doesn’t make things worse for me at school. I’ll be joining you in your daily nervous breakdowns if it does.”
“No way. Nervous breakdowns are best accomplished alone.” A moment later, Chelsea put a plate bearing a thick brown waffle on the table. Her mother took a seat across from her, a green mug of tea cradled between her hands.
“I hate to hit you with this first thing in the morning, but your father was disturbed that you were alone in your room behind closed doors with Stone last night. You know how he is.”
Nicks nodded as she cut into the waffle with a fork. “I know. I thought of that when we were up there. I’d be shocked if he wasn’t disturbed. Stone was  excited to play my guitars. We were just trying to cut down on the noise.”
“I managed to talk him off the ledge, but if the two of you go up there again, please leave the door open. I know you were just talking guitars.”
The memory of the orgasm she’d had on the floor of her bedroom crashed through her thoughts like a tsunami. Talking guitars, my ass.
The man damn near launched me into orbit. 
Unfortunately, her mother heard her small gasp. “You okay?”
“Yeah. Just hoping I know the material for the English quiz today.” 
Talking about guitars reminded her of Stone’s questions.  “Hey, by the way, Stone found something engraved on the white Les Paul last night, on the jack plate at the bottom edge of the guitar.” She cut another slice of waffle and held it poised in front of her mouth. “They were really small. I’d never noticed them before because I don’t play it very often, but he wanted me to ask—”
“What were they?” There was an urgent tone to her mother’s voice. 
“Initials. AP, I think he said.  Stone wondered who owned those guitars before they were mine.  They were left to me in some guy’s will, right? I didn’t know his name, and I promised I’d ask. So who was he?”
With a strangled cry, her mother pushed to her feet and practically sprinted to the sink. Nicks watched her as she slumped forward, each exhale sounding like the wind when it hit the shutters on the outside of her bedroom.
“You do know the guy’s name, right? Daddy was the executor of his will, wasn’t he?”
This seemed to push Chelsea right over the edge for some reason. Nicks was truly alarmed when her mother fumbled the ceramic mug she’d been holding into the sink, even more so when it broke. The white handle flew out of the stainless steel basin like a homerun baseball and landed right in the middle of the kitchen island.
“Mom? Did I say something to upset you?” 
Chelsea had her fist pressed against her mouth and still couldn’t stop the sobs that erupted around her fingers.  
“What the hell is going on down here?” Tage appeared in the doorway, buttoning up a dress shirt as he glanced between them. “What has your mother so upset?”
“I asked her who owned my guitars before I did. I just wondered. I know you were the executor...”
Tage’s face went red with the speed and ferocity of a forest fire. “That’s none of your business, young lady.” 
Wide-eyed with confusion, Nicks opened and closed her mouth.  She couldn’t imagine why such a simple question was so upsetting. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything...”
“Drop it.” Tage glared at her. “Not one more word.”
“O... Okay.”
“Are you done eating? If so, finish getting ready for school.” With one last glance at his wife, Tage turned and stalked from the kitchen.
Nicks stared at the soggy, half-eaten waffle on her plate. She wasn’t hungry anymore.  What the hell had happened here?
She stood, uncertain of her next move. “I’m sorry, Mom. I love you.” 
Her mother didn’t even acknowledge that she’d spoken. 
 

 
As soon as Nicks left to go upstairs, Chelsea made a beeline for the powder room off the kitchen. She locked the door and sank to her knees in front of the toilet. 
This is it. She’s going to start asking questions. She’s going to find out we’ve been lying to her. She’s going to hate us forever. 
Footsteps sounded through the kitchen and out the door into the garage. Nicks was leaving for school.  She wished to God she’d been able to hold it together in front of the girl. Her behavior was sure to raise red flags. It was the last thing she wanted to do. Nicks could be relentlessly nosy if she thought something was forbidden. This would only heighten her curiosity. 
Chelsea remembered the time T.J. came home from kindergarten and asked her what a blow job was. She’d nearly passed out from shock, but had fended him off by telling him the explanation involved big words and they’d discuss it when he was older. Had raising five children taught her nothing? The best reaction to questions like that from this tribe was no reaction at all.
 Shit!
A soft rap on the door made her jump.  “Who is it?”
“Tage John Sorenson, Senior.” 
Chelsea reached up to unlock the door. He stepped in and peered down at her as he straightened his tie. “Are you all right?”
“I don’t know.”
“What happened?”
“Ash...he...evidently had his initials engraved on the jack plate of the white Les Paul. The place where they plug in the patch cord. I’ve never really looked at the guitars before. I guess Stone saw it and asked about it. He wondered who had owned them before.” She blew out a breath. “It was the
last thing I expected her to ask this morning. It’s not her fault I didn’t handle it very well.” 
“What did you tell her?”
“Nothing. Thank goodness you came into the kitchen, and I didn’t have to answer. You shouldn’t have been so short with her, Tage. I didn’t see her face, but she sounded confused and hurt. It breaks my heart that she thinks we’re mad at her.” 
Tage sighed and knelt down beside her.  “I’ll apologize to her tonight then. I didn’t mean to snap.  I just saw you were upset.”
Chelsea buried her face in the crook of her elbow. “It’s all going to unravel now. We should’ve told her he was her father.  She’s going to find out, and she’s going to hate us for keeping it from her.  She deserved to know. We didn’t have the right to withhold that information.”
“Chelsea...”
Something snapped inside her. “If you tell me not to worry about it, I’m going to smack you. Do you think Nicks can’t see she’s different from her brothers and sisters?  She’s honey and tea and shadows, and they all look like little blue-eyed white rabbits!  I see Marybeth staring at her sometimes, and I know she knows! Marybeth knew Asher. Marybeth, Willow...they know Nicks is his!” Chelsea struggled to keep her voice down.  “We are the worst kind of liars. How can we expect the truth from our children when we’ve been living the biggest lie of all?” 
Tage leaned in close to her and pressed a kiss to the side of her head.  “Listen to me. She isn’t...”
“Is Mom sick?” she heard Aimee ask from the doorway. Both she and Tage gasped. Four blond children stared in at them with wide eyes.
“Mom ate a bad....waffle.  That’s all. She’s going to be fine,” Tage explained.
“Mom didn’t have any waffles. She had toast,” said Reese. 
“That’s how bad they were.  She got sick just making them. Go get in the truck. I’ll be right out,” Tage said firmly. 
“You said she ate one and got sick. She didn’t eat one,” argued Lindsay.
“I had a waffle,” T.J. said. “I’m feeling sick too.  Can I stay home from school?”
“Go get in the truck,” Tage repeated.  “Now.” 
Mumbling, the four of them filed out the door into the garage. Tage turned his attention back to Chelsea.
“I was about to say there is no real harm if she knows his name. All she needs to know is that he was a friend of ours who died young, and I acted as executor of his will. She’d never guess in a million years her biological father left those guitars to her. Only the three of us knew the truth for sure, and Asher isn’t talking.”
“She looks exactly like him!”
“So what? You don’t have any pictures of him lying around the house for Nicks to find, do you?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“Marybeth and Willow...”
“... may have suspicions but not one shred of proof. It’s been nearly nineteen years, Chels. If they haven’t mentioned it yet, the chances are good they won’t.” He stroked her hair lightly in that reassuring way she’d come to love. “I know them both—they’re classy women. Neither one of them would be tactless enough to come right out and ask you.”
She inhaled deeply. “I over-reacted, didn’t I?”
“I think you’re just one giant nerve where Nicks is concerned. She does look different from the other four, but your hair is nearly the same color as hers. It’s not that big of a stretch.”
“It’s her eyes and the shape of her face...”
“I know that and you know that. And Marybeth and Willow may have their suspicions, but that’s all they have. If we could just stop calling attention to it, things would be fine.” 
Chelsea stared into his eyes and wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t.  She couldn’t shake the feeling the whole family was speeding toward a brick wall with no way to slow down or stop.  There was no point in arguing with him though. He had himself convinced. Or fooled. At this point, she wanted to be alone so she could have that coveted nervous breakdown with tea and rum at the kitchen island.
“I can’t leave knowing you’re upset.  Are you going to be okay?” Tage brushed the hair away from her face.
“Yeah. You’re right. I didn’t expect to have a conversation like that this morning. I’ll think of something to tell her when she comes home. I hope I didn’t cause more questions with my reaction.”
“That’s my girl.” He helped her to her feet and kissed her.  “I love you. I’ll see you later.” 
 

 
The morning had been a major suckfest, but the afternoon sped by fairly fast. The drive to school had been the worst part of the day so far. Nicks had alternated between angry tears and wounded bewilderment in the fifteen minutes it took to get there.
 Her mother got angry occasionally, but it was unusual for her father to bite her head off like that. She’d shut her iPod off halfway to school to mull it over in silence. By the time she got to the parking lot, she had a handle on some perspective.
She wouldn’t make the mistake of asking her parents for information about the guitars again. There was something going on there, at least on her mother’s part. Why the hell had such a harmless question caused such an intense reaction? Though Nicks had never been terribly curious about the origin of the guitars, she was now beginning to wonder. Was there a story there? 
And she had Stone Jensen as an ally. He’d surely help her if she wanted to know more. 
Though her father had told her no more detentions, she was going to the library as soon as the bell rang. Today was Stone’s day to work with the autistic kids. She couldn’t wait to tell him what had happened that morning. 
 

 
The library had gone partially lights-out by the time Nicks got to the school basement. The door was unlocked though; she cautiously opened and entered.
“Willow? Are you here?” She peered down the first row of bookshelves and saw nothing. The only thing she could hear was the sound of the few fluorescent lights that were on buzzing overhead. Feeling a little creeped out, she spun and headed for the door.
She exhaled sharply when Willow stepped from behind the first row of shelves, her arms loaded with books. “Nicks. I didn’t expect to see you tonight. Didn’t your father say you weren’t to serve anymore detentions until he got things straightened out with Marius?”
 “He did, but I miss helping you. I was also hoping Stone would show up here tonight.”
Stone appeared in the doorway, guitar in hand, just as she finished her sentence. “At your service, beautiful.”
Her heart soared. The sight of him standing larger-than-life in the doorway fixed everything that had gone wrong that day. Yes, she was looking forward to seeing him, thought of him constantly when they weren’t together. It was a whispered shift of attitude on her part, so subtle she wasn’t even sure when it had happened.
She gripped him by the upper arm. “I couldn’t wait to see you. I have so much to tell you.” 
“As much as I appreciate you guys helping me down here, I don’t want your father to be pissed at me. He said no more detentions and that was as much an order for me as it was for you. Maybe you should head to McDonald’s to talk?” Willow suggested.
“There are so many carts of books here though. Are you sure?” Nicks turned to the librarian.
“I’ll manage. Get out of here, you two. Go eat a chicken wrap for me.”
Nicks brushed a kiss across Willow’s cheek. “Thank you. I love you, Willow.”
“Love you too, you little shit.” 
 

 
Fifteen minutes later, Stone and Nicks were sitting across from each other in a booth at the local McDonald’s. 
“It all went down kind of weird this morning,” she said as she unwrapped her cheeseburger. “When I asked the name of the guy who owned the guitars before me, all hell broke loose.” 
Stone furrowed his brow. “Your mother was mad?”
“No, not mad exactly. Rattled would be a more accurate description. She ran from the table and started to hyperventilate. She actually broke a mug in the sink.”
“Whoa. Like she threw it and it broke?”
She thought about it a moment. “No. Like she was shaking, and it slipped out of her hands. The handle flew out of the sink like it was shot out of a rifle.  I’ve never seen her act like that. I don’t know what I said that flipped her out so much.”
Stone tilted his head and took a drink of his Coke.  “What do you think is going on there?”
“Dad acted as executor for a friend, and he left me his guitars.  The end.”  She shook her head and sat back in the booth.  “Mom was trying not to cry though. I thought that was strange.  I don’t think the guy was a relative or anything, and I think he died when I was small. The whole thing was just over the top. I’m drawing a blank.”
“God, it makes me all the more curious.” Stone shoved a wad of French fries into his mouth and stared off into space. “Don’t you want to know?”
“I do want to know, but I’m not sure it’s worth kicking up a shit-storm with my parents over it. My mother was really upset. I don’t want to do that to her again. She has enough going on without me making more problems.”
“Why? What’s so upsetting about a name?”
“You’re not going to let this rest, are you?”
Stone leaned forward on his elbows. “What do we know about this guy, Nicks? He died young and had some really kick-ass guitars. You don’t buy one Les Paul unless you have money and can play. He left you three, and a Strat to boot. Doesn’t that stir something up inside you?”
“Yes, it does. But curiosity killed the cat.” She stared at him, feeling as though she were about to step through a door that needed to remain closed.
“And satisfaction brought him back. They’ve never told you his name, and to be fair, you didn’t really care all that much. I get that. But why would asking for his name trigger that kind of response from your mother? If he died when you were small then it’s been at least seventeen or eighteen years. She should be over it by now, right?”
This line of questioning was fast becoming uncomfortable. “Stone, please don’t make assumptions about my mother. I really love my parents. It’s not essential that I...or you...know what happened all those years ago. I’m not asking her again.  I hated upsetting her.”
“We don’t have to ask her, Nicks. We can go to the Allegheny County courthouse and search for the will.”
“How can we do that if we don’t know the man’s name?”
“We know your dad was the executor. They surely have things computerized and can do a search for your dad’s name, right?” Stone sounded excited, and it irritated her.  He had no right to go digging in their personal family stuff. 
“Let it go,” she said firmly. “You didn’t see my mother’s face this morning.  I don’t want to do this.”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Chelsea was in the family room reading a book when Tage came home from the lawyer’s office. He threw two tri-folded packets of paper down on the couch beside her. 
“Are those the restraining orders?”
“Yep.” He sat down beside her. He seemed much calmer than he’d been when he left that morning. “Wymouth said it was rare for a parent to serve one on a school official—especially since Nicks is eighteen—but when he heard what was going on, he agreed it couldn’t hurt.”
“When are you going to give them to him?”
“I have an appointment to see Marius Friday at the school. I want to present them to him in person so he doesn’t get any bright ideas about showing up at Tapestries when the girls are playing. It makes me furious to think of that asshole lurking in the shadows of our bar watching our daughter like some kind of pervert.”
“What do you think Marius is thinking?”
“I’ll let you know after I serve the restraining orders on him.”
Chelsea sighed. “I hope we’re doing the right thing. Something tells me Marius isn’t going to take this very well.” 
Tage flexed his shoulders, something he did when he was wound up. “He’ll comply, or I’ll have him arrested. It’s as simple as that.”
He started to get up from the couch, but she grabbed his arm. “I’ve been thinking all day about what happened this morning with Nicks. What you said makes sense. Do you mind if I tell her Asher left her the guitars? I’m afraid all I did was pique her curiosity. I don’t want her to go digging.”
“As long as that’s all you tell her.” 
“I don’t think my nerves could stand to tell her any more than that. I don’t like this...this keeping secrets. But I don’t want her to know either.” 
That was the part that nagged at Chelsea. All the teasing Nicks had endured in her younger years had caused her to turn inward a bit. Knowing she was another man’s child might make her feel worse, like a misfit in her own family. 
“I appreciate that, Chels. Trust me. She isn’t going to make the leap from a name to that name being her biological father.”
It was on the tip of her tongue to say it, but she knew he’d disagree. I wouldn’t bet the farm on that, Mr. Sorenson.   
 

 
Stone dropped Nicks off at her car in the school parking lot after they left McDonald’s.  He gently played with her fingers as she leaned against the trunk. “Can I come over for a while tonight?”
“I would love to tell you yes, but it’s a school night. I have some homework. I’ll see you Friday.”
“Is Wild Angel playing at Tapestries?”
“Of course.”
“Can a lonely guitar player get an invite through the back door?”
She stared long and hard at him. “I always looked for you. Your eyes. I could’ve spotted you a mile away. I would really hate to look out into the crowd and not see you, Stone.”
His hand closed around hers. “My God. I love to hear you talk like that.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. Thoughts skimmed across her mind like stones on a pond, delicious things about wanting and needing and have-to-having. 
 I should be confused as hell about this man. It was not that long ago that I wanted to beat him to a bloody pulp and leave his corpse for the dogs. Now I’m kissing him like he’s the last man on the planet. You’re such a goober, Sorenson. 
Someone once told her that the opposite of love was not hate. It was indifference. She’d never, ever felt indifferent toward Stone Jensen.
His lips were warm and soft on hers. Perfect. She’d sort the other shit out later.
 

 
The pain this kiss was causing in Stone’s groin would surely be terminal. He wanted to strip her naked, throw her across the back seat of his Camaro, and fuck her senseless. Fuck her so damned hard, they would both go up in flames. He knew she would be soft, yielding, everything a man hoped for when he made love to a woman like Nicks Sorenson. 
The animal in him went to war with the gentleman. He was relieved when the gentleman won. She deserved so much more than a quickie in the backseat of a car. She deserved flowers and candlelight, and all the time and patience he was capable of giving her. If it happened at all—if he were ever lucky enough to make love to her—he was going to make damn sure it happened that way.
Her body was molded to his, so hot he nearly changed his mind about the quickie. He needed to break the spell she’d cast over him, or he would certainly do something he regretted.
“You’re the most amazing woman. I’m so glad I got to know you. What was I thinking when I said such horrible things?”
“Don’t apologize. I know it even if you don’t. We’re fire—both of us. I needed to hate you before I could...before this could happen. It went exactly the way it was supposed to.”
You are such an angel. He buried his mouth on hers again. He was never going to let her go. 
 

 
Her mother’s Lexus was in the garage. Her father’s Chevy Avalanche was gone. Nicks blew out a breath of relief.  She was hoping to catch her mother alone so she could apologize. She’d deal with her father later. 
“Mom?” she called from the kitchen.
“Down here,” was the reply from the basement. Her mother was doing laundry. 
Nicks descended the stairs slowly, mulling over what she wanted to say.  She froze for a moment, staring at her mother’s back as she switched laundry from the washer to the dryer and turned it on. 
Chelsea turned and opened her arms wide in invitation. Nicks dropped her book bag to the floor and ran into the embrace. 
Kissing the side of her head, her mother held her tightly against her. “I’m sorry about this morning. I don’t want you to think we’re mad at you.”
“I’m sorry too. I should have shut up when you started to get upset. Daddy isn’t mad?”
“No. You know how he is where I’m concerned. He reacted without knowing what we were talking about.”
Nicks laid her head against her mother. Though they cramped her style occasionally, she never doubted her parents loved her.
Chelsea sighed. “I’m afraid all I did was stir the pot by not giving you an answer.  It’s reasonable to expect that you’d want to know about those guitars. I’m surprised you didn’t ask me before.”
“It’s okay, Mom. I don’t need to know.”
“Yes, you do.” Her mother tightened her hold. 
“The man’s name was Asher Pratt. He played guitar in the late eighties, early nineties with a band called the Dirty Turtles. They played sometimes at Tapestries. He was...a good friend.” Chelsea spoke haltingly, with a catch in her voice. This was obviously still painful for her.
“Mom, really...”
She continued as though she hadn’t heard Nicks speak. “I didn’t know...none of us knew he was diabetic.  He didn’t take very good care of himself, and it ended up killing him at age twenty-six, four days before you were born. It was a senseless way to die. He was stubborn and stupid, and I’ll never understand why he did what he did. He closed himself off from everyone who might’ve helped him. If only he’d told someone.”
“Mom, you’re getting upset again.”
It seemed to be a real effort for her mother to calm down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how much I missed his...friendship...until you mentioned his guitars this morning. Well, I guess I’ve said enough. Now you know his name.”
Nicks thought this Asher Pratt must have been one-of-a-kind for her mother to be so distraught all these years later. “It’s okay.  Thanks for telling me. We don’t need to talk about it again.”
Chelsea put a hand to Nicks’s cheek. There was sadness in her eyes. “No. We don’t need to talk about him again.” 
 

 
Nicks closed her calculus book. It was nearly midnight. She should go to bed, but she felt strangely wired for some reason.
She couldn’t stop thinking about her guitars and Asher Pratt. Finding out the name had been anti-climactic after what’d happened that morning. Why hadn’t her mother told her and been done with it? It didn’t seem like that big of a deal now.  
Her father had come to her room when he’d gotten home from Tapestries, pulled her into a bear hug, and apologized as well. His hugs always felt as though she’d been rolled up in a big, warm carpet. Then he asked her what her mother had told her about the former owner of her guitars. He seemed relieved when Nicks gave him the highlights of the brief conversation she’d had with her mother.  
Whoever this Asher Pratt was, he’d certainly made an impression on her parents.
She thought about calling Stone and telling him, but she wanted to tell him in person. With all the drama of the day, her mind was no longer on English Lit. After moving the book bag and all of her books to the small computer desk that sat in the corner, she crawled beneath the covers and turned out the light.
 

 
The fog was thick and creepy.  What was this place? The only sound Nicks could hear was the wet hiss of the fog as it swirled around her. It sounded strangely like voices murmuring. She couldn’t see anyone, but she knew she wasn’t alone.
She froze, unwilling to go forward, knowing whoever was here would find her. Soon enough, a shadow appeared, its lines obscured by the mist. As it drew closer, she could see it was a man, fairly young, though she couldn’t make out his features.
“Who are you?” she asked. Curiously, she felt no fear. Sadness, regret, missed opportunities, but no fear. And those things were rolling off of him, not her, as thick as the mist that surrounded them. 
He said nothing. He stepped forward again, and she could see shoulder-length brown hair that gleamed even in the absence of light. He wore tight, low-cut jeans and a light blue shirt that was partially unbuttoned down the front. And oddly enough, he stood before her in black socks, no shoes.
She pulled her gaze up to his. The mist blurred his face and hid his features, but she could see his eyes. Large and dark, he stared at her in wonder, as if he were memorizing her face.  
“Who are you?” she asked again. He smiled slightly as he stepped forward and took her right hand. Long, delicate fingers turned her palm up then he deposited three half-worn guitar picks of various colors into her hand. 
 “Tell her. Chelsea. I’ll wait for her.” He closed her hand gently over the picks, turned, and walked away.
“Wait! Don’t leave!” she called after him, but it was too late. He was gone.
 

 
Nicks sat bolt upright in bed, her heart pounding like a jackhammer. After a moment, she flopped back down onto the pillow.
 I’m still in my room. Jesus, it was only a dream.
Her right hand was closed in a fist, lying on top of her comforter. Not sure why she felt so panicked, she reached over and snapped on the light.
 She opened her hand and found three guitar picks nestled in her palm, exactly like the ones the man had pressed into her hand in the dream.
 

 
As she cleared the rest of the breakfast dishes from the table, Chelsea glanced out the dining room window in time to see her husband’s Avalanche pull out of the driveway. Four blond heads bobbed in the backseat. She was glad when Tage took them to school. They didn’t argue as much when their father chauffeured.
Nicks hadn’t made a sound upstairs. She knew she’d been up late studying.  She’d no doubt slipped back into bed for a few extra minutes of sleep.
Chelsea ascended the stairs, turned the corner at the top, and looked down the hallway. Nicks’s door was shut. “Did you fall asleep in there?” When there was no answer, she walked down the hall, opened the door a crack, and peered in.
Nicks was sitting on the edge of her bed, fully dressed, facing away from the door. Her head was down; she appeared to be staring at the floor.
“Are you okay, honey?” Chelsea took a step into the room.
“Mom.”  
Having children gave women a sixth sense. Her daughter’s one-word answer was not a statement, not a question, yet came with a strange note of agitation. Something was off-kilter here. Chelsea took a few more steps toward the bed. “Nicks, what’s wrong?”
The girl made a choking sound. “I don’t know what to make of this or how it happened...”
“What? Make of what?”
Nicks pivoted on the bed.  She extended her right hand, opened it, and every pore of Chelsea’s body went up into goose bumps so sharp she could’ve cut glass with them.
There were three of them lying in her palm. Guitar picks. Though they were different colors, they were almost identical to the pick she’d snatched from Asher’s grave a couple of weeks earlier. These three were worn down the same way as the one that was hidden—at least she assumed it was still hidden—in her sock drawer down the hall. 
“Where did you get those?” Stay calm, don’t scare her. There is surely a logical explanation for this.  
“I...don’t know. I had a dream last night. About a man. He put them in my hand. They were there when I woke up.”
Sweet fucking Jesus on a ten-speed, this can’t be happening! She glanced around the room, half expecting Asher Pratt to step out of the closet. “Maybe you fell asleep holding them?  Were you practicing before you went to bed?”
Nicks shook her head. “No.” 
“Well, they must be yours. Right?”

“They’re not mine. I would never use a pick this worn. And these are thinner than I like. These aren’t my picks, Mom.” 
 “Nicks, that’s crazy.” Chelsea’s mind spun like a Tilt-A-Whirl, trying to find something to explain away the damned guitar picks she held. 
Nicks nodded. “I know.”
“This man. Can you describe him?”  Stupid question, Chels.  You know who it is.
“I couldn’t see him very well. I think he had brown hair.  It was kind of long, maybe past his shoulders. What I really noticed were his eyes. They were dark, pretty for a man, with long lashes. Tight jeans and a blue shirt that buttoned down the front. It wasn’t tucked in. And what’s really messed up is that he didn’t have any shoes on. He was wearing black socks.”
Chelsea clapped a hand over her mouth. The girl had just described what they’d buried Asher in. He hadn’t wanted to spend eternity wearing uncomfortable shoes.
It simply wasn’t possible that Asher had come to Nicks in her dreams. 
Why not?  He comes to you in yours.
Nicks had no way of knowing what Asher looked like. She was just a newborn when they buried him. She would have no memories of the funeral.
 Did all of this mean the dreams weren’t a random event? Was Asher deliberately
coming
to see them from....wherever he was? Chelsea couldn’t breathe. What were the implications of a dead man making choices? 
“Who is he, Mom?” 
Nicks’s gaze never left her face. If she lied, her daughter would surely know. But she couldn’t do anything else but lie. Chelsea removed her hand from her mouth. “I don’t know.” 
The girl blinked slowly, like an owl. “I think you do, but that’s okay. I had a feeling you wouldn’t want to talk about it.” She looked away, closing her hand over the picks. “He gave me a message for you.”
The room began to spin in the oddest way. Shadows crowded the edge of her vision. Chelsea staggered to the bed and collapsed behind her daughter. “He did?  What did he say?”
She heard Nicks gulp air. The girl hesitated, then turned toward her. “He said he’d wait for you.” 
 

 
The cold washcloth on her mother’s head roused her briefly. Chelsea’s eyes opened, she stirred, then went right back out.
Nicks knew she’d catch hell from her father for upsetting her mother again, but she didn’t care. She wanted answers. Too bad she had no idea what the questions were.
An unknown man had placed picks in her hand in a dream, and she’d woken up to find herself holding the damned things. Such things didn’t happen to normal, sane people. Her mother’s reaction was equally bizarre and only made her more curious. What the hell was going on here?
“Mom. Mom, wake up.” She dabbed at Chelsea’s face with the washcloth.  
Her mother moaned and caught her wrist. “You’re going to be late for school.” 
“Too late.” Nicks grinned. “I am missing calculus as we speak. Not that I mind.”
“You’re going to school today, young lady, like it or not.” Chelsea pushed herself upright and fixed her daughter with a piercing stare. “Not one word of this to your father. Not about the picks, the dream, the message...nothing. Do you understand me?”
Nicks stared back with what she hoped was an equally firm gaze. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? I’m starting to wonder if this house is haunted.” 
“There’s nothing to tell.” Her mother pushed to her feet and headed for the door at warp speed. She glanced back one last time, her eyes full of apprehension. “And that makes two of us.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Tage stared at Mr. Marius’s secretary Althea Powell and wished he’d stayed in bed. She resembled a troll living under a bridge and was just about as friendly. 
“I hope you made an appointment to meet with Mr. Marius. No one gets in without an appointment.”  She peered up at him with a pale blue left eye. The other eye took a hard right and stared off into space. Wild gray hair stood up all over her head, as though she’d used a leaf blower to dry it. A few teeth populated her gums, but not many. He thought she probably never ate corn-on-the-cob. 
He wondered if he wanted to “get in” at all then felt the heft of the restraining orders he had in his inside jacket pocket. This had to be done today. They would haul him off to jail if Marius showed up at Tapestries later on that night.
“Yes, I do. Or I should. I called in two days ago, and someone gave me an appointment for 8:30 a.m. Friday. That’s today. Tage Sorenson.” He leaned over the edge of the desk and took a furtive look at her appointment schedule. I damn well better be on it.
She scowled and ran her finger down the green lines of the appointment book open on the desk in front of her. “I don’t see you here, Mr. Sorenson. Oh. Oh, wait. Yes, here you are. I was on the wrong day.” She giggled to herself. He got the sense she was messing with him. “Tage Sorenson. 8:30 a.m.”
She sat and stared at the name under her fingertip for so long he thought she’d gone into a trance.  He cleared his throat. “It’s 8:35 right now. Is it possible for me to see him?”
Althea glared with one eye again.  “Of course it’s possible. You have an appointment, don’t you?”
“I think we’ve established that I do.” He smiled indulgently.
“Well then, I’ll tell him you’re here.” She stood up and scurried down the hallway behind the desk. He heard a door open and close, then muffled voices. After a moment, Althea came back and pressed a button. The security door to his right buzzed and clicked open. “Follow me.”
He felt as though he were walking to his doom as he followed Althea down the narrow hallway.  Did they ever tie anyone to a chair and interrogate them under these bright fluorescent lights? Tage loosened his tie a bit. If he—an adult—felt this way, what was this walk like for the kids who happened to run afoul of Althea the Troll and Mr. Marius? Had Nicks ever had to make the long walk back to this office? 
The secretary stopped in front of a burgundy metal door. Tage dug his heels into the aging brown carpet to avoid running into her. The door had a window in it, but the pane had metal wires crisscrossing through the frosted glass. It did nothing to dispel the impression he was in a prison. 
Althea peered up at him with a hideous parody of a smile then pushed the door open a crack and poked her head inside. “Mr. Sorenson to see you.”
A perfectly normal, human male voice wafted out into the hall. “Thank you, Miss Powell. Show him in.”
The secretary stepped to the side and waved him into the room. Marius didn’t sound like a tyrant. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. Tage suddenly wondered if he’d knee-jerked where the restraining orders were concerned.
He stepped inside the room, took one look at the high school principal, and caught his breath. No. No, the restraining orders were not an over-reaction.  
It was a flash-bulb moment in his head, but it gave Tage chills. He could picture Albert Marius dressed in full Nazi SS regalia, complete with monocle, leaning over a student tied to a chair with a syringe full of experimental, mind-melting drugs in his hand. 
Marius stuck his hand out in greeting as Althea closed the door behind them. “Good morning, Mr. Sorenson. I am delighted to have the opportunity to speak with you.” 
The innocuous gesture tore Tage from his musings and settled his nerves a bit. “Good morning, Mr. Marius. It’s nice to meet you.”
“Have a seat.” Marius gestured toward a burgundy leatherette chair in front of the oak-and-marble desk as he took a seat behind it.
Tage pulled the chair forward and sat down.  “Thank you.”  
“I assume you are here to discuss the deplorable behavior of your daughter Nicole. I have been trying desperately to bring her to heel these past couple of weeks, but she remains defiant. I am delighted that at least one of her parents has taken an interest in her slide toward delinquency.” Marius leaned forward, fingertips pressed together. 
 Startled, Tage sat up straight and pressed back into the chair.  It’d only lasted a second, but the expression on the principal’s face had been hateful, almost predatory.
 “I’m not sure we’re talking about the same Nicole. While I’ve gotten glimpses of the defiance, which I suspect is perfectly normal in an almost-nineteen-year-old girl, I haven’t witnessed the delinquency you speak of. Would you care to elaborate, Mr. Marius?” Tage leaned forward, both elbows propped on his knees.
It was Marius’s turn to pull back. The principal narrowed his eyes and studied him. Tage mentally grinned. Yes, Marius had a predatory air about him, enjoyed the power he had over those he deemed powerless. He clearly didn’t like being questioned.
 Tage wondered how many parents rolled over and played dead in the face of such oppressive authority. No wonder Nicks had served the detentions without telling him about them. He might’ve done anything to keep this man off his back too.
“Surely you are aware that Nicole’s language is—”
“Is questionable at times and, as her father, makes me grit my teeth. No doubt about it. Surely you are aware that she’ll be nineteen years old soon?  She’s an adult.”  
“I do not...and will not...tolerate foul language within the four walls of this high school, Mr. Sorenson. As the principal, it’s my job to see that the student body adheres to the rules.”
“That’s a fine moral foundation for any principal to adhere to, and one I could enthusiastically support. Unfortunately, I’m aware that this last round of detentions you gave Nicks had nothing to do with her behavior within these four walls. Would you care to explain your reasoning behind giving her three detentions a week for the rest of the school year for something she did off school property, on her own time, and in a bar that I own?” 
Marius went white, at least as white as someone could when they were a shade somewhere between dead and zombie. He gurgled low in his throat. “That makes it all the more reprehensible. You heard the language she used and did nothing to curb it.”
Tage pushed to his feet and pointed a finger at the man. “That’s none of your business. She’s my daughter, not yours. Tapestries belongs to me. What happens within those four walls is my
call.” Tage inhaled and tried to remain calm. “Three detentions a week for the rest of the school year would jeopardize her grades and put her in danger of failing. That’s not going to happen, not in this lifetime. For the most part, she’s a great kid. If she were misbehaving here at school, I could support this punishment. As it is, I will not stand by and allow you do this to her.”
Marius smiled thinly. “It’s not as though you have much choice in the matter. As the principal here, I am authorized—”
“You’re not authorized to punish her for things she does when she’s not here, and you know it. Frankly, your behavior gives me the creeps. What kind of authority figure goes to see a young woman play in a band at a bar owned by her parents then calls her a whore and punishes her for it?” Tage placed his knuckles on the desk and leaned forward. “I’m not sure why you’re so focused on her this year. I have my suspicions, and I hope to God I’m wrong. I’ll puke right here on your desk if I’m not.”
Marius turned purple and rose to his feet, fists clenched. “I called her no such thing. If Nicole told you that, it once again demonstrates her questionable relationship with the truth.”
So Marius was going to lie right to his face, was he? That told Tage all he needed to know about the man’s character. “Is that so? Did you know there were two other people in the library the night you called her a whore?”
A point-of-no-return seemed to have been reached where the principal was concerned. For one moment, Tage wondered if he’d gone too far. The man looked...homicidal. Apparently, there was more to Albert Marius than met the eye. 
“You have no idea who you’re dealing with, Mr. Sorenson,” Marius hissed.
“Apparently, I do.” Tage reached into his coat pocket and withdrew the restraining orders. He tossed them onto the calendar desk pad in front of Marius. “Two pieces of advice for you right there, nice and tidy and all legal-like in those packets.  Nicks won’t be serving any more detentions this year. Stay away from my daughter and stay out of my bar, or I’ll have you arrested. I won’t say it twice.” 
 

 
Nicks’s cell phone buzzed in her hoodie pocket just as she put her biology book on the shelf of her locker. 
It was a text message from Stone. On my way. Wait for me in the parking lot.  
She tapped out a reply. Lots to tell you. Can’t wait to see you.

She’d seen her father’s truck parked in front of the school that morning. Anxiety had drawn through the pit of her stomach. Her father could be overwhelming at times, and that was putting it mildly. He was right—the situation was out of control—but she didn’t think Marius would like having his authority questioned. She could picture the principal trashing his office, grabbing the carved walking stick he always carried, and hunting her down in the halls of Oakland High.
She’d been wary as she walked from class to class, but she hadn’t even so much as glimpsed the back of Marius’s suit. You couldn’t ask for a better Friday than that. 
 

 
Nicks searched for Stone as she descended the steps down to the student parking lot. He wasn’t hard to spot. He...and his red Camaro...stood out among all the beaters and other piece-of-shit cars like a ruby stuck in the mud. 
She slowed somewhat as she walked. What would he think if he knew she was a...Shit. Virgin was such a stupid, archaic word. It implied purity of thought as well as deed, and that sure as hell wasn’t her.  She was capable of giving herself a flaming O in less than three minutes when she needed one. She had no compunction at all about sending her hands south of the border. 
What would he think if he knew she’d never been with a man then? She was aware the façade she presented was tough and cocky. Impenetrable. He probably thought she had sexual experience in spades. What would he think if he knew she was unsure, confused, and occasionally scared shitless on the inside? 
He doesn’t need to know that. It’s weakness. Weak people draw buzzards. I’ve had enough of that shit to last me a lifetime.
Still, she couldn’t help but think it. Would Stone be “The One”? She liked being around him. Okay, it was more than that. No man had ever gotten under her skin the way he had.
She knew she was a hard person to befriend. A really hard person to like.  She had some issues, but nothing too damaging. Would he see the stuttering child she cradled tenderly inside her and love her anyway? Or did he want the sexy, mouthy rocker? Was he man enough to handle both?
She felt a quiver of excitement as she thought of what happened in her bedroom the night she’d shown him her guitars. Oh yeah, he’s man enough to handle both. 
I want him to make love to me.

There it was. It required more thought though. A lot more. Sex was not something to be taken lightly.  She wanted to be sure. 
Stone leaned casually against the hood of his Camaro, arms crossed against his chest.  Long legs wrapped in tight, faded jeans stretched out in front of him then crossed at the ankles. It had the odd effect of drawing her gaze upward, to the bulge that now seemed so much more prominent than before.
Stop it! You would hate it if he objectified you like that.
Her eyes didn’t seem to be listening to her conscience though. They wandered over his body at will, fueling the fire he’d started. He wasn’t a big man. Rock musicians were usually as thin as a willow switch. They never seemed to eat enough to counteract all the jumping around they did onstage. Even so, the definition of his pecs and ab muscles showed through the thin black Aerosmith T-shirt he wore. His tanned arms were well defined, relaxed against his abdomen.  That dark wavy hair was the stuff of wet dreams, and those eyes... Hot damn, she could feel those sinful eyes touching her.
Amazed that she managed to reach him without tripping and falling on her face, Nicks allowed him to pull her into an embrace and kiss her on the cheek. He smelled incredible, always spicy and exotic. 
“I can finally breathe,” he said. “I have you in my arms.” 
“Stop it.” She tried to pull away, half-serious.  
 “Why?”
“Because you distract me when you say things like that. I have to get my game face on for tonight. Seriously. I’m not even kidding with you.” She tried to appear solemn but it was impossible to keep a straight face around him.
He pulled her close and ran his lips up and down her throat. He laughed when he felt her shiver. “Your body tells me something different.”
 “See? There you go, saying those things after I asked you not to. We’ll have to stop seeing each other if you won’t listen to me.” 
His fingers dug into her waist as he pushed her back a step. He seemed half mad. “That’s not funny. I can’t...my future has to have you in it. It’s not debatable.”
Oh, God. When he said things like that, she felt him...there. And there. And there.  
Before she could think about what she was doing, one arm was around his waist, her fingers digging into the taut muscles that lay parallel to his spine. Her right hand brushed across his throat and under that silky hair to caress the back of his neck.
She was helpless right now. A soul-shattering kiss was inevitable. 
They stared at one another, their mouths a scant millimeter apart. His lips moved, his voice coming from a million miles away. “I don’t want to distract you. I know how it is when you’re trying to get ready for a gig.”
“You asshole.” She was being sucked right straight into the center of that smoky gaze. “Don’t even think about not kissing me.” 
“I was not not thinking about kissing you. In fact, I was thinking about kissing you very, very hard. It’s all I can think about these days...” 
“Oh my God, you talk way too much, Jensen.”  She closed her eyes and pulled his mouth down to hers.  
What was it about kissing him that seemed to make time stand still? How did he always manage to make sounds and smells and coherent thought grind to a halt when he touched her, until it was just the two of them locked together in a sizzle of sexual electricity? Stone Jensen’s hands not only made magic on the guitar, they made magic on her. 
He pulled his mouth from hers with a groan. “Damn, Nicks. I want you so bad, but this is not the time or the place.”
“I know. I just wanted to taste you.”
He picked her up and whirled her around the parking lot. “The whole world seems better now that I know you. I go to sleep thinking about you. I wake up thinking about you. I’m completely out-to-lunch where you’re concerned.”
“You’re out-to-lunch all right. And put me down. I can’t wait to talk to you. I have so much to tell you tonight.”
He set her on her feet and kissed her again. “This is how I imagine the perfect Friday night.  I get to help Wild Angel set up for their gig.  And then Nicks Sorenson allows me to take her to the most remote booth in Tapestries, and we eat wings until our respective underwear don’t fit. Doable?” 
She grinned. “Who’s wearing underwear?” 
 

 
Nicks watched in the rearview mirror as Stone swung his Camaro into the driveway behind her Cobalt. The plan was for the two of them to load all of her gear into her dad’s truck so they could drive to Tapestries together.  
Unfortunately, the Avalanche was not in the garage. “Great. He never goes to Tapestries this early. Now what do I do?”
“Well, we can try to load it into my car.  How much gear do you have?”
“My amp, which is fairly large, but it’s in two pieces. I normally take two guitars with me, just in case.”
“We’ll make it fit,” he assured her.
Lindsay was sitting at the island eating a sandwich with a textbook open in front of her.  She glanced up when they entered the kitchen. Her gaze fluttered from her sister, to Stone, and back again.  “Hey,” was her only response.
“Hey,” Nicks returned. “Did Dad leave already?”
“Yeah. About an hour ago. Marybeth called and said one of the freezers wasn’t working. They had to move everything from that one into another before the food spoiled.” Lindsay closed the book. “Reese is up in his room. Something wrong?”
“Not really. Dad usually takes my band gear in the truck.”
Her sister shrugged. “I know. He said to call if you needed him to come home.”
“Nah, I’m good. I think we can fit my stuff in Stone’s Camaro.”
Lindsay stared at Stone. “No way! You have a Camaro? One of the new ones?”
 “I do. Sitting in your driveway as we speak.”
The girl froze for a moment then eased back in the chair. “Can I...sit in it?”
“Sure. Knock yourself out.” Stone turned and unlocked it with the key fob. “Just don’t mess with the gearshift or turn too many of the knobs.”
Lindsay hit the door out into the garage at a full sprint, not even stopping to put on shoes. Nicks laughed. “You just made her day.”
“I’m glad.  She seems a little frosty.” 
Nicks gripped his hand and led him to the stairs. “Well, some of that is my fault.”
“How so?” He climbed the steps behind her, still clutching her hand. 
“All four of them are so perfect or something. They’ve never had to struggle with anything. I get sarcastic and pissy with them sometimes.” She pushed the door to her bedroom open. “I shouldn’t do it. It drives my mother nuts. I just...”
“Readin’, writin’ and ‘rithmatic aren’t your thing, are they?” He stood in front of her with arms crossed. “I understand.”
“It’s not that. It
isn’t my thing, but I do okay.” She sat down on the bed and fidgeted with a fingernail, wondering how much she should share about herself. She still didn’t know him very well. It would have to be talked about eventually, she supposed.
“I stuttered when I was a child. It was pretty bad for a while. Of course, anyone who’s different gets bullied.”
“Who would bully a sweet thing like you?” 
“Oh, Jesus. A whole army of mean girls. I really thought my name was Porky Pig for a while. I was bullied to the point where I didn’t want to go to school. I hid under the bed one day, and it took both of my parents to drag me out, one pulling on each leg. None of those little blond lapdogs knows what that feels like. The meanest thing anyone’s ever said to Lindsay is that her ponytail didn’t hang straight. Reese is a computer genius. Aimee is just a genius.” She sighed. “I love T.J. though. T.J’s cool.” 
Stone knelt down in front of her and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry to hear that. I never would’ve guessed you stuttered.”
She threw him a lopsided smile. “That’s why I’m a senior at nearly nineteen. I nosedived when I got to school. I just didn’t get it. I felt like a loser, which made me stutter more. The girls were vicious. I quickly learned to disappear into the woodwork. I did what I had to do to feel safe, but you can’t concentrate on learning when you’re afraid all the time. I got held back a year in second grade.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Nicks.”
There was compassion in his eyes. She felt relieved. Her secrets were safe with him. “Don’t be sorry. It was actually a good thing. The bullying affected my mother almost as much as it did me. She tried everything, but I was too afraid to engage with anyone. That’s when she showed me the guitars. The Strat, to be precise. I remember being mesmerized by it. It was too big—way too big for me, but I could almost feel it calling
to me. Does that sound crazy?”
He patted her knee. “Hey, you’re talking to another guitarist here. I’ve had them call to me from across a music store.”
She put a hand on his cheek. There wasn’t another person she knew who would understand how that felt, how the mere sight of a guitar could fill your stomach with thousands of butterflies, make your hands itch to hold it. “Then I found out there were four of them. The guitars were exciting, so magical. They changed my life. Mom signed me up for lessons. When I did well, she signed me up for voice lessons. My vocal teacher, Miss Deutsch, was amazing. She was tough as nails. More often than not, I left her studio crying, but it didn’t feel the same as the bullying. She wanted me to succeed. She would always tell me it takes pressure to make a diamond. I worked as hard as I could to absorb everything she taught me. My stutter gradually disappeared as I learned to sing. Mom thought it was a miracle.”
“I’ll bet. You have a beautiful rock-and-roll voice. Somewhere between Janis Joplin and Pat Benatar.” 
“Thank you, Stone. I can’t think of a better compliment.”
“Did you still get picked on after you lost the stutter?”
She shrugged. “Some. I’d become the favored target for a few of the nastier girls by then, and it was like they couldn’t quit picking. It really only stopped after Charm, Pip, and I formed Wild Angel and played at an assembly. I don’t think anyone quite knew what to think of me after that. A few of the kids thought I was cool, I guess. They tried to get to know me, but the attention scared me half to death. I was pretty much a loner by that time.  I still don’t make friends easily. Other than Pip and Charm, I don’t have anyone.”
“You have me.” He gently pulled at her fingers, his voice low when he spoke.  
She put her hand to his cheek again. “I do have you.” 
He quickly rose to his feet. “Get your guitars and let’s get loaded. I can’t guarantee what will happen if we start kissing again in a room with a bed.”
“Agreed.” Nicks sprang to her feet, dropped to the floor, and reached under the bed, feeling for the handle of her Strat. The two of them were a sexual nuclear explosion waiting to happen. When it finally did, she didn’t want to have to stop him.
 

 
Setting up for the gig was interesting, if nothing else. Marybeth didn’t have the muscle that jumped in her jaw when she was angry like Tage did, but she was shooting fuck-you missiles across the bar with her eyes every time she looked at Stone. 
The slam-banging the elder bartender was doing as she readied for the crowd that night was a great big exclamation point to the way she felt about him. Nicks thought she probably should have warned him ahead of time.
She finally pulled him aside. Something had to give, and Nicks knew it wouldn’t be Tapestries’ head bartender. “You apologized to me for what you said, but you might want to go and apologize to Marybeth.”  
Stone furrowed his brow and glanced over his shoulder toward the bar. “Really?”
“She’s like my grandma.  She used to babysit me when I was small.  She was nearly as mad as I was about what you said.”
“God, I want a do-over.” He smacked himself in the forehead with an open hand. “Ah well, being stupid should be painful. She won’t hurt me, will she?”
“Nah. Sometimes she likes to exercise her bitch muscle, but she’s a sweetie at heart. She’ll probably bust your balls at first, but she’ll forgive you if you mean it. You were sincere when you said you were sorry, right?”
“Of course I was.” Stone rubbed a hand over his head. “Okay. I’ll do it.” He wandered off toward the bar.  
Nicks joined Charm and Pip on the stage. “So? What do you think?” she asked them.
“I haven’t decided yet,” said Pip from the floor behind the kick drum. “I love you, Nicks, but I’ve thought he was a creepy fuck for so long I’m having trouble turning it off.”
“I hear that. It’s going to take time.” Charm looked up from tuning her bass. “I guess the question is—what do you think?” 
Nicks observed the scene at the bar. Poor Stone was getting the business from Marybeth, but he was holding his own. Both of them were waving their hands in the air. Then she saw Stone go around the end of the bar and drop out of sight. He’d gone to his knees in front of the older woman. Marybeth put her hands on her hips and peered down at him with a look that would’ve frozen lava.
Nicks grinned. She loved Marybeth for making him grovel before she forgave him. And she loved Stone for being willing to do it. 
She turned back to her bandmates. “I like him. A lot.” 
 

 
“Tapestries makes the best wings on the planet, no doubt about it.” Stone wiped butter from his chin with a wad of paper towels. “I’m having mouthgasms.”
“Holy shit! What did you order again?” Nicks asked, though she knew it was true. Tapestries’ wings had won blue ribbons all over western Pennsylvania.  
“Garlic butter. I could eat a ton of these.”
Marybeth came into the dining room. “You all right back here?”
“Stone is having mouthgasms.  I’ll have what he’s having.”
“The hell you will.” Marybeth smacked her on the arm with a menu then turned away with a wink.
Stone watched her walk away. “That woman loves you like a lioness loves her cubs.”
Nicks giggled. “I know she does. I really didn’t think she’d be that rough on you though.”
“I deserved it. I told her so.” He wiped his hands clean of butter. “So what do you have to tell me?”
She sat up straight. “Oh my gosh! I almost forgot. Mom told me the name of the man who left me the guitars!”
“She did?”
“Yeah. His name was Asher Pratt.  She said he had diab—”
Stone’s mouth dropped open. “Asher Pratt? Asher Pratt owned those guitars? You’ve got to be shitting me!”
“You know him?” 
“I don’t know him, but I sure as hell know of him. He was one of the best guitarists in Pittsburgh during the early nineties.  Jesus Christ, I touched a guitar that was owned by Asher Pratt!” 
“He was really that good?”
Stone stared at her as if she’d sprouted horns. “Ah…yeah. He was that good. I saw him play once with the Dirty Turtles at an outdoor festival once when I was young, about five or six years old. I was blown away, even at that age. He’s the reason I started playing in the first place. I wanted to be him. I was a perfect pain-in-the-ass until my parents finally bought me a guitar.” Stone bobbed his head and laughed under his breath. “He was playing the tobacco Les Paul the day I saw him. The same guitar I’m going to watch you play tonight. Unreal. Abso-fucking-lutely unreal.” 
Nicks bit her lip and sat forward. “Tell me about him.”
Stone opened his mouth then closed it. He gestured into the air. “God, I don’t have the words. He was just so awesome. He had a stage presence I can only dream of having. He held people…you know? Right in the palm of his hand. They couldn’t take their eyes off him. And he made playing seem effortless. He moved his hands over the guitar and it did whatever he asked it to do, like it was an extension of his body or something. I think he was around twenty-six when he died. Not much older than I am now. Such a waste of talent.”
Nicks nodded. “He was a diabetic and didn’t take care of himself. Mom told me he died four days before I was born.”
“Really? When were you born?”
“October 31, 1994.” 
Stone nodded. “Sounds about right. I can’t believe you have Asher’s guitars and no one bothered to tell you. Did your mom say anything else about him?”
“Nothing major. She still seems upset that he died. I guess he worked here for a while. Marybeth must have known him too. I think she worked here when dinosaurs roamed the earth.”
“Do you feel comfortable asking her about him?”
“What more could you possibly want to know?”
“Jeez. Everything.  He was my idol.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. The whole subject seems to be a sore spot with my parents. I don’t want Marybeth to tell my mother we were fishing around for more info when I’ve already had my question answered.”
Stone’s eyes shone like diamonds. “Do you know where he’s buried?”
“No.” Nicks sighed. “And I’m not asking. Please. Just let it go. You wanted to know his name and now you do. End of discussion.”  
 

 
Stone watched Wild Angel play from a seat at the bar while Tage and Chelsea worked to fix the broken freezer. Tage was clearly on his last nerve. He’d asked Stone to keep a watchful eye on the girls for him while they played. 
He could understand why. The way the guys crowded the stage made him extremely nervous. He scowled and took the last swallow of beer in the bottle. If one of them made a grab for Nicks, they’d be calling an ambulance to Tapestries.
 No, scratch that. We’ll have to call the undertaker. 
 Funny that he hadn’t noticed it before. Of course, he’d usually been one of the men up front crowding the stage so...  
Marybeth set another Corona with lime in front of him then snatched the empty away. He got a dirty look then an amused shake of the head from her. Stone raised the bottle in salute. He decided he liked these people. They loved Nicks fiercely, and he thought that was just fine. 
He watched his little whirlwind on stage. God, she was beautiful. And talented. And sweet.
I love that girl.
He shook his head. Wait. What?
You’re done, Stoney. It’s over. She’s the only one who has ever tied your ass up in knots like this. 
Okay, well...that was true. Women were like ice cream—he liked to try all the flavors. But he’d gotten a taste of cinnamon spice and sweet vanilla cream. No need to sample any more.  
Jesus. 
He cut his eyes right and perused the crowd, but no one looked his way. Pity. An earth-shaking paradigm shift had just occurred. There was no one else here who could fully appreciate the one-eighty his life had taken with his private admission.
I love her.  Stone inhaled and took a long gulp of beer. When he set it down on the bar, he happened to catch Marybeth staring at him. 
Her expression was unreadable as she dried a plastic pitcher with a dishtowel.  She glanced up at Nicks and then returned her focus to him with an odd half-smile, as though she’d gotten a glimpse into his thoughts.
He hoped that mysterious look meant she approved or he was screwed. He got the feeling no one made it past Marybeth Catalino if she didn’t want them to.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
“Watch her what?” Chelsea surged up off the bed, fists clenched. Disoriented, chest heaving, she knew a moment of panic as the reality of the dream she’d been having became the reality of her darkened bedroom. It felt as though she’d been flung to earth from another dimension.
Her right hand flailed, searching for the man she hoped was lying beside her. The dream had felt so real, she wasn’t sure of anything now.  
Tage grunted as her hand connected with his hip.  He quickly moved to turn on the light.
“Chelsea? Are you okay?” He turned toward her, blinking. 
She dropped her face into both hands with a whimper as she listened to the doors open down the hall. Several sets of feet were soon headed toward their bedroom.  See what you’ve done?  The whole house is awake now.  Damn you, Asher!
Tage pulled her into his arms. “God, you’re shaking. Were you having a nightmare?”
“Dad? Is everything all right in there?” Nicks rapped on the door. “We heard Mom yelling.”
Chelsea lifted her face from her hands and glanced at the bedside clock.  It was two in the morning. If she’d shouted loud enough to wake everyone up, they deserved to know she was all right. “You can come in. The door is unlocked.” 
The kids entered and lined up at the foot of the bed, pale and wide-eyed, as though they’d seen ghosts. Chelsea was reasonably certain she’d been the only one spending time in the presence of a ghost.
And that ghost was starting to talk. 
“Mom?” Nicks had her arms wrapped securely around T.J.’s shoulders. He was gripping her right back, his blue eyes round with fear. 
“I’m fine. I...had a bad dream. That’s all.” Though her breathing was starting to slow, her heart still raced like a rabbit being chased by wolves. 
“Back to bed. All of you. Mom had a nightmare. I can take it from here,” Tage said as he rubbed her back.  
Chelsea dreaded being alone with her husband. He was going to ask about the dream, and there was nothing she could tell him. Thank God she hadn’t screamed Asher’s name. 
“If you need anything, come and get me,” Nicks said. “C’mon. Let’s go back to bed.” The girl herded her siblings out the door and closed it behind her.
“This has been happening a lot lately. These dreams. You roll around and mutter under your breath. It sounds like you’re arguing with someone. What’s going on, Chels?” Tage asked.
“I don’t know.” She leaned against him, comforted by his size and warmth. It wasn’t a lie. She truly didn’t know what was going on. She usually didn’t remember much after she calmed down from one of these dreams. Just that they always seemed to involve a certain dead musician.
She remembered this one.
Asher had been frantic, pleading, his hands out, palms up.  Watch her! Help her!  
Chelsea was reasonably sure the “her” he was referring to was Nicks, but she couldn’t imagine why.  
“I don’t understand. Help her do what? What should I watch her do?” Chelsea had asked in the dream, but Asher kept repeating the same four words over and over again, terror in his eyes. Watch her! Help her! 
When he started to fade away into the mist that surrounded him, she’d chased after him in frustration. She’d screamed as the darkness swallowed him: “Watch her what?”
Only she’d shouted it as she woke up. 
It was beyond disturbing that there didn’t seem to be any clear lines separating the things that happened in her sleep from the things that happened when she was awake. Several times within the last few days, she thought she heard Asher call her name from somewhere in the house.
 It had happened earlier that night at Tapestries, as she stood alone in the back room waiting by the broken freezer as Tage tried to find a larger wrench. Though she often thought she heard Asher playing his guitar when she was at the bar, it was the first time she ever heard him speak directly to her there. 
Wild Angel had been loud—even in the back room—but she’d heard him say “Chelsea!” in her left ear. She’d dropped the toolbox she held and whirled around to see...nothing. 
She covered her face with her hands again. Please go away.  Please!  I can’t do this.

“Are you going to tell me what this one was about?” Tage asked. He sounded patient and concerned, but she knew he wouldn’t understand if she told him she’d been dreaming of Asher.
“I...I guess I don’t really remember. If you’d asked me a minute ago, I could’ve told you. But I don’t remember now.”
“Uh huh.” 
He didn’t believe her.  She wasn’t surprised. She’d never been a very convincing liar. 
They were silent for several more minutes before he sighed in resignation. “I’ve heard that tone often enough in the last nineteen years to know the drawbridge to the castle has been drawn up tight. I won’t ask again.” He kissed the top of her head. “I want you to know that I love you. If you need to talk, well...you can usually find me attached to your hip.” 
She laughed at that, mostly because it was true. 
 

 
Nicks settled everyone in their rooms before she took T.J. back to bed. He had night terrors sometimes, and she wanted to make sure he was okay. Covering him up after he climbed in, she sat down on the bed beside him.
“Mom sounded scared, huh?” He clutched the edge of the sheet and pulled it up to his neck.
“It’s okay. Sometimes you wake up and you don’t know where you are, especially if the dream feels real. Dad takes good care of Mom. He’ll make sure she’s not scared.”
T.J. nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “I had a dream once where the Predator came out from under the end of my bed and started to eat me. He started at my legs then ate his way up to my head, and I was screaming and screaming, and he still kept eating me...like I was a snack or something. Only my head was left, and I was screaming.”
Nicks nodded. She remembered. T.J. was also afraid of thunderstorms, and they’d been in the middle of a dandy the night he’d had that dream.
 She’d been the first to get to his room. He was huddled up against the end of the bed with a blanket over his head like a babushka. His mouth was open so wide she could see the little dangly thing in the back of his throat. He hadn’t wanted either of her parents that night; he’d clung to her. She had to hold him for a long time before he calmed down. Damn Reese and his gory movies. 
“You shouldn’t even know what a Predator is. Reese knows better than to let you watch stuff like that.”
“I was brave when I was watching it. I didn’t expect it to come into my dreams like that. The Predator is a scary dude. Hardly nothin’ can kill it.” 
“I have a secret to tell you, T.J. Did you know the Predator is terrified of Nicks Sorenson?”
The boy’s eyes grew round.  “He is?”
“Yep. And I told him if I saw him in this room again, I was going to eat him. He got scared and ran away. I bet he won’t show his face around here anymore.”
“Oh, I’m glad. Thank you, Nicks.”
She ruffled his hair and kissed him. “Anytime. That’s what big sisters do for little brothers.” She got up from the bed and walked to the door. When she reached up to snap the light off, he stopped her.
“Can you leave that on? For tonight? I mean...I’m not scared or nothin’. I just want you to leave the light on.”
“Sure thing.” She closed his door gently behind her and walked back to her own bedroom.  
She managed to keep it together until she sat down on her bed. Shaking, covered her face with her hands.
Something very weird was going on in this house.
At the same time her mother was screaming down the hall, she’d been locked deep in her own dreams. That man again, in the mist. 
He’d come closer this time, but the mist and shadow still obscured his features. He seemed vaguely familiar, though she couldn’t quite place him. He was wearing the same clothes he had on in the first dream. He talked more this time, in choppy sentences, forcing the words out as if he were trying to cough up a hairball.
“You’re going to tell me who you are, right?” she’d asked.
He shook his head. “I love you.”
“Why do you love me?  Who are you?” 
“I watch you. Always.”
“But why? That makes no sense.”
“Should’ve been different. Tell...Chels...I’m sorry.”
Her mother’s scream had torn her from the man’s presence. And she sure as shit wasn’t going to give that message to her mother when she was so freaked out. 
Should she tell her father about the guitar picks she’d been given in her dream, though her mother had asked her not to?  
 She quickly decided it was a terrible idea. He’d think they were losing their marbles. She wasn’t so sure they weren’t. 
 

 
It had taken Nicks all morning to corner her mother alone. She didn’t want her father to hear any of the conversation she intended to have with her, so she’d waited until he went out to wash the cars.
Chelsea was doing her Saturday morning cleaning. Nicks slipped into the master bedroom behind her, taking care to close the door gently. Her mother jumped a foot at the soft click as it snapped shut anyway.
Chelsea turned around with a wary smile. “Did you need something, honey?”
“We’re having similar dreams, aren’t we, Mom? That’s what happened last night. The same man who gave me the picks in my dream... came to you in your sleep. And you know who he is, don’t you?”
Her mother retreated into the walk-in closet. She nervously pretended to search for something on the shelf as Nicks moved to the doorway.
“I’m sorry I woke you all up by yelling, but I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t remember what I was dreaming about last night.”  
It was what Nicks expected to hear. She probably shouldn’t even have asked, but she didn’t want her mother to think she was blind to the things that had been happening lately.
Things that only seemed to involve the two of them.
“Yes, you do. And you feel the strange vibe this house has picked up too. Like the air is full of static electricity.” She took a step toward her mother. “If we’re dreaming about the same guy, that’s some weird shit right there. I deserve to know who he is.”
Chelsea’s eyebrows shot upward as her face drained of color. “And if I knew, I’d tell you. You’re seeing something that isn’t there, Nicks.”
“Really? Then it won’t mean a thing when I give you another message from him.”
Gasping, Chelsea spun around to face her.
“That’s what I thought. He said to tell you he’s sorry. That things should’ve been different.”
“Son-of-a-bitch.” It was said in the barest whisper, but it sounded like a small explosion in the confines of the closet. 
“When you’re ready to talk, I’ll be ready to listen,” Nicks told her. She turned and left the room as quietly as she’d entered.
 

 
When Chelsea heard the bedroom door snap shut, she wrapped her arms around herself and fell to her knees, shaking like a leaf in a gale.
There were no explanations, for any of this. Taking the dreams seriously meant believing in things that couldn’t…shouldn’t…be happening. 
Yet they were.
Chelsea deliberately blanked her mind save for one thought: Damn you Asher, if you weren’t already dead, I’d kill you!
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Stone threw the covers off and leapt out of bed. It was early Saturday morning, still dark outside, but he was wide-awake. In fact, he’d barely slept a wink that night thinking of Nicks. And other things. 
Nicks was reluctant to poke further concerning Asher Pratt, but something was niggling at him. He knew he wouldn’t be satisfied until he investigated the dead guitarist a little more.
Why hadn’t Nicks’s parents told her that her guitars had belonged to a man who’d practically set Pittsburgh on fire with his talent? Surely they knew. Death was the only thing that kept Asher from being as big as Eddie Van Halen or Slash. Stone shook his head in disbelief. His guitars would be collector’s items. And Nicks had known nothing about him.
He jumped in the shower and mused things over as the hot water cascaded down his back. Nicks’s birthday was October 31, 1994. Asher had died four days before, making his date of death October 27th or 28th, 1994, depending on the accuracy of the information she’d been given. 
The local library had an extensive genealogical section. Newspapers from the past on microfilm filled the drawers of several filing cabinets in that library. He grinned deviously.  He’d have a surprise for Nicks when he saw her later on that afternoon.
He snapped the shower off and grabbed a towel from the bar nearby. This was going to be easy. 
 

 
After a quick lesson on the library microfilm viewer, Stone was off and running.
“You’re lucky you have an exact death date,” the librarian told him. “We’re only half done with the indexing. It’s no fun to sit here and crank through a year of newspapers to discover the obituary you’re searching for was printed on December fifteenth of that year.”
He laughed. “I can imagine.”
He pushed the button on the machine, making the tape whine as it sped toward the October issues. Excitement tickled his insides as he watched the black and white images go by. Even if Nicks didn’t care to know more about Asher, he was curious about the man who’d inspired him to play guitar.
He stopped on October twenty-fifth then advanced the microfilm more slowly.  Nothing on the twenty-seventh or eighth, though he didn’t expect to see it then. It took a day or two for an obituary to be printed.
Ah! There it was! October thirtieth. He held his breath and leaned forward to read it. 
 
Asher M. Pratt, of Panther Hollow, passed away at UPMC Presbyterian Hospital on October 28, 1994 of complications from diabetes.
He was born on May 24, 1968, the beloved son of the late Deborah Pratt. He was an accomplished musician, playing guitar with various bands in the Pittsburgh area. He most recently played with the Dirty Turtles.
He was the last member of his immediate family, though his good friends Tage and Chelsea Sorenson survive him. 
Interment will be made in the Calvary Cemetery in Hazelwood, but arrangements are incomplete at this time and will be announced at a later date.
Donations, if desired, can be made to the American Diabetes Association. 
 
Stone put two quarters into the machine, pressed the button, and made a copy of the obituary. Leaning back in the chair, he read it over again. Okay, nothing scandalous there. It was a basic obituary, giving only the facts, reducing someone’s life to two-hundred words or less. 
He scrolled ahead a few more dates, but couldn’t find anything more regarding the funeral or the arrangements.  
He chewed his lip as a thought occurred to him. The Calvary Cemetery in Hazelwood. Hmm. 
He wondered how much searching he’d have to do to find Asher’s grave. 
 

 
Turns out, not much searching at all. Stone did a Google search, found a phone number, and called the cemetery office. By the time he hung up, he knew the section where Asher was buried and everything.  
Another quick search had produced a map of the cemetery, which he’d printed. It was now lying on the passenger seat of his car for quick reference.
After he pulled into the cemetery, he took another look at the map to get his bearings. The man he’d spoken to was one of the groundskeepers here, so he surely knew his way around the place.  Stone headed off toward the section he’d been given on the phone.
He drove into the cemetery a mile or two before he came to a stop. According to the map and the landmarks the caretaker had told him to watch for, he was in the right place. Stone put the car in park. 
The grave was supposed to be under a tree, on a looping curve near Tesla Street. All he had to do was find the ceramic oval picture that was embedded in the back of a large, dark headstone. The man he’d talked to had described it accurately. He could see the white oval of the picture, stark against the black granite. 
There it was. Asher Pratt’s grave.
Stone was suddenly sick to his stomach. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see it now, equally unsure why he felt that way. He hadn’t known the man. His grave was one of thousands in this place. No big deal.
Maybe Nicks’s reaction to his questions was the reason for his hesitation. He didn’t want her to be angry with him for digging deeper. She seemed concerned that her parents wouldn’t approve. No matter. This was purely to satisfy his own curiosity. No one else had to know he’d come here. 
It was one of those overcast, early-October days in Pennsylvania, with a slight breeze that blew warm and cold by turns. Summer trying to hold on for one last hurrah as fall sought to wrest it away. 
He got out of his car and made his way into the cemetery, past all the other lives that had been laid to rest here, glancing up occasionally to make sure he was heading in the right direction. He felt at odds with himself, seriously debating whether or not he wanted to spin around and head back to the car. He argued with himself all the way to the gravestone.
It was quite elaborate. It must’ve been mega-expensive. The black granite was smooth, inviting his fingers to trail lightly over it. It shone like glass, the engraved letters matte against the glossy surface. There was a Les Paul guitar engraved in one corner, its patch cord curling away and ending at the curved upper edge of the marker.
 
Asher M. Pratt
May 24, 1968 – October 28, 1994
 
Though short, the man had lived his dash in a way most people only fantasized about. A showman, an entertainer. A guitarist without peer, even today.
You were my inspiration, Asher. I wouldn’t be playing guitar if it weren’t for you.
Stone shoved his hands into his coat pockets. It all made him a little sad. The man had barely had a chance to live. He pressed his lips together and moved to the picture on the back of the stone. 
He stared, barely breathing, as small details began to absorb into his brain.  Something like an electric shock coursed through him, so sharp and hot he stumbled and fell to his knees.
The picture was large, colorful, and as clear as a summer morning. Asher Pratt was playing his...Nicks’s...tobacco sunburst Les Paul, his feet planted wide on the gray carpeting of what appeared to be the stage at Tapestries. His knees were slightly bent, left hand fingering an E-chord on the guitar fretboard. His right held a white pick slightly above the strings, prepared to sweep downward. The photo was so vibrant Stone could hear the chord ring out in his mind.
Asher had a great expression on his face. His mouth hung open, cocky, as if to say, “I’m the shit, right?” Large, golden-brown eyes stared out into a crowd that Stone knew stood elbow-to-elbow, held in thrall by the man sexing them up with his guitar. Blue and red PAR cans glowed behind Asher, lighting up his lustrous brown hair with a rock-and-roll halo.  Stone reached out and touched the lights in the photo, could almost feel their heat rush up into his fingertips. 
Asher’s shirt was white, unbuttoned, and loose around the hips of the low-cut jeans he wore. There were so many frayed holes in the jeans that Stone wondered how he ever washed them. He laughed softly. The uniform of a rock star. 
A strange feeling came over him as he studied Asher’s face. Blinking, he shook his head then leaned in for a closer look. He was seeing things. At least, he hoped to God he was.
Those cheekbones, the structure of that face sloping down into a narrow jaw. Stone was as familiar with them as he was his own. But it was Asher’s eyes—large and round, slightly tipped at the corners—that clinched it for him. He shook his head.
What the hell am I seeing here?
Nicks Sorenson was the spitting image—the female version— of Asher Pratt.
Wha...?
Stone touched the face in the picture as a thought exploded into his head like a meteorite crashing to earth.
Could Nicks be his daughter? No way! The idea was far-fetched, but there was no other explanation for the resemblance. He pondered it for a moment, but it didn’t make sense.
 If she were Asher’s daughter, why did her mother marry Tage Sorenson? Why did it say they were “good friends” in Asher’s obituary?  How in the hell could you be good friends with someone who knocked up your wife? Tage had acted as the man’s executor. You don’t do that for someone who’s slept with your wife.
 He thought about Nicks and her siblings. She didn’t look like them, at least the ones he’d seen. She was dark and they were light. She’d called them all little blond lapdogs. What were the chances of that happening?
Stone fell back away from the grave, landing hard on his ass. Shaking, he ran both hands through his thick hair as he stared at the picture. He wanted to unsee everything he’d just seen, to unthink every thought he’d just had. He had no proof of his suspicions, yet no one who knew Nicks could fail to see the resemblance between her and the guitarist frozen in time in the photo.
Asher and Nicks looked too much alike for it to be a coincidence. He got the feeling he’d just stumbled upon something very volatile. 
Tage and Chelsea Sorenson hadn’t told their daughter a thing about the man who’d owned her guitars because they hadn’t wanted her to know. They’d wanted her to believe Tage was her father. But why? He certainly wouldn’t be the first man to raise a child that wasn’t his.
They’d withheld Asher’s name for a reason. Knowing his name might’ve caused Nicks to dig deeper and connect the dots. They hadn’t wanted to take that chance. Again, why?
Several fragmented thoughts made his heart pound with apprehension.
This is going to kill Nicks. 
Her parents are going to kill me.  
My God, I’m in love with Asher Pratt’s daughter. How cool is that?
I can’t tell her. She thinks Tage is her father. She loves him. He loves her. This is going to throw a curve the size of a small planet into their lives. I can’t do that to them.
Tage Sorenson is going to tear me limb from limb. 
She has a right to know. Wouldn’t you want to know if Asher Pratt were your father? Hell, yes!
She didn’t even know who he was. She certainly doesn’t know what he looks like. She can’t begin to imagine what he was to Pittsburgh. This is only going to hurt her.
Stone squeezed his eyes shut and debated his next move. He was supposed to run a D.J. job at Hoppy’s Bar and Grill that night, but he knew it wasn’t going to happen. He’d have to call Ron Lavery to take over for him. He needed to be with Nicks, even if he decided not to say a word about the revelation he’d just had. 
He knew one thing for certain: he needed to go home, drink a lot, and give this some serious thought before he went to see her that afternoon.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Nicks was sitting on her bed playing the white Les Paul when someone pounded on her locked door, none too gently.
 “Who is it?”
“It’s Lindsay. I’m having trouble with my homework assignment for science. Mom said you’d help me.”
Lindsay had the oddest way of making a simple request sound like an ultimatum. She turned to address the door. “Reese and Aimee are the geniuses around here. Why don’t you ask one of them?”
“Reese is helping set up the science fair at school, and Aimee and T.J. are with Grandma Whitaker.”  Lindsay sighed dramatically. “Look, if you don’t want to help me, just say so. Mom said you were good at science.”
“What kind of science?”
“Punnett squares. I don’t get them at all.”
Hey!  Something she really was good at! 
Nicks laid the guitar in its case and closed the lid. She knew sending Lindsay up here to ask for help was also a mandate from her mother. Refusing was not an option.
“Yeah, I can help you with that.  Go sit at the kitchen table. I’ll be right down.” 
After Lindsay left, Nicks pulled her hair back into a ponytail and secured it with a rubber band. Grabbing some paper and a pen, she headed downstairs.
Lindsay sat at the kitchen table, an eager smile on her face. Her science book was open to Chapter Seven.  Human Heredity.  
The scent of dryer sheets wafted up from the basement. Her mother was doing laundry, which meant she would hear everything that was said in the kitchen. She and Lindsay usually ended up arguing when they were in the same space. Nicks would have to tap into a wellspring of patience so as not to piss her mother off.
She took a seat at the end of the table. “So what don’t you understand about Punnett squares? They’re pretty easy, really. You have to know which genes are dominant and which are recessive. Then you can predict the probability of inheritance.”
“Everything.” Lindsay gestured at her book in frustration. “They don’t make sense.”
“Sure they do. You have to—”
“Hey, Nicks. Can I ask you a question.” 
 “Sure.”
“Is Stone your boyfriend?”
Nicks opened her mouth, unsure what she should say. Given the time they’d spent together—and the way she was starting to feel about him—the answer was yes.

“I guess so. We haven’t really talked about it, but I think we like being around each other. We’re friends at least.”
“He has a cool car. And he’s pretty cute for an old guy.”
Nicks was about to protest the use of the word old and decided against it. She thought he must seem ancient to a thirteen-year-old. 
“I’ll tell him you said so.” Nicks gave her sister a gentle poke in the ribs.
Lindsay was going to be a beauty someday, no doubt about that. She had the sturdy-yet-lean body of a dancer, and her breasts were just starting to swell. Hair the color of  summer wheat caught and held the sunlight as it filtered through the kitchen window. She had their father’s wide face but their mother’s delicate features. Caribbean-blue eyes stared back at Nicks, their father’s eyes, the same color as her other three siblings. 
 Nicks wondered what a Punnett square would show for her own eye color. She was the only one with golden-brown eyes. Weren’t brown eyes dominant? Yet their parents both had blue eyes. 
“Do you like playing guitar?” Lindsay planted her arms across the science book, a clear indication she had other things on her mind.
“I love it. Why do you ask?”
“Bobby Garrett’s older brother Seth comes to see you at Tapestries sometimes. He said you were the hottest girl he’d ever seen. He asked Bobby to ask me to ask you if you’d go out with him.” 
Nicks leaned across the table. “I don’t have a clue who Seth Garrett is, but I don’t think I can say yes when I’m seeing Stone.”
Lindsay nodded. “I told him that.  I told him Stone had a red Camaro, and no girl in her right mind would give that up to date a guy who drives an old pickup.” Her sister’s cheeks colored a little. “I think Bobby likes me now, because you play guitar in a band. He says it’s really cool. He wants to come over some day and meet you.”
“And how do you feel about that?” 
“I’ve been trying to get Bobby Garrett to notice me since the beginning of school. I don’t care how it happens, as long as it happens.”
Nicks was tempted to laugh, but held it. This was the first time Lindsay had ever shown an interest in anything she did. There were times when she felt all alone in a house full of people. It was nice to connect with her sister this way. 
“I wish I had learned to play an instrument.” Lindsay slumped in the chair.
“You’re a cheerleader. We can’t all be the same.”
“I know, but cheerleading isn’t something you can do once you’re out of school. I mean, you can do it in college, but then it’s all over. Playing an instrument is something you know forever.” 
“You’ve got a point there.” Nicks reached out, grabbed the girl’s wrists, and inspected her arms. “Yep, you’ve got nice drummer’s arms. You’re still young. It wouldn’t take long to learn if you took lessons. You could be a Pip Del Torres in two years if you worked at it.”
 “Really?” Lindsay came to attention in the chair.
“Sure. You can learn to do anything if you put your mind to it. You have to really want it though, and you have to practice. A lot. Talk to Mom and Dad. They’ll find someone to give you lessons.”
“Cool.” Her sister bit her lip. “So if I ask Bobby to come over, will you be nice to him? He thinks you’re awesome.”
“Of course I’ll be nice to him. I’ll even play something for him if he wants. How does that sound?” 
“I think he’d like that a lot. What should I say if Seth wants to come along?”
“I think it’s okay, as long as Seth understands that I’m not going out with him.”
“I’ll make sure I tell Bobby that.” 
“Can we get back to Punnett squares now? I’d like to practice a bit more.”
Lindsay pulled her arms off her science book. “Yep. Thanks for talking to me about Bobby. He’s the hottest guy at school!”
 

 
The lesson on Punnett squares came to an end with a squeal and the light of comprehension shining in Lindsay’s eyes. It had taken quite a few examples, but the girl had finally gotten it. She’d snapped the book shut and raced upstairs as though she’d been given the keys to the kingdom.
Nicks studied the last example she’d used, the only one she could think of that they hadn’t used during the tutorial. Dominant brown eyes versus recessive blue.  She stared at the paper in her hand, feeling vaguely unsettled.
Her mother emerged from the basement with a full laundry basket tucked under her arm.  “I heard you up here with Lindsay. Thanks for helping her. I don’t know anything about Punnett squares.”
“No problem.” 
Her mother’s head snapped up. “What’s wrong?”
Don’t say it. Don’t say it! Aw shit, I’m going to say it.
“I don’t understand how I got brown eyes and brown hair and everybody else is blonde and blue-eyed.”
Her mother blew out a breath of exasperation and slammed the basement door with so much force that Nicks jumped. “And I don’t understand why you continue to make such an issue of it.  Every time I turn around you’re complaining about your coloring. I have blue eyes, but your grandfather’s eyes are hazel. Your grandmother’s are as green as grass. Genes line up in weird ways sometimes. Get over it.”
Chelsea marched from the kitchen, laundry basket clutched to her chest like a shield. 
Nicks dropped her gaze back to the Punnett square, more confused than ever. After the morning in the closet, her mother could barely string two sentences together before she was snapping her head off.  
A profound sense of relief settled over her when she heard the distant rumble of Stone’s Camaro coming down the street. She didn’t think she’d see him today. 
Footsteps thumped overhead then down the stairs.  Lindsay burst into the kitchen.
“Stone is coming! Do you think he’d take me for a ride in his Camaro?”
Nicks turned to her sister. “How about if we go for ice cream, since we’re the only ones here?  My treat.” 
Lindsay’s face lit up. “You’re the best!” She turned and ran back upstairs.
Nicks eyebrows rose in astonishment, certain she was hearing things. “Just don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to protect,” she muttered to herself. 
She met Stone at the front door. “I thought you had a job tonight?”
“I did. I got an employee of mine to D.J. instead.”
“Well, I’m glad to see you. I volunteered you to take Lindsay and me for ice cream.  She wants a ride in your car.”
“I’m glad to see you too.” Stone pulled her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly. “You’ll be coming with us. Yes?”
“Yes. Let me go grab some cash.”
“No need. I got this.”
“You sure? You shouldn’t have to spring for my sister.”
He rolled his eyes. “It’s ice cream, not a lobster dinner. I can afford to buy Lindsay a sundae.”
Nicks kissed him on the corner of his mouth. “Thanks.”
 She started to pull back, but he held her fast. His brow furrowed in thought as though he were burning her to a CD in his brain.
“Why are you looking at me like that? Are you feeling okay?” 
“I needed to see you.” His voice was soft and so serious she thought maybe he was going to tell her he’d changed his mind about her and their future.  But he wouldn’t have agreed to take them for ice cream then, would he?
“Have I done something?”  She watched his face for some nuance of expression, anything that might give her a clue what he was thinking. “Are you mad at me?”
“God, no. I just wanted to see your face.”
Nicks crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “How about that?  Was it worth the drive over?”
She frowned when he didn’t even smile, totally baffled by his mood. “Stone?”
He pulled her into his arms again, burying his face in her hair.  “Don’t say anything.  Please.  I had to see you. Let me take you and your sister for ice cream then we can talk.”
She stiffened in his arms. “I know where this is headed. If you’re going to dump me, let me save you the trouble. You can get lost right now. No ice cream needed.” She hated the panic she heard in her voice.  She’d gotten used to having him around, and she wasn’t ready for it to end yet. In fact, she was pretty sure she never wanted it to end.
He loosened his hold on her. “Is that what you think? That I’m going to dump you, after all the things I’ve said to you? I can’t believe you would think that.”
Nicks blinked. This must be the male version of PMS. She decided she wasn’t going to press him further. Whatever weirdness was going on inside his head, he’d have to work through it on his own.
Nicks turned to Lindsay as she bounced down the stairs. She was all dolled up, wearing enough makeup to survive a thermo-nuclear blast to the face. Turquoise eye shadow tinted the girl’s eyelids clear up into her eyebrows. She’d obviously used their mother’s blush to color her cheeks—it was a totally inappropriate shade of brick. And she hadn’t simply dabbed it on to the balls of her cheeks. She’d taken it nearly to the corner of her mouth on both sides.  Stone stifled a snicker.
“Lindsay…” Nicks searched for the right words.
“What?” She drew herself up and glared at Nicks. “Mom said I could wear makeup as long as I was reasonable with it.”
“Uh huh. Did you ask her for a definition of ‘reasonable’?”
“Why? Do I look stupid? I thought I did a nice job.”
Nicks sighed. She wasn’t going to burst her little sister’s bubble today. There was plenty of time to work with her on the finer points of applying makeup. “No. I’m just not used to seeing you with makeup on. You’re fine.  Go get in the car. You can sit in the front seat if you want to.” 
With a piercing shriek and an annoying, split-second display of spirit fingers, Lindsay darted past Stone and out the front door. 
 

 
It was all Stone could do not to stare at Nicks in the rearview mirror as he drove them to the local DQ. In the time it had taken him to get from his apartment to her house, he’d talked himself out of the crazy thoughts he’d had earlier. She couldn’t be Asher Pratt’s daughter. The idea was ludicrous.
And yet when he’d seen her again, stared down into her face with a more discerning eye, he knew there was no way she wasn’t his daughter.
Those eyes. Asher’s. That mouth. Asher’s. She’d even given him a goofy grin that was nearly identical to the one Asher wore in the picture embedded in his gravestone.
None of it made sense. Nicks had said she was born four days after Asher died.  Chelsea and Tage were already married by then. He simply couldn’t picture Chelsea pulling the wool over Tage’s—and Asher’s—eyes about her pregnancy like that. Anyway, Mrs. Sorenson didn’t seem like the kind of woman who would sleep with two guys at the same time.  
If Tage had acted as executor for Asher’s estate, then he had to be aware of what the man looked like. He could surely see that Nicks was the very image of Asher.  
Not a damn bit of logic in any of that, Stones.

So...what to do? Should he tell her what he suspected? Or not?
He let the breath he’d been holding out slowly. No. He couldn’t do it.  It would just cause problems for her and her family. He might lose her over it, and then what? What proof did he really have of his suspicions anyway?  
He slowed and pulled across traffic into the Dairy Queen parking lot, the decision made. Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.
 

 
The sunroom attached to the back of the Sorenson home was a perfect place to finish a sundae and have some private time with Stone. Nicks pulled her legs up under her on the chair and excavated another scoop of chocolate goo from the cup of ice cream she was holding.
“Y’know, I’ve been meaning to ask you but I keep forgetting. Are you doing anything next Saturday?”  Stone asked.
It was amazing how fast his dark mood had lifted. It was as though someone had flipped a switch and turned the happy light back on. Or maybe the ice cream had sweetened him up.
“No. And we’re not playing Friday night at Tapestries either. In fact, I’ll be by myself the whole weekend. Mom and Dad are leaving for a wine-tasting conference in the Poconos on Friday. Reese and Lindsay are staying with friends, and Aimee and T.J. are going to Grandma Whitaker’s. Dad doesn’t like Wild Angel playing at Tapestries unless he’s there to supervise, which seems archaic. But it’s nice to have a break once in a while.”
His face lit up. “That’s great! Can you learn two Sammy Hagar tunes for me by then?”
“Yes.” She narrowed her eyes. “Which ones? And why?”
“There’s Only One Way to Rock and I Can’t Drive Fifty-Five.  Heavy Remedy has a gig in the early afternoon at an outdoor Oktoberfest downtown. I want you to be our guest guitarist for those two songs. I sing and play lead, but they’re really songs that require two guitars. You can play lead, and I’ll play rhythm.”
“You’re shitting me.” She stared at him, open-mouthed. Jumpin’ Jesus, was he inviting her into the testosterone-fueled world of male rock guitarists? She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Pleased...and a little vulnerable.
“I’m not shitting you. I think you’ll be awesome. I get the warm fuzzies in the pit of my stomach every time I think of it.”
“I already know One Way to Rock. The other one shouldn’t be that hard. I’ll get on iTunes and download it later.”  She stuck the spoon into her ice cream and turned toward him. “What kind of response did you get from the rest of Heavy Remedy about this? You did tell them, didn’t you? As I recall, the idea of a guitar-playing pussy was hilarious to all of you. I don’t want anyone to have a coronary because there’s a vagina onstage with them.”
Stone winced. “Please don’t say that. It makes me cringe inside that I was so clueless. And I haven’t told them yet. But we’ve done stuff like that before. It shouldn’t be a big deal.”
“You haven’t told them yet.” She repeated it slowly back to him to press a point. “Maybe it would be better if you asked them instead? I know I’d want to run something like that past my girls before we let someone else play with us.”
“I’ll ask them then. Trust me, they’ll be fine with it.”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
The alarm on the bedside table went off, piercing Stone’s sleep with Monday, Monday. He slammed his hand down on the snooze button. Thank God it was Thursday, Thursday. He’d thought time would drag, but the week had flown by. 
He hadn’t expected to miss Nicks so much—he was desperate to see her, really—but he had to respect her parents’ wishes that he stay away during the school week. The detentions she’d had to serve had set her behind a bit. Handling her parents’ decree with her usual grace and aplomb, she’d said, “I don’t like it either, Stone, but it won’t take me long to catch up. You’ll be the biggest distraction of all for me if you’re here.” He smiled as her lilting, slightly gravelly voice filled his head. 
 At least he got to talk to her on the phone every night. It did little to slake his Nicks craving, but it would have to do.
It didn’t take long, did it, Stones? That little vixen had him tangled up in knots so tight, he’d never get loose. Not that he was trying. Everything she did enchanted him, even the dirty looks she gave him sometimes. She was an intriguing mix of sweet and spicy, sugar with a shot of jalapeño. 
She had less than seven and a half months of high school yet before she’d be free. He’d ask her to move in with him here, and she’d say yes...obviously. 
He shook his head and threw an arm over his eyes. He was being presumptuous.  She probably had her own dreams. Her parents almost certainly wanted her to go to college.  Their vision for their daughter’s future probably didn’t include her shacking up with the son of grunge hippies.
Some part of him wanted to throw her over his shoulder and run off with her like a caveman. Another part of him understood that she and her talents belonged to the world. She wouldn’t want to quit playing; he would never ask her to. It would be like asking her not to breathe.
 She was a smart woman. Funny. Strong. She deserves better than you. Stone wasn’t much into self-doubt, but what prospects did he really have? What could he offer her that she couldn’t go out and get for herself?
Certainly, at some point in this developing relationship, they’d find themselves standing at a crossroads, staring into the future. It made his gut ache.  She felt something for him physically, that much was obvious from the few times they’d collided in sexual fireworks. But did she want his heart?  
Something tugged at his peace. Was it all the unanswered questions about Asher Pratt? He sighed.  Just tell her or stop thinking about it. Pick one.
He turned his thoughts to more pleasant subjects. It would be her birthday soon. She’d never been to his apartment.  He’d have to cook up something special and invite her over. His place needed a serious cleaning, but he made a mean lasagna. Hopefully, they’d balance each other out. 
Stone threw off the covers and rolled up to a sitting position, groaning when his bare feet hit the cold laminate floor. It was too damned early to be awake, but he had to pick up some band equipment at the airport at eight. Then he had to go by the studio and fix a broken turntable. Band practice tonight at six. 
 He’d planned on talking to the guys about allowing Nicks to play with them on Saturday, but he was sure they wouldn’t object. It wasn’t like she sucked on guitar.
He got to his feet, stood for a moment, and debated diving back into the warm bed. Maybe he’d have time for a nap later.  He ran his hand through his rumpled hair, scratched his nuts, and headed toward the bathroom.
 

 
Dantre Shaw was waiting for Nicks in the parking lot when she got to school Thursday morning. He barely gave her time to throw the car in park before he had her door open.
Nicks grabbed her backpack and got out of the car. “What’re you all smiles about this morning?”
“You’ll never guess what I heard.” They got in step together and headed toward the stairs up to the school. Dantre was clucking like a hen about to lay an egg.
“What did you hear?”
“Marius took a leave of absence. Cleaned his office out a couple days ago and told Miss Powell he was goin’ away for a month or two. Didn’t even tell her ‘til the end of the day. I guess she watched him take boxes out all day, wonderin’ what the hell was goin’ on. Mrs. Dorvat is his replacement ‘til he comes back.”
Nicks stopped short and stared at Dantre.  “Are you sure about that?”
“I got reliable sources, girl. It’s the truth.”
“That’s really odd though.” Marius gone for a couple of months was the best possible news. So why did it make her uneasy? “Don’t you think that’s a weird thing for him to do? Especially in front of Powell? She’s Igor to his Dr. Frankenstein.”
“Your dad must’ve put the fear of God in him. ‘Bout time that miserable fuck got his ass handed to him. He was all righteous and militant with us kids. Bet Marius had a turd pokin’ out when your dad was readin’ him the riot act. Your old man is a big
dude.”
“Coincidence. I’m sure it has nothing to do with my father.” Nicks reached for the handle of the door into the school. 
Despite the denial, she couldn’t shake the feeling this was just another move in the screwed-up chess game Marius was playing with her.
 

 
Nicks jumped a foot off the island stool when the garage door into the kitchen exploded open. The Cosmo magazine she’d been reading sailed through the air and landed on the floor with a sharp crack. 
“Nicks! I need help!”
She blew out a breath. T.J.

He’d been outside riding his bike in the driveway while their parents, Reese, Aimee, and Lindsay spent Thursday evening at the school for the conclusion of the science fair. Reese had won grand prize overall for his project “The Future of Wireless Technology”, and the local newspaper was taking pictures and conducting interviews. Neither Nicks nor T.J. had wanted to go.
 The principal’s sudden leave of absence had been on her mind all day. She’d meant to mention it to her parents, but they’d been in a rush. It would have to wait until later, provided she remembered to tell them. Reese’s win had turned this house into a zoo.
Nicks ran to the door. Blood dripped from T.J.’s right elbow and a gash on his forehead. Even more ominous, his hands were cupped together in front of him. He fixed her with a look that suggested he didn’t know whether to cry or break out into laughter.
“What the hell did you do?” She pushed bloody hair away from the wound on his head. 
“I wrecked my bike.”
“And obviously you weren’t wearing your helmet.” She gripped him by the upper arm, pulled him to the island, and boosted him up onto a chair.  
“I hate my helmet. It feels like I have a bucket over my head.”
“What do you have in your hands? And don’t you dare lie to me either.”
 A silly grin spread across T.J.’s face. “Get me a container with a lid, and I’ll show you.”
Shit. This wasn’t going to be good. “You need to tell me what it is before I get a container. If it’s a spider, you’re out of here.”
He frowned as he considered her request. “I have a toad.”
“Where did you find a toad this time of year?”
“He hopped across the driveway. That’s how I wrecked. I turned around too fast ‘cause I wanted to catch him.” 
“Mission accomplished, goofball.” She examined his arm. He’d erased several layers of skin from his entire elbow.
 “Hurry up!  He’s peeing on me!” 
“Jesus, T.J.!” Nicks whirled and opened the cupboard where her mother kept the spare whipped topping containers.  She grabbed one from the shelf. “Put it in here. What are you going to do with a toad?”
He put both clasped hands inside the white container and gently let go. Nicks got a brief glimpse of tan bumps on a boney, sloped back before she slapped the lid down over it.
“Poke holes in the lid so he doesn’t die,” advised T.J.  “I don’t want to keep him. I just want to look at him, then I’m going to let him go. Someday I’m going to win a science fair like Reese.  I’m gonna to do a project about toads.”
“Okay.” Sounded reasonable to her. Her little brother was fearless when it came to bugs, toads, and worms. It was thunderstorms and Predators that freaked him out. 
She poked holes in the lid as directed, taking care not to plunge the knife in too far. Setting it aside, she ran warm water over a clean washcloth and turned her attention to the boy. He tried to squirm away from her, but she caught him by the back of the neck and gently dabbed at his head as he winced.
“Mom is going to kill me when she sees you. You do something like this every time I watch you. I thought maybe after you damn near cut your finger off playing with Dad’s razors, you’d wise up.”
“I’m sorry.” T.J. slumped in the chair. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble again.”
She picked his arm up to inspect his elbow. She couldn’t stay mad at him when he gave her the puppy-dog eyes.  
“Well, no bones broken anyway. At least I don’t have to call Mom and Dad and tell them to go to the emergency room.” She retrieved the triple antibiotic and a box of bandages from the powder room. “Reese would never forgive you for stealing his thunder.” She grinned as she smeared the ointment over the cut on his head. 
“Ow! Easy!” He grimaced. “I wish I could win something awesome like that. Reese likes computers.  You play guitar. Aimee is smart, and Lindsay is a cheerleader. I’m not good at anything.” 
“Oh, I don’t know about that. I think you’re pretty good at being T.J. Sorenson.”
“You’re only saying that to make me feel better ‘cause you know it’s true.” 
She peeled open a bandage and gently applied it to his head. T.J.’s feelings were real. She was wrong to discount them because he was young.  
“Sometimes you don’t get good at something until you’re older.” She pushed against the sticky ends of the bandage to make sure it would hold. “Is there anything that interests you right now?”
“Well...,” he looked uncertain, “I like to watch you play guitar, but it seems hard. Your fingers go so fast, and both hands do something different.  I don’t know...”
Nicks ripped open a wide bandage and turned her attention to his elbow. “How about bass guitar then?  There are only four strings on a bass. The bass player has an important job in a band. They keep the beat along with the drummer and add some bottom to the song. You’ve met Charm before. That’s what she plays in Wild Angel.”
“Really?” A light came on in T.J.’s eyes.  
“Really.  Or you could play drums. I talked to Lindsay about that a couple of days ago.”
He thought about it for a moment then shook his head. “No, I like the bass guitar idea.  Can you teach me?”
Finished with the bandaging, she pulled him off the chair, sat down, and then drew him up into her lap. “I’m afraid I’m not very good at playing bass, buddy.  I’ll ask Stone if he knows someone who gives lessons. If Mom or Dad won’t take you, I will.”
He turned, put both hands on her cheeks, and planted a wet kiss on her lips.  “You are the best big sister ever.  I love you, Nicks.”
She closed her eyes and hugged him hard. “Love you too.” 
Emotional moment over, at least for him, he jumped off her lap. “I’m going to go take a bath now.”
“No!” She grabbed his arm before he could dash away. “Take care of the toad first. I don’t want Mom to open this and freak out.” She retrieved the container from the countertop and handed it to him.
“I’ll take it back outside.”
Staring at the door after he’d closed it behind him, she found herself wishing she could somehow slow life down. T.J. was growing up too damned fast. 
 

 
“So, Stoney. How’s it goin’ with your little guitar player? You gettin’ any yet?” asked Rob Walters, the drummer for Heavy Remedy. “She was awesome sweet, as I recall.”
“That’s none of your business,” growled Stone as he threw his guitar case onto Rob’s couch. 
“Jesus, don’t ask him,” said Mike Dorton, their bass player. “He threatened to shove my guitar up my ass when I asked about her a couple of weeks ago.”
Stone flipped the snaps of the guitar case open and turned to Mike. “As I recall, you didn’t ask about her. You started talking about her body parts. Not cool.”
“So?” Gio Maroni said as he unraveled a long length of cord and plugged it into the back of his keyboards. “I’ll bet she has some nice parts. You seen ‘em yet? Suppose it’s too soon to ask if you touched ‘em. Women don’t usually like to give it up that fast.”
Stone rolled his eyes. Maybe talking to these guys wasn’t going to be so easy after all. “How about if all of you finish evolving at some point? There’s a whole lot more to a woman than that.”
Shocked, Rob looked up from behind his drum kit. “Since when?”  
Hearty laughter from his other two bandmates filled the room. There was no point in trying to have a serious conversation about women with these assholes. Get to the point and get it over with. He turned and tried to adopt an attitude of authority.
“If you guys don’t mind, I’ve asked Nicks to play with us on Saturday. Just two songs. I thought it might be good PR.”
All three of them stopped what they were doing and stared at him, as though he’d asked them to give up their card to the Very Manly Men’s club.
“You did what?” asked Mike.
“I asked her if she’d do the two Hagar tunes with us. She can play lead. I’ll sing them and play rhythm.” When they continued to stare, Stone placed his hands on his hips. “Oh, c’mon. What’s the problem?”
“Are we going to get a chance to practice with her? I’m thinking the answer is no, since this is Thursday,” said Gio. He turned to the other two.  “How can we be sure she knows the songs? Do you guys want to go onstage with someone you’ve never met?” 
“I don’t,” said Rob.  When he folded his arms across his chest, Stone knew he’d have a fight on his hands.
“We’ve had other musicians play with us without practicing first.  Plenty of times. I don’t understand your objections.”
“Yeah, and those were musicians we knew and trusted. Guys we’d played with before. We don’t know nothin’ about this girl except she’s got a
great ass,” said Mike.
The son-of-a-bitch looked at the other guys for support. They gave it with nods and grins.
“That’s not true. None of us knew Kevin McManus, and we let him play guitar with us at The Ale House.”
“That was different,” said Gio.
“How was it different?”
Gio shrugged.  “It just...was.”
Stone felt as though he’d slammed into a brick wall at ninety miles-an-hour. It was all starting to make sense. If this was a small taste of what Nicks went through in the music world, no wonder she’d been spitting mad when he insulted her. These idiots were closing the door on a great opportunity just because she was a woman.
“You’ve heard her play!  She’s as good as I am, for God’s sake, maybe better. I don’t understand what your collective problem is.“
Nothing but blank stares from the three of them.  “I don’t believe this. You don’t want to do it because she’s a woman. It doesn’t matter how good she is, it doesn’t make up for the fact that she’s female. Un-fucking-believable.”
The three of them at least had the decency to look ashamed. 
Stone pointed a finger at them. “Tell you what. I’ll take my guitar over to her house and work with her on the two songs tomorrow night. I’ll make sure she knows how we play them. I’ll tell her what to watch and listen for. Will that make you happy?”
 He paused, knowing he couldn’t unsay what he was about to say. She wasn’t here to stick up for herself though. He had to draw a line in the sand on her behalf. 
 “Because if it doesn’t, you sexist assholes are going to be playing the job on Saturday without me.”
 

 
Later that night, as she readied for bed, Nicks heard her cell phone buzz with a text message. It was Stone. 
Hey, beautiful. Ready for Saturday?

Her fingers flew across the phone’s keypad. Yep. Okay on your end?
Yep. This tune is how I feel about Saturday right now.
 She gave a chirp of laughter.
He’d sent her a YouTube link to a song called Just Can’t Wait by J. Geils. 
Same here! See you tomorrow? Have something I want to ask you about T.J.
Yep. Bringing my guitar over. Would like to go over some things for Saturday. 
For some reason that struck her as odd. Pissed her off a little. She wasn’t some child he had to drill for a performance.  She knew what she was doing when it came to music.
Don’t trust me?
It seemed to take a long time for him to answer.
Trust you with my life.  See you tomorrow. 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 “Yeah. I’ve heard that before. The words may vary, but the meaning is always crystal clear.”  Nicks crossed her arms and glared at Stone. “It means none of them is willing to take me seriously. I’m not doing it. I won’t play with you tomorrow.” 
 She could almost hear the soft hiss of the lit fuse trailing from her temper. Obviously, there were still a few Neanderthals living in Pittsburgh.
Stone lifted his hands, trying to maintain peace. “I know,  and I’m sorry about that. I knew it would piss you off, but I wanted to be honest. I told them I’d go over the songs with you. That seemed to set their minds at ease.”
“So they’re okay with it as long as you make sure the stupid girl knows the music? No. Absolutely not.” This was as bad as the things Stone had said about her a year ago. “I’m not some greenhorn in her second year of lessons, Stone. I’m a professional. I’m as good as anyone out there. I’m as good as you. The only problem is that I’m female. Well, fuck them
very much. I’ve got better things to do than let a bunch of misogynistic assholes set me up for failure.” 
She’d struggled to bring her amps and guitars into the sunroom so they could practice the two Hagar songs, never dreaming why he’d made the request. How freaking humiliating was that?  “I think you should go.”
She wasn’t really pissed at him. She was just...mad. And getting madder. She wanted to be alone when she let go of the storm that was building strength inside her.  
He gripped her by the upper arms and pulled her close. She pushed, struggled free, and bared her teeth at him. “Don’t you grab me like that. Get out!”
“Not until you hear what I have to say. I’m on your team, Nicks. I was as mad as you are now. In fact, I told them if they refused to let you play, I wasn’t playing either.”
“You did not.”
“I most certainly did. I saw it for what it was, and I couldn’t believe it. I hurt for you.”
“Well, tough shit. I’m not sharing the stage with a bunch of dickheads who think like that.” She fisted her hands and let some of the tantrum fly. “Goddamnit, Stone, I’m going to make it someday.  I’m going to be the one in Rolling Stone, and they’re going to be talking about my fabulous technique and how goddamn awesome I am on guitar!  I’m going to get there because of what I know, and what I can do, and not because of the size of my tits!” She stopped to catch her breath then pointed a finger in his face.  “Nicks Sorenson is going to be the one they credit years from now with smashing the perception that women who rock are jokes. You stupid fuckers who didn’t get the memo are going to be eating my dust!”
Stone stood back and stared. It didn’t look like he was breathing. After several long moments, he blinked. “Wow. I believe every single thing you just said, and I want to be by your side when it happens. It can start tomorrow.”
“No.” She shook her head vigorously. “I won’t do it.”
“Are you going to let your stubbornness rob you of this opportunity?  If you don’t play those two songs with Heavy Remedy—and I know perfectly well you don’t need me to coach you on them—then those three guys win. They’ve kicked your ass already, Nicks. They get to set the tone for everything you do from now on. If you let them get away with this, they diminish you not only as a guitar player, but as a human being.”
She scoffed, a huff of irritation, though she let his last few words sink in. 
“I know you’re hurt. And I know you’re angry. I am too. But you can give them the finger in a big way by showing up and blowing their minds with your talent tomorrow. They’ll think they were right about you if you chicken out.” He bent down to catch her eyes. “And you’ll make it that much harder for the next female musician who wants to rock.”
She gritted her teeth. There was no need for any deep introspection on her part. Everything he’d said was dead-nuts accurate. 
She put her hands on her hips. “Why the hell are we standing here talking then? Get your damned guitar out, and let’s get to work. I didn’t haul all this shit into the sunroom for nothing.”
Stone grabbed her in a bear hug. “There you are! I knew you were in there somewhere.”
 

 
“I told you I play better when I’m pissed.” Nicks laid her guitar in its case and closed the lid. 
Stone could tell she’d put some time into learning both songs. He’d only had to go over them once with her, stopping her a few times to point out places where she’d want to watch their drummer as they did something a little different. Otherwise, she was good to go. 
He never had any doubts about her ability, but he was glad he’d been able to jam with her. It was something he’d always wanted to do, even when she wasn’t speaking to him. He couldn’t say enough good things about her guitar skills.  She was unreal, one of those people you have to see to believe.
“Jesus, I guess. I’ll have to find a way to piss you off tomorrow.”  Stone laughed and rolled up his black patch cord.  
She shook her head. “Nah, I don’t want to be mad when we play. It sucks up too much energy. I want to enjoy being on the stage with you. Where is this Oktoberfest anyway?”
“Point State Park. Do you want me to pick you up?  We can ride together.”
“Not in your Camaro. Our gear won’t fit, will it?”
“No, I’ll bring my van.  It makes sense for me to get you. I’ll pick you up at nine in the morning. Heavy Remedy goes on at noon, but I want to be able to walk around a bit with you on my arm.”
A slow smile spread across her face. “Really? Good thing you don’t have an overinflated ego or anything.”
“I know, right?” He laughed. “You won’t need an amp. I have an extra I’ll bring along.  Just bring your axe of choice. Or two.”
“Sounds good to me.”
“It’s early yet. What do you want to do now?”
“Help me put the amps in the office closet then we can make some popcorn and find something on TV. I know that sounds boring, but I wanted to ask you about something.”
They cleaned up the sunroom then retired to the family room with Pepsi and two bowls heaped over with popcorn.  
“What did you want to ask me?”  Stone sank into the sectional couch and settled the bowl in his lap. 
“T.J.—my little brother—surprised me last night by expressing an interest in playing bass. I can’t tell if he’s serious or not though. He was sort of bummed because everyone in the family seems to have a ‘thing’ they do well, and he doesn’t. I told him I’d ask you if you knew anyone who gave bass lessons.”
“You’re in luck then. I play bass. I could teach him.”
“Really? You’ll have to negotiate with Mom about payment. And T.J. can be a wiggle-worm. It’s hard to get him to focus sometimes.”
“I’d be happy to take T.J. on as a student, no payment necessary.”
She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re awesome. I’ll talk to them about it when they come back Sunday night.”
 

 
“When are you going to tell me who you are?” She asked the same question every time, but got no answer.
 The man stood back in the swirling mist, arms limp at his sides, his head cocked at an angle. She saw a flash of white teeth in the shadows as he laughed softly. “Stone knows. Ask him.”
Nicks blinked. She was aware she was in the throes of another one of those disturbing dreams. It surprised her to hear him mention Stone.
“How in the hell would Stone know who you are?”
“Ask him.” The man turned and slowly walked away.

Nicks woke up with a gasp, the man’s last words echoing in her thoughts. 
 Stone knows. Ask him.
These damned dreams were starting to feel very real, with a creep factor that was off the charts. Now Stone had been dragged into the weirdness. How could that be?  He had no idea she was even having these dreams. 
Or was he having dreams too?
Ask him. 
The man had sounded so sure. It would require telling Stone about the dreams first, but she’d make a joke out of it if he teased her.  She’d have to approach the whole tale from a self-effacing angle anyway, or he’d think she was bonkers. 
She stared at the ceiling, debating her choices, feeling as though she were simply a marionette dancing at the end of fate’s strings. 
Her mother knew something, but it frightened her—that much was clear. No amount of begging or cajoling would convince Chelsea to open up to her.
Stone knows. Ask him.
She flicked on the light, threw off the covers, and went to her jewelry box. The three picks the man had given her in another dream were still there. Red, black, and cream, lying against the blue velvet lining. She picked them up and held them in the palm of her hand.
The only way to get answers was to ask questions. And if Stone did know...
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Stone picked her up at nine sharp Saturday morning in a van that looked like the Mystery Machine from Scooby Doo. 
“Man, you weren’t kidding when you said it was held together with zip ties and body putty.” Nicks put her tobacco-sunburst Les Paul into the back alongside his amps and gear. Since she was only playing two songs with Heavy Remedy, she’d decided to bring just one guitar. “Are we going to make it downtown in this thing?”
“This is Old Reliable. We’ll make it.” He crawled up into the driver’s seat. She got in on the other side.
Last night’s dream was burning a hole in her brain. It was the same man who’d given her the picks in an earlier dream. She’d shoved the picks into the front pocket of her jeans before she went downstairs to greet Stone. She was going to ask him what he knew, hoping he wouldn’t think she was crazy if she had physical proof of the nightly visitations to show him.
She felt for them in her pocket as she searched for the words. The picks were still there.  
 “Do you have a moment to listen to me babble?” she asked.
“Sure.”
“You may be sorry you said that.” She fidgeted with the string on her hoodie. “I have something to ask you, but I have something to tell you first.  And I don’t want you to say anything until I finish, because at some point in this story, you’re going to think I’ve gone nuts. I’m not so certain I haven’t.  It’s just that…things keep happening. And last night, your name was mentioned.”
“Huh?” He gave her a blank look.
She drew in a fortifying breath. “Several weeks ago, I had a dream. A man I didn’t know was in it. I asked him who he was, but he wouldn’t tell me. He told me in a later dream that he loved me. ”
Stone gave her a crooked grin. “Should I be jealous?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s that kind of love. He actually seems to be focused on my mother. He keeps asking me to tell her he’s sorry, and that he’ll wait for her. And the worst part of it is, Mom’s having dreams too and....” She shook her head. She was getting ahead of herself.
“Anyway, last night I dreamed of him again.  He’s always standing in shadow, with this gray mist swirling around. I can see him but not in great detail. I always ask him who he is, and he never tells me. Last night, when I asked him, he said—and I quote—‘Stone knows. Ask him’.” 
She watched Stone’s face, hoping to see some flicker of recognition, yet knowing she wouldn’t. The whole story sounded crazy—even to her—and she was the one who’d had the dreams.
His brow furrowed. “That’s weird. How would I know the man in your dreams if you don’t?”
“Well, that’s what I thought too.  I seriously debated not telling you. I know the whole thing sounds nuts, but he seemed so
sure you’d know him.”
“No. Sorry. Drawing a blank here.”
“There’s something bizarre going on with my mother too. I think she’s having dreams about the same guy, but she freaks out and denies everything when I ask her. I think she knows who he is.  She just doesn’t want to tell me.”
“That’s weird.”
 “Yeah, and that’s not even the weirdest part of this story. Are you ready for this?” Nicks put her hand in her pocket and closed them around the picks. “During the first dream I had about him, he put three worn picks in my hand. Very deliberately placed them in my palm in the dream. One each: black, red, and cream.” 
“Yeah? And…?”
She pulled her hand from her pocket and opened it in front of him. “When I woke up, I had these in my hand. The same picks he gave me in the dream.”
 Stone opened his mouth to speak. She stopped him with an upraised hand. 
“I know what you’re thinking, so let me run down the list of why I couldn’t have awoken with these picks in my hand. I didn’t go to sleep holding them. I wasn’t practicing before I went to bed. I don’t use picks this thin, and I would never use a pick this worn.” She turned a pointed gaze to him. “These aren’t my picks.”
Stone glanced down at the picks in her palm then up at her before turning his attention back to the road. “If you’re trying to say what I think you’re trying to say…you believe somehow the man in your dreams gave you those three picks.”
“Yep.”
“That’s not possible.”
“No shit. But here they are.”
“And he told you I knew who he was?”
“Yep.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know how I could. What does he look like?”
“He’s not overly tall. Slender, but muscular. He has an air about him. Oh, I don’t know…Confidence maybe? I get the feeling he likes being who he is. Does that make sense?”
“Yeah.”
She searched her memories for any and all details about the man in the dream. “Brown hair past his collar. Maybe not brown brown, but sort of a golden brown. He always wears a light blue shirt, unbuttoned about halfway down. He stands back in the shadows so it’s hard to see his face, but he has large, dark eyes with long lashes. Pretty for a man. He has a nice smile too. His fingers are long and delicate, and he—”
The van came to a screeching halt when Stone slammed on the brakes and pulled over to the side of the road.
 Nicks screamed, dropped the picks, and straightened her arms out in front of her as her body headed for the dashboard at seventy miles-per-hour.  Thankfully, the seatbelt locked at the last second, jerking her back almost as fast.
The stop was so abrupt the van rocked back and forth for a second or two.
 “What did you do that for?” she asked.
The expression on his face gave her chills, as though he’d peered into the future and seen his own grave, complete with death date. He shuddered as he gulped air. 
“What? What’s wrong?” 
He said nothing, though his gaze darted all over her face. “What?” she asked again.
Did he recognize the man’s description? How could he? And yet, his expression was one of horrific understanding. He knew something about this…and he wished he didn’t. 
When he continued to stare, working his mouth like a landed trout, she grew angry. “Spit it out, Jensen. Otherwise, you can just turn around and take me back home. The last couple of weeks have been weird, and if you have answers, I want to hear them.”
He inhaled and stared forward through the windshield. His face was a mask of disbelief. “Nicks… I don’t know if I have answers for you, but…I might know who the man is. Could you identify him from a picture?”
She sat back, dumbfounded. “Do you have a picture to show me?”
All the color had drained from his face. “Maybe. I’m not saying it’s the man in your dreams, but you just gave a pretty accurate description of the man in this picture.”
“I want to see it right now. Do we have time?”
“Nicks, please…you may not like what I’m about to show you. You won’t be able to unsee it.”
“You’ll show me, and
I’ll be the one who makes that decision.”
 

 
Shit. This can’t be happening.
Stone didn’t believe in ghosts. And yet…
He knew Nicks wasn’t making this up.  She didn’t seem the type to go all New Age metaphysical on him. The look on her face, the way she described the man, the things she claimed had happened…
Asher Pratt. She was dreaming of a man she’d never seen, in perfect detail. He’d placed picks in her hand in a dream. And she has the damn things in her pocket!
He shook his head in disbelief. He’d mentioned the picture, and now she wanted to see it. He had no choice but to take her to Asher’s grave. Chills rolled over him as he thought of what might happen when she got an eyeful of the photo embedded in the stone.
She would surely notice the resemblance to herself. It was plain as day. This was going to be a fist in the gut like nothing she’d ever experienced. And all he could do was be there for her.
“Well?” Her gaze burnt into his temple like a laser.
“This is going to raise more questions than it answers, sweet cheeks.” He turned to her with a sigh. “But I’ll show you if you insist. You can still opt out.”
“I’m not opting out of anything. Show me the damned picture.”
 

 
Nicks gave Stone a strange, slanted look as they turned into Calvary Cemetery.  “Is this your idea of a joke?”
“I wish it were. I don’t find any of this funny.” And he didn’t. The closer they got to Asher’s grave, the more he shook.
With a huff, she turned away. They continued along the narrow roads in silence until he found the looping road. He pulled over and parked the van along the berm.
“I have a story to tell you before I show you the photo.” Stone took both of her hands in his. “After we talked, I was still curious about Asher Pratt. He was my idol when I was a kid. I hadn’t thought about him in years, so I went to the library to search for his obituary.  You said he died four days before you were born in 1994, so it wasn’t hard to find on microfilm.  The obituary said he was survived by good friends Tage and Chelsea Sorenson, and that he’d be buried in the Calvary Cemetery. I left the library and came here to find his gravestone.”
She shook her head as though dazed. “I don’t understand.”
“I found his gravestone with no trouble. There’s a ceramic photo of him embedded in the back.”
 “Are you trying to tell me Asher Pratt is the man in my dreams? Why?”
He nodded and patted her hand. “I do think it’s him, Nicks. It’s up to you to answer the question of why.”
They exited the van. She waited for him by the side of the road. “His grave is near here?”
He took her by the hand and pointed into the center of the cemetery. “It’s right there. The big black stone. You can see part of it from here.”
 “I’ll never speak to you again if you’re playing games with me.”
She spoke softly, but there was steel in her words. He gulped, tucked her hand under his arm, and towed her in amongst the graves.
 

 
Nicks gave Calvary Cemetery the once-over  and wondered what she’d gotten herself into.
She’d thought Stone would scoff at her story of a dream man pressing real picks into her hand. She expected him to tease her, to ask her if she was drunk when she went to bed.
But that isn’t what happened at all. 
Her tale had clearly unnerved him, to the point that he’d nearly wrecked the van. That, in turn, had scared the shit out of her. The more of the story she told him, the weirder he acted.
They said nothing as they walked into the cemetery, but Nicks could sense the tension in Stone’s body. Not to mention the conflicting emotions he was throwing off. He hadn’t wanted to bring her here, yet he’d eagerly picked up the pace once they exited the van.  
He tugged her off to the left, approaching the stone from the front where the name was engraved. It stood out jet black among all the other light-gray granite stones. The letters came into focus as they got closer.  Stone slowed then, seemingly reluctant to move forward.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “You’ll never be able to unsee—”
“Unsee what? I don’t understand what you mean by that!” Nicks didn’t mean to snap, but this little adventure made her nervous as hell. “And why are you shaking? What are you so afraid of?” 
“I’m afraid you’ll see what I see. And afraid you won’t.” He shrugged. “That’s as much of an answer as I can give you right now.”
 She moved closer to the stone, pulling him along with her. They stopped right in front of it.
 “Asher M. Pratt. May 24, 1968–October 28, 1994,” she read aloud. “Guess that would be right, if he died four days before I was born. The guitar on the corner is nice.  The stone must’ve cost a fortune. It’s beautiful, but…” she glanced up at him, “…no picture of a dream man that I can see.”
Stone stood silently for a moment then wrapped an arm around her waist and  swept her to the back of the grave.
She blinked then whistled. No expense had been spared on this monument. A large, oval ceramic picture was set into the stone on the back. Her gaze fell first on the tobacco sunburst Les Paul the man was playing then moved over the rest of him.
The guitar was clearly the one she owned now. Not surprising, since Asher Pratt had willed his guitars to her. His smile, his stance gave the impression he was having a rockin’ good time wherever he was playing. 
And then she bent over for a closer inspection.
Her breath caught as she took note of his eyes. They were unmistakable. Large and dark amber-brown, with long black lashes, they were the same eyes that peered out from the mist in her dreams. 
She straightened. “I don’t understand how it’s possible, but that’s him. That’s the man who comes to me in my dreams.”
“Are you sure?”
“Based on the eyes, yes.  He usually stands in the shadows, and I can never really see him clearly. But the eyes are the same. And the smile. Yes, this is him.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen Asher Pratt though. How was I able to conjure him up so accurately in a dream?”
“Maybe you saw a picture of him when you were a child?”
“Maybe. If so, I don’t remember.”
“Take a closer look at him,” Stone urged, his voice a strange blend of excitement and dread.
She took another step toward the stone. The picture was clear and sharp. Almost high-definition.  
Dropping to her knees at the base of the grave, she ran her fingertips over the photo. Asher was gorgeous, even by today’s standards. Golden-brown hair dropped down an inch or two past the collar of the white shirt he wore.  Everything about him seemed golden, right down to his skin tone.
His face was wide, cheeks rounded, narrowing to a slender jaw and pointed chin. Full, sensual lips parted over even white teeth. She took note of his hands, narrow and elegant with long, trim fingers, perfect for playing guitar. Her gaze was suddenly drawn to her own fingers poised beside the photo in front of her.
A feeling of foreboding crushed her as she studied him. Her mouth fell open in shock. It didn’t take a genius to see why he seemed so familiar to her, night-time visits notwithstanding.
“Stone?” His name escaped as a slight whimper as she turned to look at him.
Stone stared back with wide eyes. “I know.”
And then she felt it. Her world shifting ever-so-slightly under her. 
What she saw didn’t make sense. His eyes were…were her eyes.  She saw that jawline and mouth every day when she looked into the mirror as she dried her hair and applied makeup. She held her breath and moved her hand slightly, letting her fingertips trace over his face.  
Her face.
Stone was breathing hard behind her. She didn’t have to look to know he saw the resemblance too. 
She inhaled sharply as the truth roared over her like a tornado, sucking her up into a vortex of pain. She had her mother’s nose, but her eyes, the rest of her face, and her coloring belonged to…
They belong to my father.
“What’s happening here? Explain this to me.” God, she didn’t even recognize her own voice.  “What does this mean?”
“I don’t...I don’t think I have to explain it to you. I think you understand just fine.” She heard him blow out a breath.  “And I don’t have any idea what it means. Not one that makes any sense anyway.”
“I look like this guy.” She swallowed. “What am I supposed to think about that? How am I supposed to feel?”
“I don’t know. How do you feel?”
“Blank. Erased. Nonexistent. How can this be? What happened?”
“I don’t know that either.”  
It was unreal. Everything made sense now. She struggled to breathe as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place around her.  “Now I know why talking about him upsets my mother so much. Now I know why she didn’t want to say his name. She freaks out when I call attention to how different I am from the rest of the family. Duh! This man...” She swallowed hard, physically incapable of completing the thought.
“Nicks…” Stone’s voice pierced through the horror that was suddenly her life.  She held a hand up to shush him.  
“Lies. All lies. They lied to me.”
“It might be a bit harsh to accuse them of lying. Withholding the truth might be a more accurate statement.”
 “I don’t want it to be true. Tell me it isn’t true.” 
The man she’d loved her whole life as a father was a stand-in for the one who’d died. Had her mother passed her off as Tage’s? Or had her father—the one who’d raised her—known all along? He’d acted as executor for Asher’s will, so he presumably knew the man when he was alive. Her mother had been pregnant with her at the time. What did all that mean? 
She stared at the picture on the stone. No wonder he was trying to contact her in a dream. He’d been buried and forgotten, not even revealed to his own...God, was she really this man’s daughter?
“He’s trying to communicate with me, Stone. I think he knew about me before he died. He loves my mother. Now that I know who he is, I can see it.  I can feel it.”
She heard someone begin to cry, a keening moan so tormented she didn’t even recognize the sound as coming from her.  
Stone’s strong arms enveloped her then, pulling her to safe haven against him.  She hoped to God he’d be able to live up to his name, because she needed something solid and strong to ground her as she disintegrated into atoms of grief. Turning her face to his shoulder, she gripped his black leather jacket in two strong fists and poured out her anguish. He never let her go, not once.
The words ran in an endless loop through her head: Asher Pratt is my father. Asher Pratt is my father. 
She couldn’t stop the flood of tears. She didn’t even try. Stone held her against him and rocked her back and forth.
“Please, Nicks, don’t cry. It kills me. You’re going to barf if you keep crying like this.”
She hoped she could make herself coherent. She needed to bounce all the crazy thoughts she was having off someone she trusted.  
Someone she loved.
“Why didn’t they tell me?” She shook him. “My God, the resemblance…Mom must’ve known even if Dad didn’t.”
“I don’t have an answer for you, but you shouldn’t jump to conclusions until you talk to them. If you are planning to talk to them, that is. Your parents love you, Nicks.”
She sat up, gritting her teeth. He handed her his hankie, which she promptly wiped across both cheeks. “Oh, I’m going to talk to them all right. They’re going to tell me what happened… or else.” She gave a hiccupping sob as she thought of all the implications this had for her.
“Who else knows? Marybeth?  She worked with Asher Pratt.  She must see his face every time she looks at me.  And Willow.  She worked with Mom and Asher too. They’ve been friends since high school. Neither of them said a word to me. Nothing. Assholes!”
“That’s not fair. They may have suspected, but you can’t hold that against them. What were they supposed to say?” Stone lowered his voice in a pretty good imitation of Marybeth. ”‘By the way, Nicks, you look an awful lot like Asher Pratt. Perhaps Tage Sorenson isn’t your father after all?’” He kissed the side of her head. “You don’t say something like that unless you have proof. We don’t have proof either.”
“A blind man could see it. I‘m sure as hell familiar with my own face. I look nothing like my brothers and sisters, and now I know why.  I’m a freak in my own family.” 
Stone started to laugh then, so hard he fell over with her in his arms.  She pushed herself up on his chest with both hands and glared at him. “Something funny about that?”
“Do you know how cool this is?” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and rolled over on top of her, smiling like he’d won the lottery. “It’s possible you carry what’s left of one of the best guitarists to ever shred an axe in Pittsburgh inside you, in your DNA.” He pressed a gentle finger to the pulse at the base of her throat. “No wonder you play guitar like you invented it. You’re no freak. You’re the Second Coming. I worship at the feet of the guitar goddess of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.” He tickled her.“ Will you have my rock-and-roll babies, Nicks Sorenson?”
She sniffled, but had to laugh. Second Coming, indeed.
When she put a hand to his cheek, time seemed to grind to a halt. His skin was warm, slightly stubbled. The scent of his leather jacket mingled with his aftershave and whatever shampoo he’d used on that flowing mane of his, triggering a flood of emotion. As he stared down at her with those unfathomable eyes, she felt her courage kick in. The spine of steel, forged from a lifetime of adversity, righted itself inside her. 
No matter what happened now, she still had the man who cradled her in his arms.  
“I love you, Stone Jensen.”
He froze. “What? What did you say?”
She sniffled and tried to calm down, so she could make herself understood. “I said I love you. With all my heart.”
He stared at her for what felt like an eternity. Then he buried his mouth on hers. He kissed her long and hard, right there on the grave of her father. Kissed her like all his tomorrows depended on her, as though their souls had bonded over this shared secret.
He lifted his lips from hers. “I love you too. I’ve known it for some time.  I was too afraid to tell you. I was afraid I’d scare you.” 
“No chance. You don’t scare me.” She smiled at him. “Don’t we have a gig to play?”
“You still want to play? After all this? Aren’t you upset?”
“I’m devastated. But you told me Asher Pratt meant something to Pittsburgh. I have his guitars and his abilities. I have to do this for him.”
“That’s my girl. God, I really do love you, Nicks.”
“I love you too.” She liked that warm-all-over feeling she got when she said those words. “We have something, don’t we? You and I. It doesn’t feel like a lie to me. Is it?”
“This is no lie, baby. This is forever.”
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
Stone was able to keep his right foot on the gas pedal of the van, but his left foot jittered all over the place. This was the worst case of nerves he’d ever had. Still, he wanted the ride to Point State Park to last forever. He was alone with the woman who loved him.
She loves me! 
He grinned like an idiot. It was new and shiny and wonderful, and he couldn’t wait to take a closer look at it. 
He cut an oblique glance to Nicks in the passenger’s seat, where she sat silent and stoic. She didn’t seem to be as happy at the turn of events as he was. He didn’t blame her. Seeing that photo must have felt like a knife in the heart.
“Penny for your thoughts?” he asked, trying to catch her eyes.
She crossed her arms in front of her. “I wish I had some thoughts. None of it makes a bit of sense. Why did my mother marry my father if she was pregnant by someone else?”
“Can you ask her?”
 “God, no! You should’ve seen her face when I showed her the picks. He...Asher...told me to tell my mother he’d wait for her in that dream.”
“Did you?”
“Yes. And she hit my bed like a boulder dropped off a building. Passed completely the hell out.”
“Jesus.”
“That was before I knew his name. We were both freaked out that morning. It’s not every night someone gives you something in a dream and you wake up with it in your hand.” She turned toward him with a furrowed brow. “Things like that don’t happen to sane people, Stone. What happened literally cannot happen. And yet I have the damned things in my pocket.” A frustrated sigh escaped her. “He’s making choices. A man that’s been dead for nineteen years is choosing to visit me in my dreams. He’s dead, but cognizant. I can’t even wrap my mind around that.”
“Do you believe in ghosts?”
“I don’t know. My rational self says no. He’s not a ghost though. I’ve never seen or heard anything when I was awake.” She shivered and sat forward in the seat. “Except for one time in the stairwell at school. I was on my way down to the library when I heard a man call my name. But it was only once.”
“Was it the same voice in your dream?”
“I don’t remember. It was quick. Not enough to identify, really. I know it wasn’t you, and it wasn’t Marius.”
“Weird.”
“Yeah. Other than that, the contact has all been by dream.” Nicks looked away and sniffled. “He said he loved me. He told me he watched me. That’s why I think he knew about me before he died.” 
“So what are you going to say to your parents? Or are you going to keep quiet about this?”
“God. How would I even bring it up? I’d probably approach Mom first, but even so...” She raised her voice an octave or two. “’Hey Mom, are you sure Dad’s my real dad? Uhm... I saw a picture of a guy on a gravestone, and I look a lot like him. It’s that friend of yours who died. The one who gave me the guitars. No big deal. Just wondering if you knew who I belonged to’.”
Stone started to laugh. “I guess when you put it that way...”
“But how can I keep quiet about it? I want to know, but...” Nicks slumped in the seat. “I don’t know. I don’t want to hurt anyone. And what if I’m wrong?” The catch in her voice was back.
 “Please don’t start crying again. It really tears me up.” Stone turned to her.  “And I don’t think you’re wrong.”
 “I’ll give it some thought, but I don’t have to do it today. I should probably quit crying if I’m expected to sing later. Do you want me to sing backup?”
“Only if you want to. I’ll leave a live mic on a stand for you, just in case.”
“Okay.” She settled back into the seat and pulled her knees up to her chest. “I have no idea where this road is going to take me. I just know I’m grateful to be traveling with someone who loves me.” 
“With you every step of the way, beautiful.” 
 

 
Ants on a sugar cube, thought Nicks as she watched people scurrying about the stage at Point State Park in downtown Pittsburgh. One guy was using a golf cart to pull a flatbed loaded with amps, another was unpacking lights and electronics from a panel truck. Seven or eight men with tool belts around their waists were high above the stage on scaffolding, putting the finishing touches on the PAR cans that would shine down on them as they played.  
When she heard someone say “check check” into one of the stage mics, her stomach tightened with excitement. This. This was the world she wanted to live in. 
“Where are you going to park?” she asked. They’d sat without moving for ten minutes as several police officers directed traffic in various directions.
“There’s a place up here for band members to park and unload. I’ll tell this guy I’m with Heavy Remedy.”
They inched forward at an agonizing pace, but she finally saw the sign that said “Band Parking Only”. 
Stone pulled up beside the police officer standing in front of it and rolled his window down. “I’m Stone Jensen with Heavy Remedy.”
The officer stood back and swept his arms toward the opening in the traffic barriers. “Yes sir, Mr. Jensen. Right through here. Someone farther up will show you where to park so you can unload.”
“Thanks.” Stone rolled his window up. “See? Easy.”
“Sure. If you’re Stone Jensen.”
“We’ve played this gig before. These guys all know me.” He turned to her with a frown. “Listen, I can’t guarantee the other guys in the band won’t give you a hard time today.”
“About what?”
“Anything. Everything. My best advice would be not to take the bait. They can be assholes. Don’t let them shake you.”
She wondered if they’d give her the same kind of shit if she were male. She decided it wasn’t worth arguing about. “Thanks for the head’s up anyway. I’ll try to behave.”
They made their way slowly past orange-striped traffic barricades and long lines of people walking along the side of the road carrying various things: tools, instruments, electronic equipment. This was going to be a big event.
She’d been to the Oktoberfest here as a spectator but had never been onstage. There was that stomach full of butterflies again. She suspected the view from up there was going to be fantastic. 
They reached the end of the barricades. A traffic cop directed them off to the left with an orange baton.  
They drove on the grass between another long line of barricades then pulled in beside a white box truck. Nicks was impressed. Stone’s band had their own professionally designed logo painted on the side. The words “Heavy Remedy” curved in a black-and-red half-arc around the top of a shapely woman in an evening dress holding a bottle of tequila. Lots of metaphors there.  
Stone waved at a guy carrying a black leather case. “That’s Rob Walters, our drummer.”
Nicks ducked her head and peered through the windshield. Rob was an average-looking guy, wearing faded jeans and a black denim jacket. His brown hair was messy, as though he’d just gotten out of bed. He put her in the mind of someone you’d see pumping gas or putting new tires on your car at Walmart. 
She tried to engage Rob with a smile. A half-hearted nod was all she got in return. “I hope you know what you’re doing. He isn’t happy about me at all.”
“Tough shit.” Stone opened the van door and stepped out. “They’ll be smiling a lot less if I walk today. And I will walk if they’re too rough on you.”
She got out of the van, slammed the door, and searched for some backbone. What happened today would set the tone with Stone’s bandmates forever. She needed to be firm, but positive. And pleasant. She didn’t want him quitting Heavy Remedy over her. 
Stone already had the back of the van open. “Can you take your guitar? I have to get to my dolly.”
She took the guitar case from him and tried to absorb the carnival-like atmosphere around her. 
The stage was large—one of the largest she’d ever seen for a festival of this size.  Metal pipe scaffolding rose high into the air, covered in canvas in some places. Huge banks of lights on all four sides aimed down at the platform. 
Several tables holding the sound boards and light controls were placed off to the far right. Three men stood behind them, studiously working to make sure everything functioned properly. Nicks watched the front bank of lights swing left, then right as it flashed a rainbow of colors onto the stage. 
A black-sparkle drum kit was partially set up in the center. It was a typical three tom, one snare and kick drum set, but there were at least a dozen cymbals of various sizes placed all around. A large, brass gong with a Chinese symbol of some sort in the middle stood behind the drums.  Apparently, Rob Walters liked to make noise.  
Another man—she wasn’t sure if it was the bass player for Heavy Remedy or not—had a red Fender jazz bass slung over his shoulders. He ran his fingers up and down the long neck in a scale of low notes as he worked with the soundman to find the perfect setup. 
A crowd of people had already gathered at the base of the stage.  She took a deep breath and tried to calm her nerves. She had to be flawless today, or she’d never be able to look Stone in the eyes again.
“Ready?”
She turned back to find him smiling at her. He had the dolly tipped back, loaded up with his amps.  
She nodded. “Yeah.”
“You’re not nervous, are you?” 
“Hell, yes. Not about playing though. I should be really pissed off that I have to pass inspection like this.”  
“Are you sure you want to do this? It’s been a pretty emotional day for you so far. I wouldn’t blame you if—” 
She spun toward him, whacking the fender of the van with her guitar case. “I had a pretty good shock to my system today,  but it just makes me all the more determined. Playing guitar is the one thing I excel at, the one thing I’m sure of.  I’m not going to let a bunch of knuckle-dragging droolers piss all over that.”
He stared at her for a moment, his mouth slightly agape.
“I’m sorry.” She exhaled and tried to relax. “Do you feel like maybe you’ve hit a nerve?”
“I’m the one who’s
sorry. I promise I won’t let them get on your shit too much. Let’s go.” He gave the dolly a push and started forward across the grass. After a few steps, he stopped and turned. “Asher would be so damned proud of you right now.”
 

 
It took a few minutes to walk around to the back of the stage. It was as busy back there as it was out front.  
God, this feels like a perp walk. Nicks gripped the handle of her guitar case a little tighter. The seven-year-old stutterer kept trying to rise to the top. The eighteen-year-old badass rocker kept pushing her back down. She didn’t feel like she had a damn thing to prove to anyone—least of all these chuckleheads—but this was a test she was going to pass. 
Stone was ahead of her by a step or two. He turned and gave her the strangest look then faced forward, his focus on a group of men standing together tighter than a huddle at the five-yard line. She chewed her lip. One of them was Rob Walters. She supposed this was the rest of Heavy Remedy. 
Stone straightened, squared his shoulders, and walked with purpose toward the group. He was evidently as nervous about this meet-and-greet as she was. 
 “Hey, guys,” Stone called. “Sorry we’re a bit late. We had to make a detour.”
Three sets of eyeballs turned toward them. The facial expressions were amusing. Slight smiles then blank surprise then comprehension, followed by narrowed eyes.
“Hey, Stoney. We were worried about you. Thought maybe you’d bailed after all.” The man spoke to Stone but stared at Nicks. She met his gaze and sent it boldly back to him. 
It was the same man who’d been tuning the bass on stage. He was of moderate height and medium build, nothing special. Dirty blond hair. She was too far away to see eye color. What struck Nicks was the pervasive air of cockiness the man projected. He hadn’t said a word to her, and she already wanted to smack him.
“This is Nicks Sorenson.” Stone pulled her forward.
Holding her breath, she gave them her best smile. 
“Rob Walters, our drummer.”
“Nice to meet you, Rob.” She shook his hand. It was as limp and cold as a fish. He gave her a quick glance, which told her everything she needed to know. He liked to bang on the drums, but she suspected Rob was a bit of an introvert. 
“This is Gio Maroni, our keyboard player.”
“Nice to meet you, Gio.” She moved to shake hands with him. Gio appeared to be 100% Italian, from his little black mustache to the olive-tan skin tone. He was really good looking.  She liked her guys dark and mysterious.
He gripped her hand with warm fingers, gentle enough to make her heart flutter.  Oh yeah, this man was a player. His eyes were a sparkling green blended with brown. They spoke of old-world romance, wine, and dinners for two. She decided she liked this guy.
“And this...” Stone waved his hand toward the last man, “...is Mike Dorton, our bass player.”
“Stoney saved the best for last, sweetheart.” Mike took a step forward and looked her over, letting  his eyes linger in places that pissed her off. 
 Whistling loudly, Mike turned back to Stone. “Christ, you hit the fucking jackpot, didn’t you? You lucky son-of-a-bitch. I’d be all over that like ugly on an ape.”
If I didn’t kill you first. Nicks smiled sweetly but said nothing. Mike didn’t offer a hand so she didn’t offer hers.
The bass player took another step forward, crowding into her comfort zone. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I bet Stone told you all about me, didn’t he?”
It was a real effort not to step back. The douchebaggery was so overwhelming she could practically smell it on him. Batting her eyes, she continued to smile like a beauty pageant contestant. “Not a word, actually.”
Everyone burst into raucous laughter. Well, everyone except Mike.
Hmm. Mike might be a bit of a passive/ aggressive narcissist. 
His ego recovered quickly. “Ah well, I suppose Stoney was speechless. Mike Dorton’s one of a kind.”
“I’d be willing to bet money on that,” Nicks said stiffly.
More laughter. “I gotta go get dressed,” Mike mumbled as he turned to leave. 
Another man came down the stairs at the back of the stage and joined the group. Nicks recognized him as one of the guys who’d been standing behind the soundboard.
“Stones, man, where you been? You ready to do a sound check?” The man was thin as a bean pole and a bundle of nervous energy. He clapped his hands together and looked them both over. “Who’s this?”
“This is Nicks Sorenson. She’s going to be a guest guitarist today, so you’ll need to tune her up too.  She plays with Wild Angel every Friday night at Tapestries on East Carson Street.”
The man’s eyes went wide. “Jesus. I’ve seen you play! You gals are freakin’ awesome!”
Nicks blushed and extended a hand. “Thanks.”
The man took her hand as Stone introduced him.  “This is Turd Ferguson, our sound guy.”
“Nice to meet you...er...” She looked at Stone. “I’m not calling him Turd.”
“Why not?  Everyone else does,” Turd said jovially. “You’ve seen the Saturday Night Live sketch then? Best sketch ever. My real name is Ted, though you may not get an answer if you call me that.” 
 “Okay.” She laughed and pumped his hand. “Turd it is, then.”
Turd pivoted and motioned for them to follow him.  “C’mon.  Let’s get you two tuned up and ready to go.”
She breathed a sigh of relief as she watched the man walk away. 
Stone bumped her shoulder with his own. “So?”
“So far, so good.” She took a deep breath. Round one was over. It felt like a win.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
The plan was to finish the sound check and walk around the festival together. Nicks was hoping to grab some cotton candy somewhere.  It was her favorite carnival food, and she hadn’t gotten a single bag of it that summer.
They didn’t even get fifteen feet away from the stage.
Just as they cleared the corner, Stone seized the opportunity to push her between two white box trucks parked side-by-side. He wasted no time backing her into a stack of Anvil amp cases and holding her there with his body.
“What’re you doing?” she asked as he captured both her wrists and held them over her head against the cases. 
“I have some questions I want to ask you.”
“Is that right?”
“Yeah.” He bent his head until his lips were nearly touching hers. “What do you think of Stone Jensen?”
“I think he’s pretty hot. Why? Do you know him?”
“Yeah, I do. What would you give me if I introduced you to him?”
He pinned her down with those dark eyes like a butterfly specimen. She was dimly aware that some sort of response was required to whatever he’d said, but she couldn’t remember what it was.
“What?” 
 “Girls who don’t listen get spanked.” His lips tickled her right cheek as he spoke.
“What?” She started to giggle.
He ran his nose up and down the column of her throat then nibbled on an earlobe.  She tipped her head to the side to give him better access. “Jesus, that feels amazing.”
“Are we a thing, Nicks?” It was odd how his lips pressed against her neck seemed to complete some type of circuit to her clit. 
“A thing?” 
“Do you want me the way I want you?”
Oh, God. Flames of longing licked at her, triggering a flood of moisture that made her squirm. “Yes. God, yes. I want you as bad as you want me.”
He pushed his hardness against her. “Do you feel how much I want you?”
“Jesus...yes.”
“Will you be mine?”
He was killing her, torturing her with pretty syllables said in a bedroom voice that gave her chills. “I’ll be yours.”
“I haven’t had much of a chance to kiss you. At least not properly.  May I kiss you?”
He had her so mesmerized, so hypnotized with his words she’d have done anything he wanted. Her arms draped themselves around his neck when he released them. “Oh, God. Kiss me.” She closed her eyes in expectation.
“May I touch you while I kiss you?” His right hand moved across her waist, her ribcage, finally settling under the curve of her right breast. His thumb brushed across the nipple. Every muscle of her body contracted, sending her shivering against him.  
“Will we be able to stop if you do?”
“I don’t know. I’m willing to take that chance though. I’ve wanted to touch you for a very long time, Nicks.”
She closed her eyes and laid her head against his chest as his hand brushed across the zipper of her jeans. “I get that, but I don’t want our first time to be standing up against a pile of amp cases. I sort of had a romantic—”
“Stone! What are you doing there?” a shrill female voice called from behind him. He stiffened and swore under his breath.
“Go away, Emily.”
Curious, Nicks peered over his right shoulder. A hefty, dark-haired woman was standing at the end of the corridor made by the trucks, staring at Stone’s back. Dressed entirely in black—right down to black lipstick—the woman was pretty in a glam-rock, Gothic sort of way. Even her fingernails were painted black, long and squared off like straight-blade screwdrivers. 
Nicks pulled her gaze back to Stone. “If this is an ex-girlfriend of yours, you need to explain some things to her. If it’s a current girlfriend, you have some things to explain to me.”
Stone shook his head. “She’s never been a girlfriend of mine. Emily follows us from job to job, pretending she’s the wife or girlfriend of one of the guys.  It just happens to be my turn right now. I think she’s a little whack to tell you the truth.”
“Great.  Crazy stalker groupies. Love it.”  She sighed. “Well, you’ve been busted making out with me. Is she going to go all ninja on us now?”
“She’s never been violent that I know of.”
“First time for everything,” Nicks answered.
“Stone! I’m talking to you.” Emily was beginning to sound hysterical. “Is that a woman in there with you?”
“You better deal with this,” Nicks whispered.  “She sounds pissed.”
Stone rested his forehead against the amp case behind her. After a moment, he straightened and turned.
“This is my girlfriend, Emily. She’s my situation now, and hopefully she’ll be my situation for a long time to come.”
The woman’s face fell. “You’re cheating on me.”
“You can’t cheat on someone if you’re not with them. You and I have never been a couple.” Stone’s shoulders were bunched with tension. Nicks wondered how many times he’d had to have this conversation with Emily.
“You talked to me at the Beef Haus four months ago. You sat at the table with me, right beside me. I thought that meant…” Emily’s voice dropped to a mewling whine. 
 Nicks felt sorry for her. It was no fun having feelings for someone when they didn’t reciprocate those feelings. 
“It meant I was being polite. You called me over, and I sat down with you and your friends for a few minutes. I didn’t mean to imply anything. I certainly never made you any promises.” 
“Let me see the little bitch you’re hiding behind you. Is she pretty?” Emily’s face twisted into a mask of anger. She started toward them, hissing through her teeth like a snake. 
“Don’t answer her!” Nicks whispered, ducking her head behind him and clutching at his shoulder. “Jesus, did you see those fingernails?  She’ll kill me!”
“That’s none of your business. You need to leave,” Stone said.  
Nicks had seen women like Emily before. Obsessed groupies were a breed unto themselves. Nothing he said would convince her that she and Stone weren’t a couple.
“I want to see her!” The woman stamped her four-inch platform boots against the grass.
Nicks took a deep breath. They’d be here all day if something didn’t give.  She let go of Stone and stepped out from behind him. “I’m sorry, Emily.  No one meant to hurt you. Maybe you should go now.”
Emily’s eyes narrowed to pinpoints, lips thinning in an icy smile. “You’re that whore who plays guitar at Tapestries on Friday night.” She turned her attention to Stone. “Hope you wrap it when you fuck her. Wouldn’t want you to catch something.”
Stone surged forward and pointed a finger in her face. “That’s it! We’re done here. You ever say anything like that again, and I’ll—” 
 “What? You’ll hit me?” Emily stiffened and gave Stone an ice-cold glare. “It would be my pleasure to have you arrested, you cheating son-of-a-bitch.” Her gaze drifted to Nicks. “I’m not letting someone like you take my man away from me. You haven’t heard the last of this.”  She spun and stormed away.
“Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?” said Nicks when Emily was out of sight. “Are there any more like her out there?”
“Not that I know of.” Stone blew out a breath. “She’s a real piece of work. Rob had to deal with her before she transferred her attention to me. She stole every single drumstick he owned from his car once, trying to get him to notice her. She’s apparently sane enough to hold down a job, but crazy enough to be scary.” He threw her a worried glance. “I’m not big on giving orders, but I don’t want you out of my sight today.  Okay?”
“Okay.” She wasn’t about to disagree with that. She didn’t want Emily the Goth Vampire Queen catching her alone somewhere. 
 

 
Emily had ruined the mood with her intrusion, so Stone and Nicks sat under the stage and talked. Truthfully, he thought he enjoyed that more. His sides hurt from laughing at her wicked sense of humor.  
All too soon, Stone’s phone rang.  
“Hey Stones, time to get ready, man. You and your lady got twenty minutes, then I need you up here,” Turd said.
“Thanks. We’ll be there.”
They went to the back of his van to dress in their stage clothing. She laughed when he spun around and turned his back on her, totally unnerved by the sight of her in a lacey black bra and thong. He couldn’t help it. Her woman’s curves made his hands ache to touch them. 
He changed into black skinny jeans, a Godsmack T-shirt, and his brown leather boots. She totally rocked a plain, black, long-sleeved T-shirt, tucked in, killer black boots that came to the knee, and faded jeans that were so shredded they barely covered her body. Both of her thighs, the curve of an ass cheek, and one knee peeked out of the frayed holes. He silently marveled that she managed to make such a casual outfit look as though it belonged on a Victoria’s Secret runway. 
“I’m sorry we didn’t get out to see the festival.” He gave her a kiss on the temple as they walked toward the stairs at the back of the stage.  “I’ll make it up to you somehow.”
“No big deal, really. “ She shrugged. “I had more fun under the stage.”
“Me too.”
The rest of the band was waiting behind the sound board. Stone took a deep breath to stave off the nerves, but it was nothing out of the ordinary. All of them were usually a bit jittery before a big show. After a few last-minute checks and instructions, the guys in Heavy Remedy high-fived each other.  
“Who’s going to introduce us?” asked Rob.
“I’ll do it,” said Turd. 
He flipped the switch on the sound board that controlled Stone’s mic then headed toward the stage.
Stone turned to Nicks, a smile lighting his face. “I can’t wait for Pittsburgh to hear you play with us. You’re going to be fucking awesome!”
“I hope so.” She looked out toward the stage with wide eyes.
“You nervous?”
“A little. It sounds like there’s a big crowd out there.”
“The bigger the better. They’ll be lined up for a mile outside Tapestries next Friday night once I tell them who you are and they hear you play.” He grinned. “I’ll introduce you for the last two songs of the first set. We’ll play One Way To Rock first. Come out ready to party, beautiful.” 
“You got it.”
He pulled her into his arms. “God, I love you.”
She laid her head against his chest. “I love you too.”
“Today’s been pretty rough for you.”
“It has, but I have a job to do. I’ll fall apart later if I need to. Right now I need to be on my game. This is important to me because it’s important to you.”
He nodded. She was a musician. She was aware the show must go on, no matter what. 
“How yunz doin’ out there?” Turd said into Stone’s mic set center stage. A boisterous clamor went up from the crowd, so loud Stone could feel it inside him. There were a lot of people out there.
“Go home, Pittsburgh! You’re drunk!” Turd said. The crowd roared with him. Somebody close to the stage yelled “Not drunk enough!”
Turd pointed in the direction of whoever had said it. “You got that right. Nah, not really. Don’t get too liquored up to dance cuz we got what you been waitin’ for. I know you all like to rock out with your cock out...so without further ado…I present....Heavy Remedy!”  
The booming applause was so strong it hurt Stone’s ears.
“Wow! That’s impressive!” Nicks said.
“When this is over, we’re going to do something fun. Just you and me.” With one last kiss, he joined his bandmates onstage. 
 

 
Heavy Remedy started off with an original song about a man and his Harley called Devil Machine. Rob gave them a four-count and the first chord sliced the air at an unbelievable decibel level. Even so, Nicks could hear the crowd screaming over the music. Pittsburgh certainly loved them some Heavy Remedy. 
She stood beside Turd at the soundboard as she waited her turn. Though she’d heard plenty about him, she’d only seen Stone play once and that was before he insulted her. She made it a point to avoid him after that. Narrowing her eyes, she watched his hands roam over the blue Music Man guitar.  
He certainly knew his shit. Stone bounced across the stage as he played, laughing and having fun. Mike Dorton was the lead singer for this song, but Stone would step to the mic during the chorus and blend his voice with the others. They sang like angels. The harmonies were flawless.
As good as they were, she knew Wild Angel had nothing to be ashamed of. Their level of talent was as high as Heavy Remedy’s. She and her girls just needed to catch a lucky break. The thought of taking them all on tour someday made her smile. Maybe. Just maybe they could do it next summer. 
She tapped her foot along to the music, lost in her thoughts. A hand on her shoulder caused her to jump.
“Get ready. You’re on after this song,” Turd said in her ear. She nodded and retrieved her guitar from the case.
 Pulling it over her shoulder, she said a silent prayer she wouldn’t make an ass out of herself.  She didn’t care so much about the crowd.  She cared what Stone and the other guys thought.
Rob did an end run all over his drums then Stone hit the last chord with a leap. The crowd went nuts.  He stepped to the mic when things quieted down.
“I got a real treat for you now. Anyone ever make a Friday night trip to Tapestries and give their ears a feast by listening to the band Wild Angel? I’m not even gonna mention what those three gorgeous ladies will do to your eyeballs!” Nicks smiled a little when Stone rolled his eyes and fanned himself.
A roar went up from the crowd, surprising her.  She gave Turd a bewildered look.
“I’m telling you, you girls got it goin’ on,” Turd said. “You could be every bit as big as Heavy Remedy if you weren’t so young. Someday you gals are going to own this town.”
It was almost too much to hope for. Nicks turned her attention back to Stone onstage. He’d put his hands out to calm the crowd.
“Yeah, I can tell some of you have seen them just by the noise you’re making. Well, I kidnapped their guitar player and brought her here to play a couple of songs with us.  Give a warm welcome to Nicks Sorenson of Wild Angel!” 
Stone turned to her with a wide grin and motioned for her to join him. 
This is it. Break a leg, Nicks.  She took a deep breath and sprinted out onto the stage.
People—thousands of them—spread out from the base of the stage like a smiling human tsunami.  Hands in the air, they were cheering for her. She didn’t think she’d ever breathe again. The sight, the sounds. Amazing. Awesome. She belonged on a stage. Always.
She let go of the Les Paul around her neck, put both arms over her head, and walked to the edge of the platform. She waved and pointed when she saw Marybeth, Pip, and Charm standing up front. Pip and Marybeth waved back; Charm jumped up and down and clapped her hands.
It was Marybeth she focused on. Her head was tilted up, her gaze intense. There was love in her eyes. Marybeth knew Asher was her father, had probably always known. Nicks couldn’t be mad at her though. She could appreciate how delicate the situation must have been for her. She was, after all, an employee at Tapestries.
Nicks blew the bartender a kiss. “I love you, Marybeth,” she said, though she knew she wouldn’t hear her. Even so, the older woman dipped her head in acknowledgment. 
“Don’t know why you guys are cheering. You’re about to get your fucking asses kicked into the next century. Take a bow, Nicks!”  Stone said to a new wave of raucous cheers.  
She did as asked then straightened and walked to the mic Stone had set up for her. “Hello, Pittsburgh! You ready to rock?”
The ensuing riot of noise was the best thing she’d ever heard. She skipped backward and trained her eyes on Rob Walters, waiting for a count to start the song One Way To Rock.
But Rob didn’t count. He was looking at Mike. Mike didn’t notice Rob though. He was too busy glaring at Nicks.
Were these assholes going to throw all of them under the bus just to prove a point to her?
She cut a glance to Stone. He was pale and thinking the exact same thing. Anger hit her in the gut. She had to do something to get them back on track...and fast.
 “Are you gonna sit back there and whack off or are you gonna give us a count? It’s me and you to start, drummer boy. I’m ready when you are.”  
Rob seemed startled for a moment. Then, to her profound relief, he lifted his sticks. One, two, three, four.
She hit the first chord like her life depended on it, then slid her pick down the strings. The crowd roared as the air shattered with sound. She knew it was all good when Stone turned back to the mic to sing.  
Stone’s voice was the perfect blend of gravel and whine. He was one of the best rock singers she’d ever heard. He sang the song like he owned it. 
What a blast! What a hoot! She stalked all over the stage, playing to the crowd, pointing at the few guys who dropped trou to show her their asses or cocks. Hey, why not? The guys got to see titties when they played.
Everyone had surged forward against the barriers lining the base of the stage. A colorful sea of faces tipped up to watch them. A human rainbow.  God, she wanted to see crowds like that everywhere she played!
Stone was at the chorus now.  She moved to her mic and sang it with the rest of them, her voice blending in perfect harmony with theirs.  When she stepped back, Gio was smiling and bobbing his head. So was Rob. Mike faced forward as he played, his cheeks a red flame. 
Fucker. He had them all convinced she would screw it up. Not gonna happen, Mikey. Not today, at least.

Stone prowled from one corner of the platform to the other with his guitar then stepped back to the mic to sing. The man sure knew how to whip people into a frenzy. Nicks played to the crowd in one corner, then turned her attention to Stone.  She met him in the middle, thrusting her guitar at him with her pelvis. He clutched his chest and staggered back, feigning a heart attack. She laughed and went after him, cornering him against one of the light supports. 
She couldn’t explain it, but being up there with him felt sexual. He was hotter than hell, and if they were a thing, the only task left to do was make it official. She stared into his eyes as she played, silently making promises she intended to keep. Tonight. 
He turned to the crowd, begging them with his eyes for a rescue. Willow had said she came across like a ten-foot-tall warrior woman when she played. That’s exactly how she felt sharing a stage with Stone Jensen. She finally backed away and freed him from captivity against the support. For the time being, anyway.
All too soon the song ended. She played random riffs as she waited for Rob to bring the song to an end. He nodded, raised his sticks, and crashed his cymbals as she hit the last note.
For a moment, the crowd was dead silent. “Hey, Pittsburgh!” Stone pointed at Nicks. “That just happened!” 
They went wild then, hooting and cheering. She walked to the edge of the stage and raised her right arm to acknowledge the throng. The shouts only got louder, so she walked from one corner to the other waving and mouthing “Thank you!” to all of them.  
Chants of “One more! One more!” could be heard. It started low and built momentum until the whole park was a riot of sound.
“She’s freaking awesome, isn’t she?” Stone said. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Nicks has one more song to play with us today.”
He put his hand over the mic and turned to her. “God, Nicks, they love you as much as I do.”
She could hardly contain her enthusiasm. “This is fun! Thank you for asking me to do it.”
“Hey, you gonna whack off over there, or are we gonna play?” she heard Rob call.
She whirled around and grinned at the drummer. “We’re gonna play. Give us a count.”
 

 
It was over. It was depressing, like the day after Christmas. All that buildup and anticipation, and boom—done. Heavy Remedy had played to a screaming crowd for more than four hours. It’d felt like four minutes.
Now there was just cleanup. Stone rolled up his mic cord and watched his little dynamo help Rob pack up his drum set. 
He wished now that he’d asked Nicks to learn more songs, but he knew that wouldn’t sit well with the guys. There was a fine line there, and he had to be careful not to cross it. He didn’t want to be John, and he certainly didn’t want his guys to view Nicks as Yoko.
She’d been magnificent. She had it—that rare quality so few entertainers are blessed with. An inherent ability to mesmerize with one’s presence. To have a crowd watch you so intently they locked their knees and passed out. You could learn it to a certain extent, but the very best were born with it, as Nicks apparently was.  
She was truly her father’s daughter. Stone was so fucking proud of her.
Pip, Charm, and Marybeth had come backstage when they finished to congratulate her with hugs and squeals. Charm had grown serious then, asking “You’re not going to leave Wild Angel, are you?”
The question clearly disturbed Nicks. She took Charm by the hands and said, “Of course not. I love you girls.  We’re a team. We’re going to make it someday.”
Wild Angel certainly had the potential. Seeing her face, hearing the longing in her voice, Stone ached to make it happen for her. He wished he could think of a way. He knew some people, but he wasn’t sure they were high enough up on the rock-and-roll food chain to be of assistance. If that were the case, Heavy Remedy would have signed a lucrative contract by now. 
Still, he wanted to help her with her dream. He wanted to please her, give her everything her heart desired. He sighed. He didn’t deserve her. He would be more of a hindrance to her than a help.
“Hey, that’s a pretty serious look you’re wearing. You aren’t happy with something?” Nicks was behind him, her warm hands wrapped around his upper arms. 
He dropped the cords he’d so carefully rolled up to the stage and pulled her into an embrace. “Things went great. If you must know, I was thinking I was sorry for not asking you to learn more songs.”
She snuggled against him. “No, this was good. Given the resistance you got from the others, two songs was enough. Now that they know I’m capable, maybe they’ll let me do it again sometime. I had a blast.”
He laid his head against her hair, inhaling her scent. She always smelled like summer flowers and fresh air. “Me too.” He pulled back and smiled. “I predict a record-breaking crowd next Friday at Tapestries.” 
 “The bar can only hold so many people. Some of them may have to listen from outside.”
“If I had any doubts about your being Asher Pratt’s daughter, you laid them to rest today. You have the same charisma onstage that he had.”
“Really?” 
“Yeah. I only saw him live the once, but I’ve seen tapes of the Dirty Turtles playing various gigs and he’s—”
She jerked back. “Tapes? Like video recordings? Tapes of Asher Pratt playing with his band still exist?”
“Yeah, I guess. Gio doesn’t look it, but he’s thirty-eight. He has a library of videos he made of various bands back in the nineties.  We used to sit and watch them for inspiration. He has a few of the Dirty Turtles. I haven’t watched them in a while though.”
“Why didn’t you say something?” Nicks gripped the front of his T-shirt in tight fists, her eyes sparkling like diamonds. “Oh my God, Stone.  Do you think he’d let me see them?”
“I could ask him. They’d be VCR tapes. Do you know anyone who has a VCR player?”
“Can we find someone to transfer them from VCR to DVD? If not, I think my Grandma Whitaker still has a VCR. It would be cool as shit if I could see him playing. See him alive and healthy. My God, I never dreamed someone would have video after all these years.”
Stone’s heart squeezed at the excitement in her voice. It was a simple request, yet seemed to mean so much to her.
 Gio never threw anything away; he was sure the man still had a VCR. Or maybe he’d already transferred his VHS tapes to DVD.  Hell, he’d buy a damned VCR off eBay if he had to. 
“I’ll ask Gio when we’re done.” He tipped her chin up and kissed her. “I’m pleased to be able to do this for you, angel. We can watch them together some night.” 
Her breath caught; she grabbed for both of his hands and held them over her heart. “I have something to ask you, and I’ll understand if you say no.  But I can’t stop thinking about it.”
“What’s that?” 
“Would you...do you think you might want to...?” She looked uncertain. “I don’t know if there’s a way to ask you this without sounding like a...,” she laughed nervously,“...a woman of loose morals.”
“Nicks, really...  What’s on your mind?”
“I was wondering if you’d want to come home with me tonight. And stay. The night, I mean.  Stay the whole night with me. My family won’t be back until late tomorrow evening.” She looked at him with those big tiger-eyes, and his cock went boing. 
Chills poured down his spine as his mouth dropped open. “Are you...are you asking what I think you’re asking?”
“I just...I feel so close to you now. I thought...” She shook her head. “Well, I don’t have to tell you what I thought. I’m sorry for putting you on the spot like this. I understand if you don’t want to.”
He grabbed her and whirled around the stage with her, roaring with laughter as she squealed. “Don’t want to? Are you kidding me? It’s all I’ve thought about since the day I laid eyes on you! I can’t believe it.” He stood her back on her feet.
“This is going to sound stupid, but I probably should tell you now. I haven’t...I’ve never been with a man that way.”
He laughed quietly. “I know. Despite the prickly persona you try to project, I could tell. I’m so afraid I’ll disappoint you.” 
“You won’t, or I wouldn’t have asked. We’ll probably have to drop by your apartment, unload, and get the Camaro. You can pull into our garage on Dad’s side. I don’t want the neighbors to see the van out in the driveway, and I don’t know if it’ll fit in the garage. You’ll want to get some clothes too.” 
She suddenly had such a conflicted look on her face, he was afraid she’d changed her mind. She said nothing for several moments then lifted her gaze to him. “I love you, Stone. As much as I hated you. And that’s a lot.” 
“Thanks...I think. Let’s get torn down and on the road then. I won’t have to unload at my apartment. I’ll leave the stuff in the van and lock it. I’ll just run in and grab a few things. You can wait in the car.” He tickled her; she squirmed away from him. “I won’t be able to concentrate now, you little tease.”
“Ha! I have to run to the potties.  I’ll be right back to help you.”  
He watched her until she disappeared down the steps at the back of the stage then adjusted the mammoth hard-on he had raging behind his zipper.
I...Richard Stone Jensen...will be making love to Nicole Ashley Sorenson later on tonight. I am the luckiest man in Pennsylvania.
 

 
Most of the crowd had cleared out. Nicks met two or three small groups of people as she walked the distance to the double row of aqua-blue porta-johns behind the stage. A few of them recognized her and shouted “Awesome job!” and other encouraging things. She waved as she turned the handle on the potty at the end of the row.
She’d barely unbuckled her belt when someone pounded on the porta-john she was in. Her brow furrowed with irritation. “They’re all empty. Pick another one.” 
 Nicks nearly shit a brick when the blade of a rather large knife sliced through the side at hip level, barely a foot away from her. She jerked and stumbled, swearing under her breath as she stared at the gleaming chrome edge.
It was a Bowie knife like the kind her grandfather used to gut deer. It was a helluva sharp one too. Who would be stupid enough to shove it through the side like that?
Whoever was out there yanked the knife blade out with a slight screech of metal on plastic. It soon made another appearance, this time through the thin door in front of her. 
“Fucking hell!” Nicks shouted. “What’s wrong with you? Is there something special about this particular shitter?”
“Did you think I’d let you take Stone away from me without a fight? I fight for what’s mine, bitch. I’m gonna cut you bad.”
She quickly re-buckled her belt. Jesus Christ! Emily. With a hunting knife!
The blade was withdrawn once again. Barely breathing, Nicks stood dead center in the potty, her arms tucked away from the sides. It gave her the freaking chills to know all that stood between her and a psycho with a knife were four walls of thin plastic.
 The door was thinner than the rest of it, and the lock was a short knob that dropped down into a notch inside. It wouldn’t take much for Emily to pry it open. Nicks sure as hell hoped she didn’t figure that out.
“Oh my God, Emily, please... This is crazy!” She closed her eyes. Bad choice of words.
The knife made another explosive appearance through the front. Nicks jumped back. Emily was not slow in figuring out the blade was easier to push through the door. It was only a matter of time before she got it open.
“Did you just call me crazy? I’m gonna shove this knife so far up your cunt you’ll feel it in your throat.”
Okay. Enough. Time to call for the big guns. Nicks jumped up on the ledge beside the toilet seat and screamed her terror through the air holes at the top, pounding on the sides as she did so to maximize the noise.  
“Stone! Somebody! Help me! Help me!” Screaming required breathing, but she couldn’t seem to get any air into her lungs. “God, somebody help me!  Stone!”
It was useless. Her cries were muffled by the plastic. With all the noise going on near the stage, he’d never hear her. No one would.
Emily amped up the attack, shoving the knife through the door every time Nicks shouted for help. The woman was attacking the porta-john overhanded now, the blade higher on the door and at a downward angle. Like Norman Bates in Psycho. 
“No one’s going to save you, bitch. You think because you’re cute and you play guitar, you can steal my boyfriend. Fail!” The silver blade burst through the side this time, emphasizing the hateful words. 
 Could she reason with her? She had nothing to lose in trying. Nicks braced both hands on the wall on either side of her and stared down at the locked handle, praying it would hold. “Oh come on. Do you want to go to jail for killing me? Do you?  You won’t see Stone then, will you?” 
As if in answer, the knife came through the side, right next to her thumb. 
“I won’t get caught. No one cares about a whore like you. They’ll thank me for killing you.”
Oh, shit! Jesus! “Stone! Gio! Rob! Anybody! Goddamnit, somebody help me! Help me!”

Nicks nearly collapsed into the blue water beneath her when the knife came through the back, right between her knees as she straddled the seat. Somehow Emily had wedged herself between the row of back-to-back potties and still managed to have enough umph to shove the knife through the thick plastic. 
Even if she did manage to get out and make a break for it, Emily had a strength born of anger. She’d never outrun her. This was it. She was going to die just as she’d found love. And a virgin to boot. 
“Please, Emily. You don’t want to do this.”
“Stop saying my name!” With a shriek that sounded like a cross between the rebel yell and a primal scream, Emily plunged the knife through the front door again. 
The woman moved like lightning. Front, back, sides. There were no clues as to where she was at any given moment.
Nicks had to try something. Stone wasn’t coming; he couldn’t hear her at this distance. Either there was no one else lingering by the potties, or they just didn’t want to get involved. 
So what could she do to catch this nutty bitch off-kilter and give herself a half-decent running start?
Sunlight suddenly lit up the inside of the toilet, revealing her attacker standing just outside the door. The lock slipped upward a fraction of an inch when Emily jiggled the handle. Nicks heard a demented laugh. “I’m coming in, bitch. And you’re gonna bleed.”
Nicks didn’t doubt the truth of that statement for a second, not if she stayed put. She was scared shitless, but she’d rather have Emily put a knife in her back as she ran than have her turn this crapper into her coffin. 
Nicks reached down and removed the nob from the latch, praying Emily wouldn’t see the red “closed” sign outside change to the green “open”. Bracing both hands on the walls, she gritted her teeth and kicked the door as hard as she could with a booted foot. 
The door burst off the hinges and hit Emily dead-center in the chest, sending her careening backward onto her ass. Nicks leapt out of the porta-john, her feet churning in the dust as she ran for the stage.
Did she only imagine she heard thundering footsteps behind her? Terror kept Nicks faced forward. She tried to pick up the pace, but her feet got ahead of the rest of her and she stumbled. 
 Crazy laughter sounded behind her. Emily couldn’t be that close. Christ, she’d fallen on her ass with the door on top of her! How the hell had she managed to catch up so fast? 
Nicks looked back just in time to see a flash of silver as Emily swung the blade. She screamed for Stone, fully expecting to feel the blade lop her head off in mid-shriek.
Stone appeared at the back edge of the stage, took one look at her, and flew down the metal stairs two at a time. Thankfully, Turd and Gio were right behind him.
Stone planted both feet on the ground just as Nicks ducked behind him and scooted under the stage. 
“Emily! What the hell are you doing?” Stone shouted.
“I’m killing your little girlfriend, Stone. It was a bad idea to fuck with me.”  
“Call security! Now!” Stone shouted at Gio before he adopted a calmer tone. “I am not
going to let you hurt her, Emily. Give me the knife.”
“Fuck you! Come and take it from me!” 
Nicks hid her face and huddled against the support beam under the shelter of the platform. There was a muffled scream from Emily then the sound of a scuffle.
“Hold her still!” a man shouted. “Who has the Taser?”
“I do,” another man huffed.
“Then use it!”
Emily screamed again. Nicks heard bodies hitting the ground. 
“Call the hospital! Tell them we got a 302 coming in!” Nicks breathed a sigh of relief. Emily had evidently been disarmed, but the Taser hadn’t stopped her from swearing.
A few moments passed as the cacophony faded into the distance. It didn’t matter. As long as she could hear Emily’s voice, she wasn’t looking up and she wasn’t moving.
“You can come out now.” Stone crouched beside her. “You’re safe. The cops have her.”
Nicks released her grip on the stage support and fell into Stone’s arms. 
“God.”  He ran his hands all over her, as if to reassure himself she was still whole. “Are you okay?”
“I think so.” This was the second time today she’d found herself smothered in those strong arms, totally on the verge of a meltdown. There was nothing about his embrace she didn’t like. It was all the drama that was slowly driving her nuts.
“I told you not to wander off by yourself.” 
 “I know, but I forgot. I was having so much fun, I forgot about her.”
He sat down and pulled her into his lap. “I forgot too. I’m sorry.”
Nicks closed her eyes and went numb. This had almost been her last day on the planet.  Emily would’ve killed her if she’d caught her. That she hadn’t was nothing short of a miracle.
Breathe, just breathe. She was still in one piece. Emily hadn’t gutted her like a deer. She listened to the solid thud of Stone’s heart beneath her ear. 
 “Miss? Are you okay?” Nicks looked up to see two police officers peering in at them.
It was a real effort to smile.  She finally gave up and nodded her head. “I’m fine.”
“We have an ambulance standing by. Do you want them to check you out?”
“No, I don’t think it’s necessary.”
 “I think you should have the paramedics look at you, Nicks. Just to be safe,” Stone said.
“Really. I’m okay now.”
“Will you do it for me? Please?” 
Damn him and those beautiful eyes. She knew she was going to cave.
“God, you already know what buttons to push with me, don’t you, Jensen?” She nodded. “I’ll let them check me out, but we’re going to make it quick. We got important stuff to do later.”
Deep laughter rumbled through Stone’s chest. He helped her to her feet and guided her out from under the stage. 
The taller of the two cops stepped forward with a metal clipboard in his hands. “We actually have to get a statement from you, but we can do that while they’re checking you out. Is that okay?”
She’d give them a statement. She’d tell them how that crazy bitch Emily needed to be locked up and/or put on the appropriate meds before she was turned loose on the streets again. Stone said she wouldn’t get violent, but there was something about the woman’s demeanor when she’d cornered them earlier that said otherwise. 
“Yeah, that’s okay.” 
Stone draped his arms around her shoulders as they turned to follow the policemen toward the waiting ambulance. 
 

 
“If you apologize one more time, I’m going to jump out of this van,” Nicks said. “Neither of us could’ve known she’d go nuts like that. Where does a woman find a knife that size at a music festival anyway?”
It was dark by the time they finished with the cops, cleaned up, and started for home. Thank God the rest of Heavy Remedy had stayed behind to make sure she was all right and help Stone load up his equipment. It pissed her off that they’d had to waste time like that.
“This is Pennsylvania, honey.” The oncoming traffic illuminated his grin beside her. “That kind of knife is considered a tooth pick in these parts.”
 “Ha ha. I wish that were funny.”
“I know.” He blew out a breath. “I guess it hasn’t sunk in yet. I’ve never seen that side of her, though I knew she wasn’t rowing with both oars all the time. I’m shocked that she really did try to kill you. I’m so—”
She sat up in the seat and doubled a fist at him. “I’m coming over there if you say you’re sorry again. And then you will be sorry.”
“Promise?” He laughed as she swatted at him.  
“I’m the one who’s sorry for being such a crabass. It’s pretty goddamn scary to have someone shoving a knife through a porta-john at you.” She settled back into the seat. “It’s over now. I don’t want what happened to spoil tonight. I had it all planned out in my mind. Those plans just didn’t involve me fighting for my life in a portable toilet. I can’t think of a more humiliating way to die.” 
“You have a helluva set of lungs on you. I heard you screaming all the way from the front of the stage.”
“I was so sure she was going to catch me.” Nicks shivered.
“Well, she didn’t, and we’re going to stop talking about it now,” Stone said firmly. “We’re going to drop by my apartment, and I’m going to get my stuff and a nice bottle of sweet apple wine.” His eyes shone like black ice. “I’m going to love you so hard tonight. I’m gonna go so deep inside you, I’ll be a little piece of your soul when I’m done. You’ll never be able to forget me. Or get rid of me.”
 “Like I’d want to do that anyway. We’re a team now, Jensen.” She fist-bumped him across the console of the van. “And I think I might be able to match you thrust for thrust.”
“Shit. Stop talking.” Stone dropped his hand to his crotch for an adjustment. “I’m getting hard just thinking about it.”
She bit her lip and smiled in the darkness. Oh yeah, tonight was going to be good.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
Holding her breath, Nicks pushed her bedroom door open and flicked the light switch on. Thankfully, everything was as pristine as she’d left it that morning. 
The odd events of late made her feel jumpy every time she opened a door or turned on a light. She hated it.  It was an eerie feeling to put your finger on a light switch and falter for the barest second, wondering if you’d see someone standing in the corner of the room when you flipped it up.
She glanced around anyway, just to be sure. Bed was still made, nothing was out of place. She took several steps forward, hoping Stone hadn’t noticed her hesitation. 
“Put your things anywhere on the floor,” she instructed.  “And I’m sorry I only have a double bed. This is going to be a big change for you if you’re used to sleeping on a king.”
“No big deal. I won’t need much room. I intend to spend the night pressed tight against you. In between the times I’m pressed tight in you.” 
She threw her things on the bed, her insides roiling like worms in a cup. She loved him, but it was new. She hoped to God she didn’t regret what she was about to do. On the other hand, there was a first time for everything. And she couldn’t shake the feeling he was the one. 
His face fell.  “Did I say something wrong?”
“No. You always seem to say something right. Every time you talk like that, it messes with my head. In a good way.”
 “Awesome.” He stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. “I won’t hurt you. Or at least I don’t think  I will.” He lifted her chin with two fingers. “I’ve never deflowered a virgin before. I think you’re probably the only one left in Pittsburgh.”  
“Geez, isn’t that pathetic? Here I am, nearly nineteen, and—”
He put those same two fingers to her lips. “Don’t. You are a breath of fresh air for me. You’re not like any other girl I’ve ever known. And you know what kills me the most?  That you trust me with this. I’m nothing special. Just a man who was lucky enough to play guitar. But you’re  one in a million. I am going to be so gentle and careful with you tonight.”
She leaned against him. “I hope those aren’t just words, Stone. I love what you’re saying. I want you to mean it.”
He ran his hands up and down her back. “I’ve never said anything like that to anyone ever. You make me feel things I’ve never felt, Nicks. You were a fist in my solar plexus the very first time I ever laid eyes on you. I could never shake you. I didn’t even try very hard. I was in hell when you wouldn’t talk to me.”
“That’s totally your own fault.”
“Yeah, I know.” 
“Aw, shit. I don’t have condoms.” She’d meant to get them and forgotten.  She wanted to pick them out herself so as to avoid “ribbed for her pleasure” and the odd colors they often came in. They always reminded her of a dog’s chew toy.  She wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face if he approached her with something that resembled a purple alien space probe. 
“I had a box at the apartment. I brought them along,” he said.
Well, of course he had a box of condoms at his apartment. He was Stone Jensen, rock star, every woman’s masturbatory fantasy. She’d begged to see his place, but he made her wait outside in the car while he got his stuff. He probably had things in there he didn’t want her to see. Lace panties and bras and...
Jealous thoughts spun inside her head like a tornado. She pulled away. “Use them much, Mister Jensen?”
“No. They’re unopened. I bought them hoping...just in case. This is going to make me sound like a douchebag, but I bought them for us.” 
“Really?”
He shrugged. “Hope springs eternal.”
She smiled, relieved. “Nothing wrong with a little hope. Hey, I’m sweaty and stinky. I’m going to jump in the shower first, if you don’t mind.” She started to head toward the bathroom but he stopped her.
“Let me shower with you. Let’s make this the most memorable night of our lives. When we’re seventy, and we’ve raised six kids, and we’re sitting on the front porch of our house in rocking chairs, I want you to turn to me and say ‘Remember our first time? We took a shower together. You washed me from stem to stern then fucked me into oblivion.’”
She started to laugh so hard she fell on the bed. He fell on top of her, smothering her face and neck with kisses.  
“Jesus, you’re an idiot,” she said when she could finally talk. “Okay. Let me light a few candles then we can shower together.”
 

 
Stone had never had a problem shedding his clothes for any reason, least of all to make love to a beautiful woman. Nicks, however, was reluctant to part with hers. Despite being the most delicious woman he’d ever seen with curves that never seemed to end, she was shy about getting naked in front of him.
“Nicks, please...,” he whined, on the verge of begging. “I want to see you.”
“I know. You keep saying that.” She had her shirt and bra off, but she had her arms crossed over her breasts, her eyes full of doubt. “But what if I’m not—?”
He huffed with disbelief.  “Don’t you dare say pretty enough. Or sexy enough. Or anything enough.  My God, my eyeballs are going to explode right out of my head and make a bloody mess all over the tile if you don’t let me see you.” 
“I get that men are visual, but you’re entirely too focused on seeing me.  It’s embarrassing. Get in the shower and turn your back first, and I’ll get in with you.”
The goddamned water had been running for ten minutes, making the bathroom as hot and steamy as a sauna.
Stone tilted his head. “Okay, but if you chicken out on me, I’m coming out to get you. I’ll hold you down and strip every stitch of your clothing off myself if I have to.”
She grinned. “That sounds like fun, but you won’t have to.  Get in the shower, Jensen.”
It took every bit of strength Stone possessed not to seize her and throw her in the shower ahead of him. He’d deal with her jeans once he got her in there. Well, maybe not. Wet jeans were notoriously stubborn to remove.
He sighed softly, taking care not to let her hear his frustration. He was just going to have to be patient.  
“Okay, I’ll get in. But if you don’t come in with me, I meant what I said. I have no problem throwing you over my shoulder and giving you the caveman treatment.”
“I heard you the first time.”
“Here I go. Watch me.” He cupped his hands over his hard cock as best he could, turned, and slid the frosted glass shower door open. With one last look at her, he stepped inside. 
He shivered as the warm water hit his back. After a moment, the rustle of clothing could be heard over the hiss of the water.  
He smiled as he stared into the corner of the shower. He didn’t think she’d back out. She wanted this as much as he did, but underneath that concrete-and-nails exterior, she was quite shy. There was that trust again, and it made him love her even more.
The shower door slid open. He closed his eyes and bit his lip. She was just seconds...inches... away from him.  He’d dreamt so often of this day, yet never dared to believe it would happen. 
He held his breath as she stepped into the shower. She hadn’t touched him yet, but he reacted as if she had, cringing, bumping against the wall.  
The peaks of her breasts pressed against his back first, the nipples crested in the warm water, brushing him gently. His cock reacted as though it had a mind of its own. He reflexively put both hands over it again. 
The rest of her was soon pressed along the length of him. Her mons tickled the top of his thigh, her smooth, taut belly curved against one of his butt cheeks. She was hot, even hotter than the water that cascaded over their bodies.
He glanced down and back, at her tiny bare feet on either side of his larger ones. She really was in here with him.  He wasn’t hallucinating.
His balls contracted up, nearly into his throat, when her hand skimmed along his waist and over his belly in the front, one finger playing in the dark line of hair that went from his navel to his... Oh dear God, her hand was only two inches from the head of his cock.
He couldn’t stand it any longer. “Jesus Christ, Nicks! How long do you intend to torture me like this?”
“You can turn around now.” He didn’t know whether to laugh or be pissed at the mirth in her voice.
He took his time doing it, though he was burning with impatience. He was about to lay eyes on the woman he loved, naked, for the first time.  Moments like this needed to be drawn out, made to last as long as possible. He wanted to remember it always.
She released him from the embrace as he spun around to face her. Her eyes were alight with rich tones of brown and sparkling gold, like copper coins lying in a barely sunlit alcove. He saw love there...and a little fear. 
The thought struck him like lightning: This is going to be your first time too, Stoney.  This wasn’t a quick jump with a groupie in the back seat of a car. It wasn’t merely a physical release for him.  Making love to her would be a sacred mingling of souls and hearts, and when it was over, they would belong to each other. 
Silly stuff.
Knock it off. It certainly wasn’t very macho of him to get all sentimental and gooey-eyed over her. He was pissing all over the Rock God Code of Conduct with that kind of thinking. It wasn’t how male musicians behaved.  
I don’t care. I don’t want that kind of life anymore.  
He brushed a wet thumb across her cheek as a sizzling current of emotion hit him right in the heart. Being with Nicks tonight would finally make him a man. 
“What are you thinking?” she whispered as she studied his face.
“Lots of things. How much I love you. How freaking lucky I am to have you. How perfect we are for each other.”
“Really?” The hesitation he’d seen in her eyes suddenly vanished. 
“Uh huh.” He bent his head down to hers so that their lips nearly touched. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking you’re the only man who has ever gotten this close to me.  And it feels right. I keep trying to find a reason why I should stop you.” She gave a little puff of breath against his mouth. “And I can’t think of anything.”
“Don’t stop me, Nicks. Please…” Nearly mindless with need, he claimed her lips with his own. 
Her knees buckled slightly; she fell against the side of the shower. He followed her with his body, gripping her right hip and left ass cheek with tense fingers, pulling her to him even as he crushed her against the wall. He kissed her hard, so hard he bruised his own lips against his teeth. So much for his promise to be gentle. He was trying, but he just wanted her so damned bad.
Fighting to get a grip, he backed away and stared. The expression on her face was a blend of What the fuck was that? and Do that again!
“We need to wash up and get out of here before this ends in the shower.” 
“I agree,” she said breathlessly.
He turned to retrieve the soap from the shelf molded into the wall. Soaping up a wet wash cloth, he turned back to her. “May I?”
“Yes.”
Running the wash cloth over her golden-rose skin, he studied the fine bone structure of her shoulders. He was struck dumb by her throat. She reminded him, not for the first time, of a sculpture you’d see in a museum. The delicate muscles surrounding her Adam’s apple pulsed as she swallowed. 
“Dare I go lower?” Checking with her before making a move was an absolute must. Tonight needed to totally be on her terms. He didn’t want anything he did to make her uncomfortable.
“Yes.” She straightened in front of him.
He lowered his eyes to her breasts and thought he was going to pass out. High and round, smooth and curvaceous. Not too large, but not too small. A generous handful, way more than a mouthful. Faint tan lines where she’d been out in the sun in a very skimpy bikini. Her dark rose nipples were tight beads atop lighter rose areolas. Dear Lord, give me strength.
He slid the wash cloth down over her upper chest, stopping just above her right breast. She exhaled slowly and closed her eyes.
Reverently, gently, he moved his cloth-covered hand over the mound of her breast then decided the damned washcloth was just in his way. He dropped it to the floor of the shower and moved his hand up the curve of her waist. Cupping her breast gently, he lowered his head and drew the nipple into his mouth. 
“Holy fuck!” She gasped and swayed slightly.
“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “Beyond anything I ever imagined.”
“My God,  that feels good. Don’t stop.”
He was happy to comply with her request. Her breast was heavy in his hand; the nipple taut against his lips. “I hope you don’t mind me asking—do you ever touch yourself?”
She opened one eye and gave him a slight smile. “Sometimes. Not usually there though.”
He straightened and kissed her neck. “Do you ever stroke your clit?”
“Hell, yes.”
He caught his breath. His secret wet dream was to watch a woman touch herself. “Will you show me?”
She hesitated for a moment then moved her hand downward. The tip of her right middle finger disappeared within the folds of her pussy, right beneath the neatly trimmed patch. He stopped breathing as her finger moved in slow spirals over a clit he couldn’t see.
“It feels awesome when I’m wet.” 
“Are you wet?” he asked. Her eyes were glassy, languid. Maybe there was even a little desperation there.
“Soaked.” She played for several minutes as he watched her, so close to losing it he had to think about restringing one of his guitars to pull himself back from the edge. She was pure sensual pleasure wrapped in warm skin. It should be against the law to be so damned sexy. 
His self-control nearly shattered to atoms when she arched her back, moaned, and shivered against him. “Come, baby. Come for me.” She obliged him beautifully. More than once.
Breathing heavily, she collapsed against the side of the shower. When she recovered a bit, she took him by the hand. “You do it now.”
“Do what?” Surely she wasn’t asking him to jack off in front of her!  
“Touch my clit.”
It would be my pleasure!
He held her gaze as he sought and found her center. He smiled when she forced herself against his hand. She wasn’t kidding—she was soaked. The small bump of her clit slipped between his fingers. Dipping into her wetness, he stroked her lightly.
“There?”
She jerked forward. “Uh huh. Right there.”
“Your pussy is at least two hundred degrees.”
“Uh huh.”
“You like that?”
“Uh huh.”
Her eyes were closed now. She gripped his shoulders with both hands, gasping as he played.  Was there anything softer and sweeter than a woman’s pussy? Not in this life. He ran his fingers lower, along the smooth outside of her slit. Moving still lower, he found her slick entrance and pushed a finger gently inside her.
She lurched forward against him. “Jesus!”
“You don’t do this to yourself?”
“Not very often. I get everything I need when I spank Minnie Pearl.”
“Really? We’re getting out.” He turned toward the door, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm.
“But I didn’t wash yet!” 
Damn women and their need to be fresh as freakin’ daisies! He picked up the soapy cloth and gently washed between her legs.  
She parted them slightly to make it easier for him. “Let me fix this moment in my mind forever. Stone Jensen standing in my shower, washing my V. It’s a crazy world, isn’t it?”
 

 
Stone barely gave Nicks time to dry off before he swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.  He laid her down so slowly it felt as though she were suspended in mid-air for a few seconds. Every move he made seemed to tighten the knot of sexual tension inside her. 
Half-crazed, he gripped the towel she’d used to cover herself in a tight fist, yanked it hard, and flung it to the floor. 
The flickering light from four candles made her room feel like a fantasy world. She couldn’t take her eyes off his face. With his long, wet hair, dark eyes, and clenched jaw, he put her in the mind of a fierce Pagan prince about to claim his bride.  She bit her lip to keep from smiling. The revolving litany of scenarios she used when she pleasured herself just happened to include a prince that looked exactly like him. She didn’t have to conjure him up from the depths of her imagination anymore. He was standing right in front of her with an absolutely massive hard-on.  
Speaking of which…she hadn’t yet had the chance to inspect him while he was naked.  She let her gaze trail away from those warrior’s eyes, down over his chest. 
A man comfortable in his own skin and sexy as hell. His arms were muscular and well-defined from years of loading and unloading band equipment. The rest of his body was all rock star. Long torso. Lean and wiry. Barely defined abs. Not a hair to be found anywhere on his chest. It started below his naval, a narrow line of soft, dark hair that blended into his...
He was hard as hell, not incredibly long but quite thick. Full testicles nestled into the junction of his muscular thighs. A wave of tickles hit her right in the clit.
It still seemed unreal. This man was going to touch her, make love to her. His cock would soon be in
her and then...
Women threw themselves at men like Stone Jensen. Nicks wanted to make sure this night was burnt into his brain. She wanted to make sure he never looked at or thought about another woman again.
Shifting her gaze back up to his face, she was amused to find him perusing her body the same way. “What’re you doing up there?” 
“Same thing you’re doing down there.”
“I’m cold.” She rolled off the bed, turned down the comforter, and climbed back in. “C’mon.  Get in here.” 
He slid in beside her then rolled on top of her.  She sucked in air, totally unprepared for the way his bare skin felt against hers. Like a warm velvet blanket. 
 “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing. You’re just so warm.  And you’re much softer than I thought you’d be.” She smiled and added hastily, “In a good way.”
“You’re pretty soft too,” he whispered.  His hands traced up her ribs and wandered over her breasts. “I’m not going to ask permission to touch you anymore. I’m assuming, since you’re naked in bed with me, that you want me to touch you. Okay?”
“Okay.” She closed her eyes as he buried his face in her neck, sucking and biting and licking. Dear God, that tongue was amazing. “I hope this doesn’t hurt.”
“What?”
“Doing it for the first time. I’ve heard yes, and I’ve heard no. You seem awfully…large. I just wondered.”
“I really don’t know.” He pushed himself up on one elbow and smoothed her hair back with his other hand. “I am going to do everything in my power to make this an enjoyable experience for you. I’ll try to be gentle, but if something makes you uncomfortable, you need to stop me. I never, ever want to hurt you.”
The only way she was going to stop him is if the house were on fire.
 

 
She was crying, for God’s sake. And for the most ridiculous reason.
Nicks rolled over. Her naked Pagan prince lay facing her, knees drawn up slightly, his face relaxed in sleep. Moonlight coming through the blinds threw a soft glow over his shoulder, illuminating his sharper features. He was so beautiful.
If she was unsure about Stone being a keeper before, she had no doubts at all now. The poor man had been at the limits of his sexual endurance—he’d told her several times through gritted teeth that he just wanted to bang the hell out of her—but he’d taken his time with her. He’d been so very gentle that it brought tears to her eyes.
She replayed the memory of their lovemaking in her head. The feel of his fingers brushing across her nipples, his kisses, the way he smelled. The way it felt the first time he’d pushed into her. Oh, my God, you are the sexiest man.

She especially loved the way he’d groaned deep in his throat when he came. All three times.
“No going back, Jensen,” she whispered to the sleeping man. “We belong to each other now.”
 

 
“Nicks!”
It was one helluva way to be pulled from the depths of sleep. Nicks shot up from the bed, prepared to shove her fist down Stone’s throat for screaming in her ear like that.  
Except he wasn’t in the bed beside her. He was on the floor, swearing a blue streak.  
“What the hell is the matter with you?” She gripped the sheet with a fist as she glared at his head, a shadow bobbing in the dark.
“What’s the matter with me? Why is your father home already?”
 “My father isn’t home. What are you talking about?”
“Then who the hell screamed ‘Stone’ in my ear?” He shook his head. “I’m half deaf now.”
Nicks got her first feeling of foreboding. “He didn’t say ‘Stone’. He said ‘Nicks’. In my ear.”
“I sure as hell know the sound of my own name.” He rose to his feet and got back into bed with her.
“I’m not going to call you a liar. But I heard him say my name. Just inches from my ear.”
“Well, I heard him yell mine. Loud enough that it blew me out of bed.”
Everything went still for a heartbeat. Then Nicks spun to her side and snapped on the lamp. Her gasp brought Stone up behind her to peer over her shoulder.
“What is that? Where did it come from?” She blinked and stared at the green spiral-bound notebook lying on the nightstand.  
“Uhm... a notebook?”
“I can see that. It wasn’t there when I blew out the candles.” 
“Well, it didn’t show up out of thin air.”
She turned to him. “Are you sure about that?”
He took a few moments to answer. “I guess not.” He sat up behind her. “Bring it over here and let’s have a look at it.”
“No way. I don’t want to touch it.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, it’s just a notebook.” Stone rolled across her, snatched the notebook from the nightstand, and sat back. 
 She followed it with her gaze, hoping it wouldn’t sprout fangs and eat them both. “Yeah. A notebook that showed up out of nowhere. Like those three picks.”
He gave her a pensive look. “It says Rock’n Tapestries on the front, so it must be...”
“That’s my mother’s handwriting.”
“Then it must be your mother’s.” He smiled at her. It was meant to reassure, but it fell short. Disembodied voices screaming in your ear. Shit materializing out of nowhere. No amount of smiling was going to make her feel better about that. 
She ran a hand through her tangled hair. “That still doesn’t explain where it came from. Stone, I’m telling you...I’ve never seen it before. It wasn’t there when we came home last night.”
“I have to agree with you. I didn’t see it either.” He opened the cover of the notebook. Lying inside against the white paper was a gold, heart-shaped locket on a chain. The letter C was engraved on the front. 
“It looks like a journal of some kind.” Nicks leaned over for a closer inspection. The page beneath the locket was filled with her mother’s handwriting. My name is Chelsea Whitaker was written in large block letters at the top of the page.  
Stone picked up the locket and let it dangle in mid-air as he studied it. “This is probably your mother’s too. It has a C on it.” 
“Does it have anything in it?”
Stone took the little gold heart between his fingers and pried it open. Nicks knew it was going to be something really messed up when he went white right before her eyes. 
“Well?”
“Yeah. It does.” He turned to her. “It’s a picture of Asher Pratt.”
“Shit!” Nicks leapt out of bed. “What the hell? What the fucking hell is going on here, Stone?”
“I don’t know, baby doll. Do you want to see it?”
Good question. 
She hugged herself and glanced around the room, totally freaked out now. “Well, obviously someone wants me to see it.” 
“I think you’re right about that. And I think we both know who that someone is.” Stone raised his hand toward her, the locket nestled in his palm.  
She glanced between him and the locket in his hand, a locket she’d never seen before. She stepped forward and picked it up.
Indeed, it was a small picture of Asher. It wasn’t as clear as the picture on the gravestone, but it still felt like a knife to the heart. The ties of a white full-front apron, like the ones worn by the staff at Tapestries, could be seen around the collar of his blue sweatshirt. The smile he wore was adorable...and familiar. His eyes were bright, also smiling...and familiar. He had a face that would make any woman spin around for a second look. Maybe even a third and fourth. She could totally see how her mother could’ve been attracted to him. 
“Nicks?” 
She looked up. “What?”
He paged through the notebook on his lap before lifting his head to look at her, his face drawn with concern. “I think we need to read this. Tonight.”
“Really? It’s two-thirty in the morning.”
 “I know, but...” 
“I can see that’s my mother’s handwriting from here. What is it?”
“Well, as near as I can tell,” he pursed his lips thoughtfully, “this notebook has the answers to all of your questions. It’s your mother’s story...and yours. She was apparently very much in love with Asher Pratt when she was young.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
By the time they finished reading the Rock’n Tapestries notebook her mother had written, Nicks was a sobbing mess sprawled across Stone’s lap.  
He hated to see any woman cry, but this little sweetheart had just had a nuclear bomb dropped into her life. He was going to let her cry as long and as hard as she wanted. He lowered his hand to rest between her shoulder blades and gave silent thanks that he was with her when she read her mother’s heartbreaking story. 
She burrowed her face into the comforter and calmed down a bit. Then the tears started all over again. She shook with sobs as he stroked her bare back. He had no idea what, if anything, he could say to make her feel better. 
She lifted her head slightly, drool trailing from her bottom lip, and pounded both fists into the comforter. “My goddamned middle name is Ashley!  He asked them to name me Ashley! And they did it.”
He sighed. “I know, Nicks. I’m sorry.” 
She rolled over on his lap and stared up at him.  Talk about an ugly cry.  Her eyes were red-rimmed and nearly swollen shut. Her nose was leaking snot like a sieve.  He wiped at it with the edge of the sheet, but she swatted his hand away.
“You know what pisses me off the most? I mean, really makes me kick-your-teeth-in furious?” 
“What?” He pulled her close, cradling her head in the crook of his right arm.
“There’s not one single person in that whole fucked-up story I can be mad at.  Not one.” She balled up the sheet in clenched fists. “Who gets the blame for all that shit?”
“Asher, I suppose.” Stone shrugged, not thoroughly convinced. Musicians, especially male ones, were an odd lot. They didn’t always use the same kind of logic everyone else did. On one hand, he thought Asher was a dumbass to throw his life—and talent—away like that. On the other hand, the man must’ve given his illness and his future a lot of thought to make the hard choices he did. It took iron balls to walk away from life and love that way. Pretty senseless, but Stone wasn’t going to second guess him.
“I suppose.” 
“He really loved your mother. And he loved you, Nicks. Now you know.”
“I wish that made me feel better. It makes me ache inside. I’ll never get the chance to know him. Give me that sheet.” He handed her one corner; she wiped her nose with it.  
“You’ll have to talk to your parents about that. They can share their memories with you.”
“If they’ll talk to me. I get the feeling they’re going to be horrified that I know. And my dad. How awesome is he to do all that for my mom and me? It makes me love him even more. I wonder why he didn’t want anyone to know he wasn’t my father?”
“Pride.”  
“Yeah.” She sniffed and stared at the ceiling. “He’s proud and stubborn all right. I’m sure he didn’t want my Sorenson grandparents to know. They’ve always sort of looked down on my mom. They thought he was too good to marry a lowly waitress in a bar. They would’ve had a coronary if they would’ve known she was already pregnant by a local rock guitarist.” She laughed ruefully. “Needless to say, we’ve never been very close with that side of the family.”
He shook his head. Stupid people and their preconceived notions about others. Why did it matter what you did for a living? Everyone had to start somewhere. “They made it last, didn’t they? That’s a win in my book. They all did what was best for you.”
“Yeah, they did. Assholes.” 
He squeezed her cheeks, making her lips poof out like a fish. “Silly girl. Listen to yourself.”
She picked her hands up then dropped them with a groan of frustration. “I just don’t know what to think about this. On one hand, it feels good to know. I’ve always been the oddball in this family. All you have to do is look at my brothers and sisters to see why.” She stopped for a moment, thoughtful. “What a strange little triangle they were. And that notebook gives me a whole new perspective on my mother.  It must’ve devastated her to write the story down in such detail and with such emotion.”
“You never think of your parents being young and in love, do you?” Stone mused. 
“No. Never.” She shook her head. “The poor woman had so many shitty things happen to her. I never knew about Scott Dreyfus. And the painting Asher gave Mom after he helped her move into her apartment? I’ve seen it. It’s propped up in one corner of the attic. I asked about it one day when we were getting the Christmas decorations out—I guess I was about fourteen—and she made me go downstairs. Practically threw me out.  The next time I was up there, it had two or three sheets thrown over it. I never understood why she was so pissy about it.  It’s beautiful. Now I know. He painted it, touched it with his very own hands.” 
Stone rocked her slightly, content to let her think her way through the situation. He just hoped she didn’t start crying again. Her tears were his Kryptonite.
“My dad is such a great guy. He wanted to fix things for my mom. He thought of me as his right from the start.”
“Uh huh.” It wasn’t even a question as far as he was concerned. Stone could see how much Tage Sorenson loved Nicks the night he’d had his hands wrapped around his throat. He’d referred to her as “my daughter” and there was no mistaking his tone. 
“He didn’t have to do that, you know.  Most guys would’ve run for the hills if their girlfriend ended up pregnant by another man. I don’t understand…” Her voice trailed off.
“What?”
“Why did Asher just let himself die? My God, it sounds like my mom begged him for an answer. And he never gave her one. What the hell was he thinking?”
“I don’t know.”
“I hate that I’ll never get the chance to know him.  I’ll have to touch him through other people, and that feels wrong.”
“So what are you going to do? Put the notebook back and keep this to yourself? Or are you going to ask your parents about it?”
“I can’t put the notebook back. I don’t know where it came from.  And I don’t know if I should get my mom alone and ask, or if I should include my dad. Given what I know now, I don’t think my dad will take this very well. “
Stone lifted his gaze to the ceiling.  “Are you listening, Asher? The notebook only solves part of the problem. Oh, and I’m madly in love with your daughter. Hope you don’t mind.”
Nicks giggled. “Do you think he watched us make love? Ugh. That embarrasses me.”
“I don’t know. He would’ve blown the candles out or something if he wanted to stop us.”
“What do you think is going on here, Stone? Do you really think Asher left that stuff for me to find?”
“What do you think?”
“Damned if I know. I only know the notebook wasn’t there when we went to bed.” She closed her eyes and went silent, spent from the emotional drama. 
Stone looked at the clock. It was six-thirty. The sun was probably up, though he couldn’t tell with the lamp on. He was suddenly exhausted. “Do you want to try and go back to sleep? We’ve been up for a long time.” 
“I don’t know if I could sleep now.  My brain is swirling with thoughts.” She glanced up at him. “Hey, I’ve got a great idea.  Can you call Gio later and ask if we can go to his place and watch the videos of Asher? Photos are great, but I have an urge to see him whole and alive and playing guitar. Can we do that?”
He stroked her hair lightly, his heart nearly bursting with the love he felt for her. She was trying to turn a confusing negative into a positive.  “Of course we can do that.  If we can’t watch them as VCR tapes, maybe he’ll burn them to DVD for us. Gio has equipment in his basement that hasn’t even been invented yet.”
 

 
The cavernous basement in Gio’s house in Hazelwood was a wonderland of technology. Messy genius, thought Nicks. At one time, it’d been a lovely finished basement, very nearly an apartment. Now wires of various colors and thickness dipped down from the ceiling like jungle vines, trailing into other rooms. Nearly all the white tiles in the drop ceiling were askew to accommodate them.  
Nicks took a furtive look at Stone as they followed Gio down the darkened hall to what was called the “cinema.” The poor guy was really tired.  He’d yawned endlessly on their way over here, his eyes drooping to half-mast on occasion. Even his hair looked tired. Though he’d washed it at her house, it was not as shiny and bouncy as it usually was. She made a mental note to ask him if he wanted to go back to his place later for a nap...or whatever. 
Bless his heart, he really meant all those things he said to her. Talk was cheap, but Stone had worked for an hour trying to track Gio down so she could see her long-dead father in a video. Seeing the tapes meant something to him because she meant something to him. She would never forget that he’d done this for her.
Stone pulled her out of her musings to guide her into an even darker room.  Gio flicked a light switch on, but it didn’t do much to dispel the shadows. She could barely see four or five rows of red leatherette seats angling down to a large movie screen suspended from the ceiling.
“Oh my gosh! These theater seats are vintage. Where did you get them?” Nicks asked.
“Bought them on eBay. They were tearing an old theater down in Scranton to make room for a new restaurant. I was so excited I nearly shat myself. I left Pittsburgh at three in the morning and drove straight over to get them.” Gio grinned. “I’ve spent many a night in here with friends and wine and popcorn. Good times.” 
“Slept on the floor in this theater a few times myself,” said Stone.  
“I bet you did!” Nicks laughed.
Gio stepped behind a long table full of projectors and other equipment and began to search through the debris. “So you say you’re the daughter of Asher Pratt? I never knew the dude was married.”
“Uhm... he wasn’t.” She wasn’t sure how best to explain. The tale sounded like a sappy chick-flick. “It’s a long story. My mom was pregnant by Asher but married to someone else. I just found out he was my father.”
“Oh.” Gio was smart enough not to press further. “Great guy. Fantastic guitar player. Jesus, he set the stage on fire when he played.”
“So you knew him?” Nicks slipped into one of the theater chairs backward as Stone joined Gio behind the stack of electronics. “Can you tell me anything about him?”
“I didn’t know him well,” Gio said. “I met him a couple of times, but only played with him once. He was funny, friendly, but a little reserved, you know?  Like he would only give you so much of himself before he’d start to pull back. Then he’d wander off for a while, to be by himself.” He chuckled. “Lord, the ladies loved Asher. I remember that about him. If he slept alone on any given night it was only because he wanted to. I don’t normally go checking out guys—I like the ladies myself—but he had this angular face and jaw. Big, brown, bedroom eyes. Saw a woman faint once and all he did was turn his head and smile at her.” Gio shook his head. “Damned shame Asher died young like that. He could’ve totally done Pittsburgh proud. Now that I know he’s your father, I can see it in you. You’re gorgeous too, but you’re my
kind of gorgeous.”
She blushed. “Thank you, Gio.”  
Stone looked at her, the light of pride in his eyes. “And every bit as good as Asher on guitar.”
“You got that right,” said Gio. “I know Mike had a pissy diaper on when you played with us, but I found myself wondering if we could make that happen on a regular basis. You totally rocked.”
“I’ll stick with Wild Angel, thanks. I have dreams. I want to take us out of Pittsburgh and see what happens.”
“Well, I wish you the best of luck. By the way, I’ll try to be at Tapestries this Friday,” Gio said.  “Kinda curious about you girls now.”
“Better get there early,” said Stone. “You’ll never get in if you don’t.”
“I’ll say I’m with the band,” countered Gio. “Works every time.”
“Come to the back door. I’ll have someone let you in.” Nicks felt a camaraderie with Gio, and she wasn’t sure why. He was friendly and funny, and she got the sense he liked women. Not just sexually, but really liked
them.  
“Will do.” Gio dug around in a box under the table. The sound of plastic crashing together made Nicks wince. “One of these days I’ve got to organize this place. Aha!” He stood up with a black VCR tape in his hand and a look of triumph on his face. “Here we go. This was filmed in 1991 at a bar in Vandergrift called... Well, I think it was called the Grimy Spoon or the Shitty Spoon or something like that. Great band bar. Lots of chicks. Free drinks.” 
He fiddled around with some of the equipment. A square of light lit up the large silver screen. The pile of equipment made a whirring noise then she heard the distinctive sound of a VCR tape being pulled into the player. She turned around to face the front when she heard voices. 
The screen was a blur of color. There were a few seconds of disorientation, the world spinning as the person who held the camera got his bearings. 
“Hey, is that thing on?” A blond guy who desperately needed a haircut poked his nose into the lens of the camera, tapping on it once or twice.
“That’s Spencer Meiers, the drummer for Dirty Turtles. Fastest hands in Pennsylvania,” explained Gio. 
Stone sat down beside her and took her hand in his.  He squeezed. She squeezed back, glad to have him there. The first sight of Asher would probably be shocking and maybe a little painful.
A soft tenor voice filled the movie theater, causing Nicks to sit up straighter in the seat. She recognized that voice. It was the voice from her dreams.
“Get out of the way.  I’ll show you the proper way to break a camera and get that fucker off your back.” 
 Spencer’s face was instantly gone. He’d been pushed to the floor.
The camera tilted at an angle as Gio swore on the tape. He then righted it to focus on the man who’d given Spencer a shove. 
Nicks caught her breath and tightened her hand over Stone’s. It was him. Asher Pratt. Her father.
Asher looked into the lens and pulled his shirt off. He made a big show of flexing his muscles for the camera. “Look at them guns,” he said, pinching a moderately-sized bicep as everyone around him laughed.
It made her laugh too, right out loud as her eyes burned with tears.  God, he was as pretty as an angel. The picture on his gravestone was accurate, but seeing him alive was something else altogether. He had existed. He’d lived and loved and played and joked. He was real, at least in this small theater at this moment.
Asher had a woman’s eyes with long, dark lashes, but they were a perfect foil for the sharp angles of his face. His hair, even on grainy, twenty-two-year-old video, appeared to be as soft and shiny as silk, nearly down to the middle of his back. He was lean and wiry, but his chest, abs, and arms were chiseled. Again, a musician who’d spent years moving amps, speakers, and other band equipment. He was beautiful. No wonder her mother had fallen in love with him.
Even on the video, she could feel the pull her mother had noted in the journal. He exuded...something. It was beyond confidence. Beyond sexuality. Chelsea had struggled to put her feelings down on paper, and Nicks understood perfectly. Some men just had an aura about them. Their DNA was not of this world.
Nicks covered her mouth with both hands as a lone tear tracked down her cheek. “Look at him,” she whispered. “There he is.” 
Asher finished the gun show and quickly unbuckled his pants, presenting a round, bare man-butt to the camera before it could be turned off.
“He was one of a kind,” Gio said behind her. “Two hundred percent clown until he got onstage. Then he was all business.”
Stone put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. “If this upsets you—”
She laughed through the tears. “Are you kidding me? I love this! Do you have any video of him playing?”
“Yeah. Later on this tape. We were foolin’ around before the show here. I didn’t play with them that night. Just went to get video of the Turtles.” Gio fast-forwarded the tape a bit then stopped.
For a moment, Asher stood frozen on the screen, her gold-sunburst Les Paul slung over his shoulders, knees slightly bent. He moved slowly at first, blurry, before the camera pulled him into focus and sped up into real time.
The first few notes of Fire Woman by The Cult resounded through the room. Asher ran his pick over the strings, head bent, absorbed in what he was doing.  Spencer joined the song with a soft kick beat and a double eighth note tap on closed high-hat cymbals. 
Nicks loved that song. She sat on the edge of the seat, her heart racing. On the tape, Asher and Spencer focused on each other as they played, building momentum as they got louder. The drummer had switched from the high-hat to double eighth notes on the snare as Asher buzzed chords on the Les Paul.
Years of experience plus larger-than-life personas equaled expert rock musicians playing a song guaranteed to hit you right in the face. Her breathing quickened. She knew life was never the same once you heard these boys play. How damned lucky were you if you got to see them live back then?
The song rose to a crescendo of primitive jungle pounding and sexy guitar chords. Asher swung his hand and hit the strings as though he were in the fight of his life.  Spencer’s sticks rose higher and higher toward what she knew would be an orgasm of sound. Finally, he lifted both arms high into the air, the drumsticks an extension of his body.  Nicks counted it off in her head: one, two, three, four, just as Asher glanced up at the rest of his bandmates and nodded—the signal that it was their turn to join the fun.
Spencer slammed both sticks into the snare drum in front of him. The first chord after the intro swirled around her head, dove into her ears, and exploded out of her chest. “Yeah!” she shouted, punching her right arm into the air in the Fellow Rock Musician’s Salute of Mad Respect. 
Peripherally, she saw Stone throw his head back and laugh.
It was physical. The song was inside her. It gripped both lungs in one mighty fist and held on, squeezing the breath from her body. No wonder everyone spoke of him with such awe in their voices. He was, hands down, the best guitarist she’d ever heard. Better than Stone. Better than her. Better than anyone.
She turned her hands over and studied them as the music gripped her, tasted her, licked her like a giant lollipop. His hands. She was a piece of him. The only piece of him that still existed if the Rock’n Tapestries notebook was accurate.
She returned her attention to the screen. All five of the Dirty Turtles were up there rockin’, making music, loving life. She watched the man who’d fathered her and silently swore she was going to make it as a musician.
Or die trying.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
It was truly astonishing how fast life changed direction sometimes. A little over twenty-four hours earlier, she’d been Nicks Sorenson, daughter of Tage and Chelsea Sorenson. Struggling high school student, guitarist with big dreams. 
The line of demarcation in this instance was the moment she chose to shove those three picks in her pocket to show Stone.
Now she was something different. Something better? She’d never seen anyone speak of her biological father without a spark of excitement in their eyes. It seemed as though he’d been a household name among those who followed the Pittsburgh music scene in the late eighties, early nineties. Talent, charisma, good looks. Asher seemed to have it all.
So why did he willingly go to an early death? Why did he throw away what he had with her mother? And more importantly—would he have chosen to live if he’d found out he was going to be a father sooner? 
The questions would drive her crazy if she didn’t get answers, so Stone was taking her to talk to Spencer Meiers, drummer for the Dirty Turtles. She glanced down at his address on the paper lying in her lap. Gio had looked it up for them.  33 Martell Run Lane in Edgewood.  She’d jumped up and down when she heard Spencer was within driving distance, determined to go and see him. Thank God Stone had brought his GPS along.
Stone turned to her when he heard her sigh. “You okay?”
She slumped against the window and rested her temple against her right fist. “Yeah. I have a shitload of questions though.”
“I can imagine.” Stone was silent for a moment. “You sure you want to do this?”
“Spencer is the only member of the Dirty Turtles still in Pittsburgh. I need to talk to him.”
Martell Run Lane ran through a suburban neighborhood, with small and moderately-sized ranch houses typical of those built in the mid-nineties on half or quarter-acre lots. Nicks watched the numbers go by as they slowly cruised down the road. “It’ll be on my side,” she said. “Forty-three, forty-one, thirty-nine, thirty-seven, thirty-five...it should be the next house.”  
Thirty-three was a neat split-level. Yellow siding, red brick and shutters, two stall garage. Professionally landscaped with a white gazebo in the back, peeking out from behind the corner of the house. A tall pin oak stood next to the gazebo. Spencer had apparently done well for himself. She thought the yard must be beautiful in the summer.
Stone nosed the Camaro into the driveway and stopped. “You sure you want to do this?”
Annoyed, she pushed the car door open and stepped out. “Stop asking me that. We wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. I have to talk to someone who really knew Asher before I talk to my parents.  My mother is going to have a totally different perspective than a guy who played in a band with him. It’ll just be another layer of the onion that was Asher Pratt.”
 “I can’t find a single flaw in that theory,” Stone said, shoving his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket. “Let’s go.” 
Nicks had her finger poised over the doorbell when it was swung open by Spencer Meiers himself. He was much older now, middle-forties, somewhat on the bald side though he’d stayed thin. His reaction to her was amusing. Taking a half step back, his eyes widened. “Can I help you?”
“You’re Spencer Meiers?” she asked.
“I am. Who’re you?”
“I wonder if I might ask you some questions. I just found out—”
“Who’s there, Spence?” a woman called from behind him. She appeared at his left shoulder, glanced at Nicks, and gave Spencer one of the dirtiest looks she’d ever seen. “Who is that woman? Or should I say underage groupie?” 
The tone of jealousy irritated Nicks, but given what she knew of Asher’s behavior in his younger years, she wondered if his wife had good cause to feel that way.  She appeared to be  older than Spencer. Her hair, once dark, was peppered with liberal amounts of gray. Deep wrinkles marred the delicate skin around green eyes peering out from a careworn face. She’d been pretty once. Had Spencer also shattered her trust by cheating on her?
There was going to be an argument if Nicks didn’t introduce herself posthaste. “My name is Nicks Sorenson, and I know that doesn’t mean a damned thing to you. But I just found out Asher Pratt is my father, and I wanted to ask you a few questions. If you don’t mind,” she blurted as fast as she could.
Their expressions were comical. Both mouths dropped open at the same time. Spencer even lost a little bit of the red coloring his wife’s rude comment had brought to his cheeks. “Jesus Christ,” they said in unison.  
Spencer stepped closer and studied her. “Hell if you’re not Asher’s daughter. God, I’d know those eyes anywhere.” He shuddered. “Who the hell is your mother?”
“Chelsea Whitaker.” 
“Chelsea!” they both said in unison again, turning to face one another.  
So they’d known her mother. Maybe they could give her the information she was looking for. “This is Stone Jensen, my boyfriend.” She pulled Stone up beside her. 
“Stone Jensen,” Spencer said, stepping out onto the concrete stoop in his bare feet to shake his hand. “I’ve seen you play. Heavy Remedy, right?  God, you guys are fantastic. You, my man, are one kick-ass guitar player.”
“Nicks plays guitar too,” Stone said as he pumped the man’s hand.  
Spencer turned his attention to her. “You do? Of course you do! How could you do anything else, with Asher as your father?” He smacked his forehead. “Oh geez, where are my manners?  Come in, both of you.  I’d be happy to answer any questions you may have about that son-of-a-bitch. Think about him every day of my life. I loved that guy and hated him all at the same time. Come in!”  
 

 
It was a great way to spend an afternoon. Nicks enjoyed listening to Spence—he insisted they call him Spence—relive his wild and carefree days with the band. He’d no sooner finish one story before he’d launch into another, fat tears rolling down his cheeks from laughing so hard. Even Catherine, his wife, shared a few memories with them.
“Lord, Asher used to pull some shit. We were playing up in Olean, New York one time. The place was a falling-down dive, but we took anything we could get in the early days. Don’t remember the name of the bar, but they gave us rooms upstairs where we could change our clothes. Asher went up to get something before we started. Joe Velish, our bass player, was lying on the floor in the dark, right in front of the door to our rooms, getting a warm-up blowjob from a groupie. Well, Asher didn’t see them there and tripped over them.  He hit the wall, bounced, and fell into the door frame so hard he damn near bit his tongue in half. The filling in one of his molars was knocked out too.” Spence giggled like a girl, wiped at his eyes, and took a deep breath.
“Asher sang most of our songs. He had perfect pitch and could pull off anything.  Steve Perry, Axl Rose, Bret Michaels. He especially liked to cover Poison songs, as they were from Mechanicsburg. He could make himself sound like any of them. All of them. Anyway, he had a helluva time singing that night with his tongue half bit off. Every time he sucked in air and stepped to the mic, the tooth without the filling got to aching. He took half a bottle of Tylenol trying to kill the pain. He wouldn’t drink though. He took playing seriously. Never saw him drink or do drugs while onstage.’”
 The smile left Spence’s face as he shook his head. “We were friends. Or at least I thought we were. Spent nearly every weekend for seven or eight years together. And then Asher disappeared, and we never saw him again. No phone calls. Nothin’. I nearly had a heart attack when I saw his obituary in the paper. Man. What a loss. I cried like a goddamn baby for two days then went on a drunken bender that nearly killed me.” He dropped his gaze to the carpet of the family room they were sitting in. His wife reached over to take his hand in hers.
Spence’s pained expression hit Nicks right in the heart. They’d all loved the man as much as her mother. Which only made Asher’s decisions more of a mystery. “That’s one of the questions I have. Why did he let himself die like that?” Nicks asked.
“I couldn’t tell you, honey.” Spencer held up a hand. “Let me finish the story first, then we can talk about that. Next job we had, Asher put a wee dollop of Bengay in the crotch of Joe’s spandex pants. We set up then went to get dressed. Things were cool at first then the stuff worked its way into Joe’s undies and finally to his boys. Halfway through the second set, Joe started hopping around the stage like lava was spewing out of his asshole.” Spence howled, gulped air, and slapped his knee. “I saw dance moves that night that will never be replicated anywhere!”    
Stone, being male and all, found the tales especially hilarious. The Turtles’ antics had him laughing as hard as Spence. When he threw himself back into the sofa, clutched his stomach, and made donkey noises, Nicks shot him a dirty look. 
“Oh c’mon!” Stone glowered right back at her. “This stuff is legend.  Someone should put these stories in a book!”
“I actually have one started,” said Spence. “I type it up on the computer as I think of things that happened back then.” He got a faraway look in his eyes. “God, we were so young. All five of us full of piss-and-vinegar and wild dreams. They talked about us from one end of Pittsburgh to the other. It was over so fast.” 
“Did you know my mother? Chelsea?”
“I loved Chelsea,” interjected Catherine. “I was sad when they broke up.”
“I liked her too,” said Spence. He laced his fingers together and lowered his head. Nicks got the feeling he wanted to say more, but was holding back for some reason.
“Can you tell me something about their relationship?” asked Nicks. This was the meat and potatoes information, the stuff she really wanted to know. What happened between her mother and Asher would keep her up at night if she didn’t get some answers. Talking to Spence was a long shot though—even her mother hadn’t known why Asher took off the way he did.
Spence sighed loudly. “Remember when I told you I had a love/hate relationship with Asher?”
She nodded.
“Well, this was the part of him I hated. It was plain to anyone with eyes that Chelsea loved him. I mean, really,
really loved him, in a way that made you ache inside. We were all playboys, lovers, one-night stands for any woman who was up for a quickie in the back seat of a car or in the men’s room. Chelsea made us feel ashamed of ourselves. Made us all hopeful we could find a woman who loved us that much.” Spence spared a guilty glance at Catherine.  She rose abruptly and left the room.
Spence swallowed hard and continued. “She adored him and he didn’t care. It made me want to kill him. I mean...we all had fiancées, but we also had our flings with girls who meant nothing to us. Even after we were married, we did things we shouldn’t have. The difference was, we tried to be discreet about it. But Asher....” Spence choked up. “He took that little girl’s love and threw it right back in her face. Right in front of her some nights. And I swear to God, I could hear her heart cracking and breaking from the stage. She would just smile. So stoic about everything. I hated him then. Hated his guts. She was beautiful and kind. Loving. He treated her like garbage.”
“Why?” Nicks thought of all the things her mother had written in the notebook about his infidelities and his indifference. “How can you love a man like that? Why would you?”
“Hell if I know. I...we...wanted to protect her. We tried to talk to him about it, but he would always put his hands up and walk away.  I don’t think he liked cheating. It was like he couldn’t say no to any woman, couldn’t stop himself from doing it. I don’t know. Asher was a real puzzle sometimes.”
“How so?” Nicks tilted her head. 
Spence was silent as he gave it some thought. “We were the best of friends, but I didn’t know much about him.  He and his mother came to Pittsburgh from Oklahoma when Asher was only a couple of months old.  Debbie, his mom, was an RN. I get the feeling the move was family related—some type of drama there—but he would never talk about it. Never. He and his mother were quite a pair. He wasn’t himself after she passed away from cancer.”
Oklahoma. That was a clue. It seemed to be more information than her mother had. “Debbie Pratt would be my grandmother,” Nicks said. 
Spencer nodded. “She was a nice lady. Fiercely protective of Asher, even when he was older.” 
“Mom said in her journal that Asher up and disappeared on you guys. None of you knew where he was.”
“And that’s the truth. Didn’t show for practice one day. Dude never missed practice. I called him. No answer. Went by his house. Locked up, with his car in the driveway. A month or two later, I was reading his obituary in The Pittsburgh Press.” Spence grew thoughtful. “Y’know, I’ve done a lot of shitty things in my life. Acted like an asshole to my family. Didn’t always treat Catherine with the respect she deserved, and you can see how...Well, she loves me, but she doesn’t trust me anymore. Refused to have children because she was convinced she’d end up a single mom, like her mother. When Asher died, I got the biggest wake-up call of my life. This isn’t a dress rehearsal. You only get one shot. I straightened up then. Got my shit together. The jury is still out on whether it was too little, too late, but at least I can face myself in the mirror now. I’m still not a good man, but I’m getting better every day.”
Spence suddenly looked old. Nicks felt sorry for him. 
“Don’t beat yourself up over it. We all think we’re invincible when we’re young. Isn’t it every man’s dream to be a rock star? You guys almost got there.”
Spence smiled wanly. “Almost only counts in horse shoes and hand grenades, honey. Asher’s death punched a hole in everyone’s dreams. I’ve spent the rest of my life as a grunt worker in a tool and die shop. Joe moved to Milwaukee and never even said goodbye. Mike Lewis and I—he was our keyboard player—used to keep in touch, but that petered out after a while. And Rick Dempsey, our other guitar player, is a drugged-out alcoholic living on the streets downtown. The world isn’t the same without Asher in it. He’s an asshole for leaving us like that.”
Nicks thought she’d heard enough heartbreak for one day. She rose to her feet, pulling Stone up with her, and walked to the front door. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Meiers. You gave me some of the answers I was hoping for. And if you ever publish that book about the Turtles, please let me know. I’d like to buy the first copy.” 
Spence shook her hand, then Stone’s. “It was so nice to meet you, Nicks. My heart is lighter right now, knowing a piece of Asher lives on. I’m coming to Tapestries to see you some night. I promise you that.”
“Bring Catherine with you, okay?” Nicks said.  
“Of course.” Spence looked thoughtful. “Hey, you know what? I remember seeing Chelsea’s new husband at Asher’s funeral. Big, blond guy. He carried a baby all over with him, a really little one. Newborn.  Chelsea said she’d just gotten out of the hospital. That was you, wasn’t it?”
 “That was me.”
“And you were really Asher’s kid. Does your mother’s husband know?”
“According to my mom, he does.”
Spence seemed speechless for a moment. “Go home and give him a big hug, Nicks. He must be a good man. Your mother deserves a guy like that after Asher.”
Tears stung the corners of her eyes. Spence didn’t know how right he was. “I’ll do that. Thank you.”
The door closed behind them. Nicks stopped Stone with a firm hand halfway down the sloping concrete driveway.
“Did you hear what went down in there? Did all of that register?” she asked him.
He seemed baffled. “I heard what he said...but...was I supposed to hear something else? Something profound you heard that I didn’t?”
Bless him, he was clueless. “Did you see the regret in that man’s eyes? He wishes he’d done things differently. Asher drove my mother away by making the same mistakes. We can learn from that, and not repeat them. We have a choice.”
“Some of the best lessons I’ve ever learned came from my biggest mistakes. Things that hurt stick with you. I wouldn’t give my failures and mistakes back for ten white 1989 Les Paul guitars. Am I missing your message here?”
She walked to the passenger’s side of the car and regarded him across the roof. “I’ll be blunt, Einstein. If you ever cheat on me, you won’t even hear the door close behind me when I leave you. I’ll just be gone. No fighting, no tears. No zingers fired at you in front of others. Not even a trail of dust. Gone. Did you understand that message?”
 “Got it. Perfectly clear. No cheating.” Grinning, Stone got in the Camaro.
 

 
Nicks closed the Rock’n Tapestries notebook and splayed her hand over the front cover, hoping she could absorb her mother’s memories into her and watch them as she’d watched Gio’s videos. No such luck.  
It’d seemed like a good idea to give it another read, so she could ask the hard questions. But once again, she felt flattened by the pain within the covers of her mother’s journal.
Stone had begged her to come back to his apartment for a nap. Maybe she should have gone with him so she could’ve reread the notebook in the appropriately rested frame of mind. Instead, she’d told him no and asked him to take her home. She needed some quiet time to process everything that had happened over the past two days.
The weekend had certainly been a roller coaster ride of emotion. She’d had fun playing with Heavy Remedy then nearly been killed by a psycho. She’d been totally entertained by that knucklehead Stone then surrendered her virginity to said knucklehead in the most amazing way. She’d heard a ghost call out her name in the middle of the night because he had a story for her to read, and lost her identity only to discover another that literally rocked. 
The thing that’d made the biggest impression on her was her conversation with Spence. While everyone else spoke of Asher with hushed reverence, Spence had known him well enough to take him down off the pedestal. And that was what she’d wanted. Not the rock guitarist without peer. Not the gorgeous ladies’ man who made women faint simply by smiling at them.  She just wanted the man. The real one.
She felt as though she had a handle on Asher now. He’d been funny and flawed. Damaged and determined. An asshole and an ace. In love with her mother yet incapable of being faithful. The one question that hadn’t been answered is why he chose death over life. Maybe she’d never know. 
Yawning, she reached beside her and turned the lamp up a notch. Six-thirty and already dark outside. Her parents would be home in an hour or so. What would she say to them? What questions should she ask? Would she get truthful answers?
The situation made her stomach coil into a knot. If I knew where this notebook came from, I’d put the damned thing back and forget it. 
“Nicks!”
She nearly jumped a foot off the couch when she heard her name called again. It sounded strange and muffled, as though someone were shouting through ice, but there was no mistaking the voice. She’d spent several hours at Gio’s listening to it.
“Asher?” She felt like an idiot talking out loud, but no one else was home to hear her. “I know who you are now. I’ve had the best day discovering you. It doesn’t make up for you not being here, of course, but I’m so proud—”
“Careful!” 
The hair rose on her arms and the back of her neck. She could sense him in the room with her, and that was something completely new.  
 “Careful of what?” she asked. 
“Watch!” came the reply. “Be careful!” Asher’s tone was urgent, full of fear. The words seemed forced, like his teeth were tightly clamped together, as though talking were an effort for him. Well, it must be an effort for the dead to make themselves heard by the living, right? She couldn’t figure out why she wasn’t more freaked out by all of this. 
“I don’t understand. Watch what? Be careful of what?” 
The lamp on the end table buzzed, flickered, and nearly went out. There was a pressure in the room that made her ears pop. The temperature in the family room dropped so quickly and grew so cold she could see her breath. Frightened, she rose from the sofa. “Asher? What’s going on?”
The room suddenly warmed. The lamp stopped buzzing and brightened. There was no reply from Asher.  He was gone.
She stood for a moment, listening, but all she could hear was her own breathing. Prickles of fear slid down her back. This visitation had not been pleasant. This one had an edge of panic to it. Danger. She had the sense he’d struggled with something.
Nicks ran through the house, turning on every light she could find.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
“I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed tonight,” said Chelsea, as Tage navigated the Avalanche the last few miles home to Oakland. “My back is killing me. I feel like I’ve been slammed to the mat by a sumo wrestler.”
The hotel accommodations had been less-than-stellar, but the wine-tasting trip had been a huge success. Tage was like a kid in a candy store. The back of the truck was full of cases of new wines to offer at Tapestries.
“I know,” Tage growled. “Damned hotel mattresses.”
“Do you want to drop everything off first then go get the kids?”
“I think we have to. They all took suitcases, and we couldn’t fit anything else in the back of the truck if we wanted to. It makes no sense to unload the wine here. We’ll have to use your car to get them.”
“Can I take a few bottles of the Napa Cabernet to my mother?  She does love a good Cabernet.”
“You can give her the whole damned case for watching the kids if you want to.” 
A cold, light rain had started to fall, blurring the strip malls and traffic lights as they sped by. Fall had been warm and beautiful up until now, but things were starting to change. It was the middle of October; it got dark earlier every night.  She always felt like a vampire this time of year. Owning a bar made you a creature of the night anyway. It would only get worse once they turned the clocks back the Saturday after Nicks’s Halloween birthday. 
“What the hell...?” Tage exclaimed as he made the final turn onto their street.
Chelsea dipped her head and peered out the windshield. Their whole house was ablaze with lights. Upstairs, downstairs. Even the outside porch lights and floodlight were on.
“Is Nicks having a party?” 
“She better not be having one on a Sunday night,” Tage said. “I don’t think so though. I don’t see any other cars.”
Nicks’s Chevy Cobalt sat in the turnaround of the driveway. Chelsea looked for Stone’s Camaro. It was nowhere to be seen. 
“I should make her pay the electric bill out of her Friday band money,” Tage grumbled.  “I bet the meter is about to explode off the house.”
He hit the button for the garage door and eased the truck into the stall. Chelsea sighed.  She knew Tage was tired, and tired sometimes meant grumpy with him. They’d had such a wonderful time on this trip. She didn’t want things to go sour now that they were home.
“Don’t get your undies in a bunch, Mr. Sorenson. I’m sure there’s a reason for it.”
 

 
“Would you mind explaining why every light in this house is on?” asked Tage.
 Chelsea thought the least he could’ve done was wait until they’d brought all their things in from the truck before he jumped all over the poor girl.  
Nicks stood in the doorway of the kitchen, her gaze drifting between her parents. Chelsea knew immediately something was wrong. “Nicks? What happened?”
“I heard...I heard a noise. It scared me.” 
  Chelsea suppressed a shudder. There was a message in her daughter’s words, meant only for her.
“What kind of noise would’ve scared you that much that you’d turn on all these lights?” Tage slid his briefcase across the island.
Nicks shifted her eyes to her mother again. “I heard voices.”
“Probably one of T.J.’s electronic dragons or something. The batteries start going bad and they make all kinds of noise,” Tage muttered. “Or someone was walking down the street. This is a quiet neighborhood. Nothing bad ever happens here.”
Nicks visibly relaxed. “You’re right. I was  just spooked about being alone, that’s all. Let me help you two get your things in.  Then I want to talk to both of you, if you don’t mind.”
“What? Stone ask you to marry him already?” Tage asked.
Nicks gave a short laugh. “Daddy! No. I need to talk to both of you together, before anyone else comes home. I have...questions.”
Chelsea felt as though someone had snapped her spine in half. She instinctively knew this was not going to be good. 
 

 
It was one of those moments where shock drains away every thought you have. One of those moments where you see, but don’t comprehend. 
Chelsea and Tage sat side-by-side on the sofa in the family room. Nicks stood in the middle of the room in front of them...
...with the green Rock’n Tapestries notebook Chelsea had written in her hands.
The silence was deafening.  She could only stare at her daughter, into those brown eyes so like Asher’s. She saw questions, a little bit of pain, but no condemnation. That was good. 
 No, the condemnation came from the man sitting beside her. “You and that goddamned, fucking notebook. I thought I asked you to throw it away?”
How could Chelsea tell him those memories meant everything to her? That every single word she’d written in that notebook had stolen a piece of her soul? Typical man, he’d see it as an either/or situation. He’d view her defiance in keeping it all these years as a sign her memories of Asher were more important than the memories she’d made with him. And that wasn’t the case at all. She loved Tage, loved him so much it hurt sometimes. But...
No words would fix the pain she saw on his face. He just wouldn’t understand. She reached out to take his hand, but he snatched it from her and rose from the couch.
 “Well, thank God I didn’t unpack, right?” He stormed to the bottom of the steps and glared at the two of them. “I’ll be at Tapestries if you need me.  On the couch.”
“Daddy, don’t. Please don’t leave!” Nicks clutched the notebook to her chest. “I just want to know what happened!”
“Your mother swore she’d never tell you. And then she goes and gives you the notebook when we were away. What a goddamned sucker punch to the back of the head.” Tage looked at Chelsea, his lips thinned into a grim smile. “Why did you wait so long?  If you hated me that much, why didn’t you do it years ago when I could’ve moved on with my life? Now...” He choked up and glowered at them. “Well, I hope you’ll be happy with your dead lover. And I hope Asher is the father you’ve always wanted.” And then he was gone up the stairs.
“But Mom didn’t give me the notebook.  It was...I found it in my room...” Nicks stopped and turned to her mother with a blank expression.
Of course. Chelsea pressed back into the sofa.  Asher. That was why Nicks had looked so frightened when they came home. Asher...that asshole...was doing things. Things he shouldn’t have been capable of doing because he was dead. Like leaving the notebook where their daughter could find it. And talking out loud in the house that she and Tage shared. 
Chelsea fisted her hands in her lap. Stay out of my life, Pratt!  Tage knew nothing about the strange occurrences of late. Telling him would make her sound like a lunatic.
How long had Nicks had the notebook? She’d obviously read it. Tage was as angry and hurt as she’d ever see him, but the best choice seemed to be to let him go. With her husband gone, she could be honest with her daughter. After a lifetime of lies, she owed her that much.  
Tage stormed down the stairs, hit the landing, then headed for the door to the garage like a runaway freight train, his arms full of the luggage they’d brought in from the truck.
“Daddy,” Nicks tried one more time, “Please. I love you!”
“Let him go, Nicks. I’ll talk to him later, after he calms down,” Chelsea whispered. Tage slammed the door so hard the windows rattled. “It will be best if it’s just you and me anyway.”
 

 
Chelsea was relieved when her father picked up the phone. Her mother would’ve had a million questions about why she couldn’t pick T.J. and Aimee up right then. 
“Hey, Dad. What’re you and Mom doing right now?”
“T.J. and I are putting a puzzle together, and I think Aimee and your mom are making cookies. At least I hope that’s what they’re doing. This house smells like a bakery.”  
Good. They were all doing something fun. “Can you keep them for another hour or two?  Tage and I found a couple of broken bottles of wine in the truck, and I want to help him clean up the mess.  Tell Mom there’s a case of Napa Cabernet in it for her when we get the truck unloaded at Tapestries.” She hated lying to them, but she felt as though she had to.
“Sure. We’re having a good time. I hate to see them leave, actually. It’s been a fun weekend.”
“Thanks, Dad. I’ll see you later.” Chelsea ended the call.  
Staring out the window over the kitchen sink into the darkness, she dug up every bit of courage she could find. Now that Nicks knew about Asher, she wasn’t going to fob the girl off with half-truths. She deserved better than that.
Chelsea returned to the sofa in the family room and sat down beside her daughter.  Nicks sat sideways, still clutching the notebook to her chest with both arms as though it held the answers to everything.  And maybe it did, given the way the girl had always groused about how different she was from the rest of her siblings.
Chelsea sighed. “Fire away. You may not like what I have to tell you, but I promise you the truth, no matter how painful.”
“I appreciate that, Mom.” Nicks took a deep breath.  “First of all, I want to tell you how relieved I am to finally know. I’ve always felt different.  Not a surprise to you though, is it?”
“No. And the older you got, the more pronounced it was. You have his...Asher’s... eyes.”
“I know. I saw the picture on the gravestone. I spent the day with Stone. We watched videos of the Dirty Turtles.”
Chelsea’s head snapped up. She suddenly felt sick. “Videos? Someone has videos of the Turtles?”
Nicks nodded. “Gio Maroni. He plays keyboards in Stone’s band. Do you want to see them sometime?”
And tear open the gaping wound that had taken years and years and years to finally scab over?  No thank you. Chelsea stared at her hands in her lap.  “I’ll pass.  I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Okay. I understand. Then we went and talked to Spencer Meiers.”
Chelsea laughed. Spencer. Her knight in shining armor whenever Asher would disappear with whatever bimbo was bouncing around in front of him.  
“Is he still in Pittsburgh?  I always liked Spence. And Catherine. Are they still together?”
“Yeah. But I get the feeling it’s been a bumpy ride for her.”
“It was a bumpy ride for all of us.” Chelsea snorted contemptuously. “I’ll never understand why a man is more attractive to a woman when he plays an instrument. Take an average, not terribly good-looking guy and sling a guitar over his shoulders, and he’s suddenly the hottest thing on the planet. There’s also a sense of entitlement with a musician, as though they’re above reproach. Like they should be able to do anything they please, and you have no right to question them. And the groupies know the guys are at jobs with their wives and girlfriends, but they don’t care either. They just want a quick jump with the drummer or the guitar player. Maybe both at the same time.” Chelsea shook her head. “You love someone for what they are, not what they do. I sometimes wonder if things would’ve been different if Asher hadn’t played guitar.  ‘Boys will be boys,’ the other band wives told me. They were content to look the other way. So was I for a while.” She lifted a fierce gaze to her daughter. “And that’s bullshit of the highest order.” 
“Before I start asking questions, I have to tell you—you missed your calling, Mom. You should’ve been a writer. I laughed. I cried. You should type the notebook up on the computer and have it published.”
“How much of it did you read?”
“All of it. Twice.”
Chelsea nodded, picked at a fingernail, and tried not to go up in flames of embarrassment. “Publish it? No. I don’t think so. Those memories are private and painful. Anyway, most people read books for the happy ending. They want Cinderella to end up with Prince Charming. I got a prince, but I did it the hard way.”
“You write about Asher as though he were a prince.” Nicks gave her a speculative look. Her tone was neutral, but it was a loaded statement. Chelsea knew the girl was wondering if she’d married Tage because she loved him, or simply because she was pregnant and he’d given her an easy out. 
“Oh hell, no!” Chelsea shook her head. “No, he wasn’t a prince.  Far from it.  Hindsight and time have given me a better perspective on our relationship.  I should’ve run for the hills the moment I laid eyes on him.  But you couldn’t have convinced me of that back then.” 
Nicks snuggled back into the sofa, released her grip on the journal, and laid it down between them, a focal point for the conversation they were about to have. 
“Tell me about him,” Nicks said softly. 
Chelsea went still.  Telling Nicks about Asher meant thinking about him.  Thinking about him meant dredging up memories, and those memories were like a thousand tiny knives poised to slice her heart into atoms.  But she’d promised Nicks honesty, and honesty is what she’d give her.  “Where do you want me to start?”
“At the very beginning. The first time you ever saw him.” 
“It’s burnt into my brain with a laser. You know we were originally from Rochester, New York. Dad bought Iron City Sizing and Machining when I was a junior in high school, and of course, we had to move. The new school was awkward at first, but Willow came right up to me on my first day there and announced we were going to be best friends. And we were.”
“Willow. I wish I had a Willow.”
“Oh God, she was awesome. I loved her right away.  She was funny and blunt.  No nonsense. Told you just how it was. I might not have survived Asher the second time if it weren’t for Willow.”
“Anyway,  I’d been at school about a month when I first saw Asher.  I was at my locker with a load of books in my arms. When I went to close the locker, everything shifted and fell to the floor.” She stared at the wall behind Nicks as she remembered how everyone had turned to look at her when the books went flying, but no one stopped to help. 
Well, almost no one.
“It was such a cliché.  Something you’d see in a stupid romance movie,” Chelsea said.
“Tell me.” Nicks leaned forward.  “There’s always that first time.”
“I let the rest of the books fall to the floor because I was so pissed.  I crouched down and began to gather them up, thinking I was going to get my ass handed to me when I got to chemistry. And then...”
“Yeah? Then what?”  
“There was still a crowd in the hall, but no one paid any attention to me. And then, all of a sudden, the crowd parted and everything got silent.  I thought the principal or some other ball-busting teacher was coming to give me hell.  But it was Asher.”
“The crowd parted for him?” 
“Yeah. It was the weirdest thing. They just got out of his way, a sea of people parting for Moses. I got caught by his eyes—he had beautiful eyes—and everything ground to a halt.  No noise, no people around me, no nothing.  Just him, gliding toward me in slow motion.” Even now, it was a heart-stopping, breath-stealing moment.
“He was coming for you.  You said so in the notebook.”
“He’d had his eye on me for some time, I guess.  When I dropped the books, it gave him an opportunity to stop and talk to me. He helped me pick them up then walked with me to my next class.  I know I made him late.”
“Don’t tell me he was shy about talking to you.” 
“Sounds crazy, right?  But Asher was a blend of aggressive and cautious. Wild and subdued. He was either a balls-to-the-wall party animal or off somewhere by himself, hiding from everyone.  There was no middle ground with that guy.”
Nicks put her hand on the notebook. “He doesn’t sound like that here.”
“He was different the second time.  I hadn’t seen him in five years.  He’d grown up quite a bit. I didn’t want to admit it though.”
“He saved your life.”
“Yeah. I’m glad he was there that night. It was almost lights out permanently for me that Saturday.”
“So what happened after he carried your books for you?”
“I can’t say I wasn’t warned about him.  He’d broken the heart of nearly every girl in our high school. But I was the new girl, the one who didn’t know anything about him. Fresh game, as it were.  I tried to ignore him for a while, but he finally mounted an all-out assault on me. The last straw was when he left a single red rose in my locker with a note attached to it.”
“What did it say?”  Nicks seemed to really enjoy hearing about Asher. The girl wasn’t mad, and that made it easier to share the story. The worst was yet to come though. 
“It said: Talk to me.  Love, Asher.”
“Same thing as the note he left under your windshield wiper.”
“Of course.  Mr. Comedian. Mr. Dry-Sense-of-Humor. It worked the first time. Why wouldn’t it work again? After all, he was Asher Pratt, Consummate Breaker of All Rules.  I should’ve made him work harder the first time.  I didn’t make that mistake the second.”
“Good for you,” Nicks said.
“No one had ever given me a rose before.  I screwed up in thinking he really wanted to go out with me.  Me. You know? Like I mattered to him.  I was nothing but a challenge though.  A problem to be solved.  I hate myself to this day for it, but I lost my heart to him in record time. He totally and thoroughly snatched it from my chest and never gave it back.  I knew I fell in love with him too fast, but when you’re sixteen...”
“Why did you fall for him so fast?  You said in the notebook he had something.”
“He had something in spades.  I still don’t know what it was.  I needed to be around him all the time.  I wrote that he was a drug for me.  That’s what it felt like. An addiction.”
“Bad news, Mom.”
“I know that now. I think he had it in his mind to treat me like every other woman he’d ever run roughshod over.  I don’t think he meant to fall in love with me.  Friends told me later I’d lasted longer than anyone he’d ever dated. Almost three years.” She shook her head and sighed again. “And what a time we had.”
“What happened? I know he cheated on you.”
“Oh, it was more than cheating.  He seemed to take perverse delight in picking up girls right in front of me.  It became a game with us.  How much can I hurt her and drive her away?  How can I prove to this bastard I don’t care what he does?  Maybe that’s why I stayed so long. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing that a piece of me died whenever he disappeared with a groupie. I was better than him...stronger...by staying when the healthier solution would’ve been to leave. All I did was make myself miserable.”
Nicks took Chelsea’s hand. “I’m sorry, Mom.  Sorry he did that to you.”
“No, don’t be sorry. It made me strong.  You’d be surprised how much humiliation you can endure and still stay on your feet. The end of us was Brittany Willett. I was done after that.”
“What happened?”
“She pulled a knife on me in the restroom of O’Flaherty’s Irish Pub.” Nicks’s eyebrows nearly shot up to her hairline. Chelsea wondered about the reaction but continued. “She was drunk. Asher fed her a line of bullshit about being the only one for him. About wanting her more than he’d ever wanted anyone in his life. She spouted that crap to me all night, trying to pick a fight. She finally followed me into the bathroom and cornered me in a stall with a pocket knife. It wasn’t large, but it certainly would’ve sliced an artery open in my neck. Spence and Joe heard me screaming and rescued me.” 
Chelsea gritted her teeth as the memory gripped her. She’d stared into Brittany’s wild eyes, knowing this was the last straw with Asher. “I knew then we’d never be what I wanted. It was dangerous to be his girlfriend. Leaving him for good turned me inside out, but I had to do it. It was the only way I could stay sane. And apparently alive.”
“Holy shit! Wait until I tell you what happened to me yesterday afternoon,” Nicks said. “But I want to hear more about you and Asher first.”
“Not much more to tell. It’s all in that notebook.”
“You wrote that he came back to you a second time.”
“Yes. He did.” Chelsea took a moment to gather her thoughts. This was where the story took a weird turn. “He cheated like a rutting stallion, but we had something.  I’ve never been able to put a name to it.  We had a connection, a bond. I just think he felt secure with me. Two old souls who’d known each other in a previous life. It’s unfortunate that connection didn’t stop his douche-nozzle antics where other women were concerned.” She shook her head. “No one was more surprised than me when he started sniffing around again. ”
Chelsea slumped back. “I don’t know. I guess I was weak. I let myself fall in love with him.  I had never really fallen out of love with him.  He was gone two months after I let him back in.  That one hurt worse than the first, which is why I didn’t talk more about it in the journal. I couldn’t find a way to rationalize it. He just didn’t want me.  It was like he wanted to back over me one more time with the bus he’d thrown me under.”
 She twisted her hands in her lap. “I was so much stronger when he started that shit again at Tapestries. I wanted to rip his heart out when Willow told me he’d gotten a job there.  It isn’t that I wasn’t grateful he’d taken me to the hospital. I was. But he acted like I was his long, lost love or something. I knew better than to let him make a fool of me again.”
“I’m glad you were strong, Mom.”  
“It didn’t feel like strength. It felt like someone tied me to a pole and left me out in the middle of a hurricane.”
“You’ve never said anything about Scott Dreyfus either.”
“It wasn’t something you just bring up at the dinner table. ‘Oh, by the way, kids, when I was young I was held hostage overnight by a lunatic with a gun. He killed himself right in front of me.’ I had a lot of guilt about Scott for the longest time.”
“And now?”
“I felt horrible for Bob Dreyfus, but Scott was a hateful, miserable human being.  I’m sorry he got fired, but he could’ve made different choices.  He didn’t have to sexually harass the girls at Tapestries.  And he didn’t have to break into my apartment with a gun.  I didn’t put the gun in his mouth and pull the trigger.  Those were all choices
he made independent of me or anyone else. I can live with that.”
Nicks nodded slowly. “And me. What about me.”
“I’m really embarrassed to know you read that part.  I went into detail a bit more than I should’ve. But I didn’t want to forget a single moment of our night together, because I knew it would never happen again.” Chelsea lowered her gaze. “I can’t say you came about at the most convenient time. And I won’t tell you I wasn’t shocked as hell to find out I was pregnant by Asher. But as much as I loved your father—Tage—in the back of my mind, I kept thinking finally that son-of-a-bitch had given me something he couldn’t take away from me. I loved you as soon as I knew about you.” She laughed as a tear ran down her cheek.  “Well, once I got over the shock anyway.”
“And Daddy?”
“There is nothing I can say about your father that would do him justice. I have no words for the kind of love a man must feel to marry a woman who is carrying another man’s child.  He didn’t have to do what he did for me...or you. I was ready to let him go. I’ve always felt as though he deserved better. But every time I talked like that he would shush me and tell me he got what he deserved.  A beautiful wife carrying a sweet little passenger.
“I know you feel like the oddball in this family, Nicks, but he loves you so much. You can’t say he ever treated you any differently. Tage loved you with every breath he took. That’s why he never wanted you to know he wasn’t your biological father.  You were his daughter right from the start, and that was all there was to it. And then to agree to act as Asher’s executor... He did that for me, because he saw how much it meant to me. Your father is one-of-a-kind, and I am aware every day of my life how lucky I am to have him.”
“Was Asher glad when he found out about me?  Do you think he loved me?”
“I think he was devastated when he found out about you. I didn’t write it in the notebook, mostly because I couldn’t deal with his reaction when I told him he was your father, but we talked about you a lot. Hopes and dreams for your future.  He would be so proud that you play guitar. It was all he could talk about.” Chelsea stopped to compose herself. “He loved you, Nicks. Beyond a shadow of a doubt. And he loved me, but by then it was too late. I was married, and he was dying.”
“Why did he do that?  Why did he let himself die?”
“If I knew, I would tell you.  I didn’t ask him.  He didn’t say.  Not a day goes by that I don’t wonder why.  We’ll never know.  You’ll have to find a way to be okay with that, sweetheart.”
“What about Daddy?”
“Oh, he’s a hot-headed Swede, but it’ll blow over. I’ll get the kids and drop them off here then go to Tapestries and talk to him. I suppose he’ll unload the wine while he’s there, and I don’t want him hurting himself.  Will you get everyone ready for bed?”
“Do you mind if I go and talk to him instead? I’ll help him with the wine. I think I need to clue him in on what’s been happening here, even if it makes me sound crazy. He thinks you gave me the notebook.”
Chelsea nodded. “Good idea. Maybe it’ll mean more coming from you.” She fixed her daughter with a curious look. “How did you get the notebook? And what happened before your father and I got home tonight?  I’ve never seen you so white.”
“Mom, I don’t know how to tell you this, but Asher is here, in this house.”
“I know.”
Nicks looked startled.  “I’m having dreams about him.  So are you.” 
“Yes. Only I don’t think they’re dreams.” 
“I found the notebook on my nightstand Sunday morning. Early. Right after Asher screamed my name in my ear.”
Chelsea held her breath.  She didn’t know much about the paranormal. How could a dead man move stuff around the house like that? She’d heard him say her name but had never seen him. The idea of the notebook floating down the hall while Nicks was asleep scared the shit out of her. Worse than that, it meant he’d been watching her and knew where she kept her Asher stuff. 
“I had the notebook hidden in a box in the back of my closet. And you can hear him talking out loud sometimes. Right?”
“Yeah.  That’s what happened before you and Daddy came home tonight. I heard
him talk, just like I hear you now. He said to be careful and watch, but I don’t understand what he means.” Nicks looked perplexed.  “I tried to get him to say more, to explain what he meant, but the lights flickered and the house got really cold.  I got the feeling someone or something doesn’t want him talking to us. He got sucked out of the room or something. That’s why I turned all the lights on. I don’t think he was alone when he was here, and it freaked me the hell out.  And now I sound like I’m nuts.” 
“No, you don’t. Not to me. He said something similar the night I woke everyone up shouting. ‘Help her’ and ‘watch her’. I didn’t understand him either, and I woke up before I could get answers. I get the feeling he was talking about you.” 
“Mom, what’s going on?”
“I don’t know. But we’re going to watch and be careful like he wants us to, at least to the extent that we can, since we don’t have a clue what he’s talking about.  I know Asher Pratt. He wouldn’t be working this hard to reach us if it weren’t something very important.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
Tage clutched the steering wheel of the Avalanche as though it were the only thing keeping him from plummeting off a cliff. Furiously angry one minute, sick to his ever-lovin’ stomach the next, he wanted to get to Tapestries as fast as he could so he could have a beer. Or two. Or five. 
How could Chelsea do that?  How could she do it? He knew she had reservations about keeping the truth of Nicks’s parentage from the girl, but he never thought she’d sink that low and kick him in the balls that way. To give it to her when they were gone—miles
from home!— and deprive him of the opportunity to explain himself was such a dirty trick, it didn’t even register on the asshole meter. 
He’d known it was coming. Nicks was aware she was different. She went through phases where she asked a lot of questions then went silent for a while. They were usually able to give her answers that satisfied her, but the circuits in her head were making the connection anyway. She was a smart girl, capable of putting two and two together. He wanted to be able to give his side of the story to the daughter he loved so much when the light finally came on. 
“Goddamnit!” He pounded on the steering wheel with a closed fist.  Chelsea had pulled the rug right out from under him where Nicks was concerned. All those years, so much love in his heart for all of them. And she’d gone and stuck a knife in his back.
He wondered if she’d only married him because she was pregnant. And it didn’t hurt that he was already a millionaire when he met her.
He knew she’d written the story of her and Asher. She’d spent several months, pen in hand, putting it all down in a green notebook. She told him it was therapeutic.  Helped her put things in perspective.  He believed her.  Her unexpected pregnancy and Asher’s death had thrown her into a tailspin for a while. A small sob escaped him. That’s what you get for trying to be supportive of the woman you loved more than life itself.
Tage had never been demanding of Chelsea in their marriage, but he’d asked her to throw the notebook and that damned Rock’n Tapestries T-shirt away after she’d rediscovered it while cleaning out a closet, preparing to move to the house they lived in now. Nicks had been small then, and Chelsea had been pregnant with Reese. She’d disappeared with both child and notebook so she could revisit her love affair with a dead man without her husband breathing down her neck. He hadn’t asked where she’d gone. She hadn’t told him.
She still loved him. She was good at hiding it, but she still loved Asher. How was he supposed to compete with the memory of her first love?  He was simply Tage Sorenson, average male. He wasn’t a flashy musician sex-god guitarist.  He’d thought his love and devotion to her happiness would be enough. 
It would never be enough. Asher was the one she’d wanted all these years. Tage was simply security for her. 
Tired of feeling sorry for himself, he steered the truck into the back parking lot of the bar, did a three-point turn, and backed up to the door. Unloading the wine would take his mind off the implosion of his marriage for a while, at least. Then he had all the time in the world to drink and reflect, and when he was drunk enough, to finally bunk down on the leather couch in his office. 
 

 
Tage nearly shit his pants when the back door of Tapestries swung open. It was the last thing he expected to see on a Sunday night. “What the hell are you doing here?” he snapped.
 Framed in the doorway like a Celtic witch stood Marybeth Catalino. Her gray hair was wild all over her head. Her Steeler’s sweatshirt and jeans were filthy. She looked as though she’d been mining coal.
“It’s good to see you too, boss. I was about to ask you the same question. You scared the shit out of me.”
“Right back at you.”  He wasn’t going to say a word about Chelsea and Nicks. It was none of her business anyway. “I came down to unload the wine.”
Marybeth eyed him suspiciously. “It couldn’t have waited until tomorrow?”
“No. I wanted to do it tonight. What were you doing?”
“Cleaning out a space in the back room for all the wine. I also cleaned out the meat freezer. Where’s Chelsea?”
“Getting the kids.”
“Uh huh.”  Marybeth pulled a cigarette from behind her ear and lit it, her gaze never leaving his face.
 He could tell that she could tell something was not quite right. But this woman was too smart to ask. She had a way of dragging stuff out of you without saying a word. If he’d known she was at Tapestries, he would’ve gone straight to a hotel.  
“You want to put that cigarette out and go get the flatbed dolly? You can help me unload as long as you’re here.”
“Sure thing.” Still balancing the cigarette between her fingers, she turned away, returning moments later with the dolly. 
They unloaded in silence, making several trips back and forth to the storeroom.  Tage could almost hear the gears grinding in the bartender’s head though. He watched her back as she wheeled the last flatbed of wine cases through the door. Maybe it was time to ask some questions of his own.
“C’mon.” She patted the seat of a leather stool at the bar when they were finished. “Close the door and hop up here.  What’s your pleasure tonight?  Dos Equis?  Sam Adams?  Got the new Harvest Pumpkin ale on Friday.”
He scowled as he slid onto the bar stool.  “What kind of an idiot drinks pumpkin-flavored beer?”
She shot him a look as she got a glass off the shelf. “It’s actually pretty good. Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it.”
“You know what? Skip the beer. Can you make me a bangin’-strong tequila and ginger ale?”
Her eyebrows lifted. “You know I can. Coming right up.”
He smiled as he watched her make it. Holy shit, it was half Patron Reposado. Marybeth Catalino was the best bartender ever.
She set it off to the side and held her open hand out in front of him. “Give me your keys, and I’ll give you the drink.”
With a disgruntled sigh, he dug into his pocket, closed his fingers around his keys, and dropped them into the middle of her palm.  She pushed the drink in front of him. “Not necessary, but I understand. I’m staying here tonight anyway.  I have to bring my luggage in.  And I know that whirling brain of yours now has a zillion questions to ask so let’s get started.  The sooner you know, the sooner I can get my drink on and hit the sofa in my office.”
“Jesus, you’re in a mood, aren’t you? Trip not go so well?”
“Trip was fine. The problems started when we got home.”
“One of the kids?”
He took a big gulp of his drink, loving how it burnt his esophagus on the way down. “I wish it were that simple.” He licked his lips. “What do you see when you look at Nicks, Marybeth?”
Yeah, he’d caught her off guard with that question. The woman’s face went blank; she paled a little. Then the corner of her mouth lifted into what Chelsea always called a gypsy smile. She slid her elbows across the bar in front of him. “Do you want the politically correct answer or the truth?”
“The truth.” Tage raised his glass in the air.  “To the truth!  And everyone who gets their guts ripped out by it!”
Marybeth stared at the  bar countertop as she destroyed an empty straw paper. “I see Asher Pratt.” She gave him a half-smile. “She’s Asher’s, isn’t she? There’s no mistaking those eyes.”
He slumped on the stool. “Is it that obvious?”
“Do you think I’m blind? And stupid? Don’t forget, I knew Asher. It wasn’t obvious at first, but I had my suspicions. I wasn’t a whiz in school, but the math didn’t add up. Birthdates and marriage dates and whatnot. Do I have to remind you I was in the backroom the first time you and Chelsea laid eyes on each other?”
“God, you’re  sharp, aren’t you?” Tage raised his glass again. “To Marybeth, and everyone else who knows I married a woman pregnant by another man!”
“Shut up, Tage. If you’re about to embark on a pity party, at least tell me what happened first. Then I’ll decide whether to kick your ass or join the party with you.” She threw the wadded up straw paper at his face, hitting him smack in the middle of the forehead and making him blink. “I’m guessing it will be the former.” 
 

 
Tage wasn’t sure what it was about the grizzled bartender, but he totally bared his soul to her without intending to. He spilled his guts, especially after the tequila kicked in and the tears started to run down his cheeks. He told her about Chelsea finding out she was pregnant and his proposal, what they did for Asher as he died, about his wife pouring her heart out on paper afterward. It killed him to talk about all that stuff when so many years had gone by.  
He hadn’t cried for a very long time. He was a bit embarrassed to be doing it in front of an employee now.
 No, she was more than an employee. Marybeth was a surrogate mother, had been since the day his feet crossed the threshold of Tapestries. She’d opened her arms to him, to all of the employees here. She had no children, so she adopted them as her own.
Marybeth came around the bar to sit beside him when the tears started, patting him gently on the back in the way you’d comfort a heartbroken child. 
“Yep, it’s kind of a fucked-up story, that’s for sure,” she said as she rubbed his shoulder.
“Why did Chelsea give her that notebook, after all these years?” Tage dropped his face into his hands.
“Are you sure she did?” 
“Who the hell else would’ve given it to her?”
“Oh, I don’t know. The Chels I know wouldn’t do that.  Go behind your back with something that is obviously a sore spot with you.” She took her time lighting another cigarette before she spoke again. “Here’s my official take on the situation: You and Chelsea made a big mistake by not being honest with Nicks right from the start.”
Tage lifted his face out of his hands.  “You think so?”
“You wouldn’t be sitting here getting shit-faced if she already knew Asher was her father, would you? And you and your wife wouldn’t have had a big dustup about it tonight.”
He felt some his self-righteousness slip. Yes, it could’ve been that easy. Maybe. Probably. He felt as though he had to say something in his own defense. “She didn’t have to give her the notebook.”
“Why didn’t you want Nicks to know, anyway?  Why the big secret?”
He was fuzzy from the tequila, but he tried to remember why he’d asked Chelsea to keep it a secret in the first place.
Well, his parents for one thing. The high-and-mighty Robert and Sylvia Sorenson of Butler, Pennsylvania.  Lots of money, but not one ounce of human compassion or understanding. They donated to numerous fundraisers and food drives in the area, attended many charitable dinners every year, but it was only to keep their names and faces in the local paper. His first thought had been of those two and their reaction when Chelsea told him of her pregnancy. 
Chelsea’s initial meeting with his parents had gone horribly wrong.  They’d treated her like dog shit to be scraped off their shoes. His mother had been especially brutal, but Chels had kept a smile frozen on her face during the excruciating three-hour-long dinner. She was silent and polite the whole time she was being firebombed by his mother. The bitch had grilled Chelsea about her parents’ social status, what they did for a living.  Did she eventually intend to better herself by going to college?  It only reinforced his decision to marry her. She’d shown him some pretty major cojones that night.
 In fact, his parents had behaved so rudely he refused to carry Sorenson Ale on tap in his bar to this very day.  No one was going to treat the woman he loved like that.  His heart ached when he thought of how hard she’d cried on the way home from Butler afterward.  As an only child, Chelsea had been looking forward to being welcomed into another family.  Instead, she’d gotten Adolf Hitler and Cruella de Vil. 
“Well, fuck them,” Tage mumbled.
“Huh?” Marybeth’s voice brought him back to reality.
No doubt about it. His main reason for keeping Nicks a secret had been his thoroughly fucked-up family. The backlash was bad enough when his parents found out she was a waitress in a bar. They would’ve been horrified if they’d known his future wife was pregnant with another man’s child.
 It wasn’t Chelsea’s fault. There’d been no expectations on her part. She’d been so heartbroken, so ready to say goodbye to him because of Nicks. No way in hell would he have let either of those precious girls walk out of his life. 
“I just wanted her to be mine.  I had already started thinking of her as mine. I didn’t want anyone to know she wasn’t. I was afraid people would laugh at me for marrying Chelsea. Like I was a fool. Like I was only taking her, baby and all, because I had no other options. I hadn’t even slept with her yet when she told me. I loved them so much.  I wanted both of them to belong to me.” 
“Jesus, you really have the Y-chromosome fully engaged tonight, don’t you?” Marybeth shook her head as she took another drag off her cigarette.
“What do you mean by that?”  Tage turned to her, a little pissed at her dismissive tone.
“Sperm meeting egg makes you a father, but it doesn’t make you a daddy. I gotta tell you, Tage, my opinion of you just went through the roof. Most men wouldn’t have done what you did. Marrying Chelsea. Accepting Nicks as your own. I got eyes. I worked here, remember? I could see Chelsea got under your skin, almost right from the start. You don’t have to explain that kind of love to me.” Marybeth poked him in the chest with a finger.  “I always knew you were one of a kind. You got heart, mister.  I’ve watched you dote over Nickles for nineteen years. I always had my suspicions about who put her inside Chelsea, but I never doubted who her daddy was. You show me every day how much you love that girl.” 
“I do?” He stared into the bottom of his glass. “I’m empty, Marybeth.”
She went behind the bar to make him another drink. “I remember how furious you got when she was being picked on at school. Chelsea had to practically tie you to a chair to keep you from burning the school to the ground. I also remember how you’d drop everything and take her to guitar practice. Once, when her fingers were bleeding from playing, I saw you plop her up on the bar and wrap them up in Band-Aids, from fingernail to third knuckle. You told her not to cry, that she had magic fingers. She looked at you with those big, brown eyes and said, ‘Really, Daddy? Do you think my fingers
are magic?’”
“I remember that.” Tage felt his eyes well up with tears again. A large swallow of nearly pure tequila helped.
“How about the day you were teaching her how to drive, and she ran into the back of Tapestries hard enough to buckle the wall behind the stage? You could’ve ripped her a new asshole, but you didn’t. You made sure she was all right, then hugged her and told her they could build a new wall but no one could ever make another Nicks Sorenson.”
He dropped his head into the crook of his arm on the bar, his shoulders shaking with sobs. “God, I love her, Marybeth. She’s everything I hoped she’d be, but she’s going to hate me now. For lying to her. For keeping it from her. She’s a guitarist, like her real daddy.  Asher is going to mean more to her than I do. And Chelsea still loves Asher. I know it.  How do I compete with someone like that?”
 “Oh, you big, dumb goofball. That’s the alcohol talkin’. Makin’ a crybaby out of you.” Marybeth swatted his arm. “There isn’t a man alive who knows how a woman thinks or what’s in her heart. Nicks isn’t going to hate you, and Chelsea doesn’t love Asher more than you. You’re plain wrong about all of that. So wrong, I’ll pick up the bar tab for this Friday night if I’m the one who’s wrong.” She snatched the empty glass of the second drink from in front of him. “Go home, Tage. Tell Chels and Nickles you love them and talk about what happened. Then get over it. There isn’t a single thing about this situation that should tear that beautiful family of yours apart.”
“I can’t go home. You have my keys.”
“And you’re drunk enough that I’m not giving them back. I’ll drive you home.”
He lifted his head to stare in the mirror behind the bar. There were two, possibly three, of him staring back. “No. I’m going to stay here tonight and give it some thought. I know you’re right. I just want to think about it for a while.”
She shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’m leaving. See you tomorrow.” She started to walk away then turned back with a grin. “There’s a bottle of aspirin under the bar. For your head in the morning.”
 

 
Nicks wasn’t sure she should call Stone that late on a Sunday night, but she desperately needed a wing man if she were going to talk to her father at Tapestries. He’d stormed out of the house in a high fury. A little moral support was greatly appreciated.
Stone didn’t hesitate to drive over, even though it was ten o’clock at night by the time she and her mother finished talking.  “I’ll be right there, baby. It’s sort of my fault all this came about anyway,” he’d told her.
Well, not really. It had all swirled together like the perfect storm. With a little nudge from The Great Beyond.
She watched for Stone’s car out the bow window in the kitchen. Alone again. Her mother had gone ten minutes earlier  to pick up the other four kids. If she started to hear voices, she was prepared to stand outside until he came for her.
Did she believe in that sort of thing?  Ghosts? No, not really. But there was no rational explanation for the things that had happened lately. To her mother and Stone too. She wasn’t alone in hearing things. It made her feel better and freaked her out all at the same time.
She tried to imagine what this must feel like for her father. She knew, from the notebook, how adamant he’d been about keeping Nicks’s parentage a secret. Her mother had promised to do so. And then to see Nicks with the notebook must’ve felt like a kick in the stones with spiked army boots.  He’d blamed her mother for giving the journal to her. He deserved an explanation, no matter how crazy it sounded, and she was going to give him one. 
Headlights shone down her street then flashed across the front of the house. Stone had made it there in record time. Turning off all the lights but the one over the sink,  she went outside and got in his car.
He leaned across the seat for a kiss. “Hey, lover. Didn’t think I’d see you again so soon.”
She kissed him then buckled her seatbelt. “I’m so sorry about this. I hope you got a nap. I owe you some sexy time.”
“And I will be sure to collect that sexy time this weekend,” he said brightly. “And I did take a nap.” 
“Good.” She settled into the seat. 
“So what happened?” 
“Mom was great. She answered every single question I had with brutal honesty.  But Dad... he didn’t take it so well. He stomped out and went to Tapestries. Said he was staying the night.” 
“What are you going to say to him?”
“I don’t know yet. I want him to know that nothing has changed, at least as far as I’m concerned. He’s my dad, you know?  God, he did everything with me. I wouldn’t be who I am if it weren’t for Tage Sorenson. I love that man with all my heart.” She laughed with delight. “You know what night sticks out in my mind the most?” 
“What?”
“Mom doesn’t do puke. Never has.  One time we all got the flu. I was thirteen or fourteen. T.J. was just a baby, and didn’t get sick but it was coming out of both ends of the rest of us.  Mom did okay with the back end, but ran like a scared rabbit whenever one of us started to heave. Dad stood over me in the bathroom, holding my hair back and singing Let Me Call You Sweetheart while I nearly barfed up a lung.” 
Stone snickered.  “Strange choice of song.”
“I know, but he has a nice voice, and it made me feel better.  No kidding, I expected to see my brains come out my mouth that night. He was so strong and caring.  He did that for all of us.  Thank God for five-gallon buckets.  There weren’t enough toilets in the house for us to puke in.” 
Nicks ached inside for her father.  He was the rock of their family.  He didn’t even have to yell at you to get your attention. None of them ever wanted to disappoint him. Chelsea had always hoped Nicks would find a man like Tage someday.
Glancing at the man beside her, she thought maybe her mother’s wish had come true. Stone had defended her to the rest of his band, saved her life, and had taken her nearly anywhere she wanted to go in search of her biological father.  
“I think you’re a man like my father, Stone.”
“Oh, sweetheart. I’m not that selfless. Your dad is a superhero compared to the rest of us.”
“I don’t think so. I think you’re exactly like him.  That’s why I love you so much.  We have a connection.  Don’t you feel it?”
His eyes sparkled like stars. “I do feel it. I felt it the very first time I ever saw you, Nicks.”
 

 
Tage lifted his head slowly off the bar when he heard the key in the back door. Eleven o’clock at night. His head dropped back into the crook of his elbow.
He hadn’t been this drunk in a long time. He couldn’t focus on anything. He wondered why Marybeth was coming back, then decided he didn’t give a fuck. She could just work around him.
“Daddy?”  A soft voice called to him through the haze of alcohol.  It was a voice he loved, a voice he’d always delighted in, loving its owner so much he’d willingly give up everything to make things right for her.
It was his first-born daughter. 
He lifted his head and squinted in the direction of the voice. “Nicks?”
“Boy, are you drunk.” He heard her coat rustle as she removed it and put it over the back of the stool beside him.  “I hope you can hear me, because I have some things to say to you.”
He dropped his face back into the angle of his arm. Shit. Here it comes. You son-of-a-bitch, you lied to me all these years. You kept my real father a secret from me for your own selfish, egotistical reasons, and I hope you rot in hell. You deserve for the fleas of a thousand camels to infest your armpits. I hope you die from painful boils on your groin.  I hope...
Her hand was warm on his bicep as she slipped onto the stool. Her lips touched his cheek and lingered near his ear. “I love you, Daddy. Nothing will ever change that.  I will always be Nicole Ashley Sorenson, Tage Sorenson’s little girl.”  
He burrowed deeper into the crook of his elbow. “How could you love me?  I kept him from you.”
“So what? Mom told me the truth, and you win the daddy contest hands down. All you need to know is that I love you. You did what you thought was best at the time. I understand. I don’t hold anything against you or Mom.” 
“You don’t?” Tage turned his head to the side and tried to focus on Nicks’s face. She looked like an angel hovering over him. 
“Did you hold it against me when I threw your expensive wool suit in the washer and then the dryer? Mom was trying to teach me how to run the washing machine, and I didn’t know any better.  Wasn’t it a Zanetti? Nearly a thousand-dollar suit?  It would’ve fit a midget by the time I took it out of the dryer.”
“Oh God...” Tage laughed and wiped his nose on his sleeve.  This tiny toffee-eyed menace had been nothing but trouble when she was young. It had taken all the patience he possessed to get her past the tween years.
“Did you hold it against me when I backed Mom’s car out through the garage door while texting? Did you hate me when I blew up the mailbox with an M-80 a couple of years ago on the Fourth of July? Or how about the time Lindsay and I were fighting over your iPad. Remember? We were both tugging on it, back and forth.  I let go on purpose because I wanted her to fall on her ass.  It flew out of Lindsay’s hands and sailed into the hot tub.  Did you hate me then?”
“No. I loved you no matter what you did.”
She kissed his cheek. “Then why wouldn’t I do the same for you?”
Rhetorical question, Sorenson.  No good answer to that one.
“We’re family, Daddy. And families stick together, no matter what.”
“Your mother...”
“...wants you to come home tonight. So do I.”
“She gave you that notebook after I asked her not to.  She promised me she wouldn’t tell you.”
Nicks leaned in to rest her forehead against his shoulder. “Daddy, I don’t know how to tell you this, but Mom is innocent of the charges against her. She didn’t give me the notebook.”
“Then how did you get it?”
Nicks was silent for a long time, so long he pulled his head out of his arm and looked at her.  She chewed her lip as she stared back.  “Are you willing to listen with an open mind? Are you sober enough to understand what I’m about to tell you?”
Tage flopped back in the stool.  Stone Jensen was standing behind his daughter.  It pissed him off that someone else was there to witness his humiliation. “What’s he doing here?” he growled. 
“I wanted to see your daughter here safely.  And I came to back up what she’s about to tell you. I won’t repeat one word that’s said tonight.  I promise,” Stone said.
Tage gave a short laugh. “Yeah, and people making promises means so much to me right now.”
“Daddy, please shut up and listen to me. Mom didn’t give me the notebook. I didn’t even know about it.  Stone was the first one to make the connection between Asher and me, and only because he had a thing for my guitars.”
“Yeah. So?  I’m supposed to be grateful that Mr. Rock Star Jensen had a hand in unraveling my life?”  
Nicks pushed at his shoulder with the heel of her hand. “Goddamn you, you’re going to shut up and listen to me. This is important.” 
“Okay.” Surprised that she’d talk to him like that, he straightened on the stool, though he wasn’t sure he was very straight.  “Go ahead.  I’m listening.” 
“Look at me. Right in the eyes when I tell you this,” Nicks said. She sounded pissed. Dangerous. He did as commanded to the best of his ability. 
“There’s no easy way to say it, but Asher seems to be trying to contact Mom and me from beyond the grave.”
Tage jerked and nearly slid off the stool. He was suddenly sober. Well, almost. Okay, not quite. “What?” He shook his head, certain he was hearing things.
“It seemed to start when Mom visited Asher’s grave one day.  She found a pick lying on the base of the stone. She swears it wasn’t there the first time she looked.”
“Explain to me why your mother is visiting his grave in the first place.” 
“She’s been having dreams about him. At least she thought they were dreams.  They started up out of the blue, and it freaked her out. She went to his grave to tell him to stop coming to her like that.” 
“Oh.”
“She brought the pick home with her, which may or may not have been a mistake. We can’t debate that now. What’s done is done. She buried it in her sock drawer.”
Hmm. Hiding things from him now. “What’s the next chapter of this mystery then?”
“She told me she was hanging laundry up in my room one day. She turned around and the pick was lying on my jewelry box.”
He shook with a sudden chill.  “Really?”
“Really. She put it back, and it stayed put.  Then I started having dreams.  I dreamt one night of a man. I didn’t know it was Asher at the time. He pressed three worn guitar picks into my hand. When I woke up...” she pulled her hand from her jeans pocket and opened it to reveal three picks of differing colors, “...I had these in my hand.  Somehow, Asher gave them to me in the dream and made them real. They look just like the pick Mom found on the gravestone.”
Tage’s eyes widened as he stared at the picks. “Jesus Christ. Are you sure about this?”
She nodded. “Remember the night Mom had the dream and woke up screaming?  We all came down the hall because we were scared?”
“Yes.”
“She was dreaming about Asher. He was trying to tell her something. He kept saying, ‘watch her’ and ‘help her’. We don’t know what he means. I was having a dream about him at the same time.”
Tage turned away from her and covered his ears with his hands. “No. That’s not possible. That can’t happen.”
“You think Mom and I don’t know that?  We both thought we were nuts. Asher came to me in another dream and told me Stone knew who he was. I took a chance and showed Stone the picks Saturday morning. He’d already made the connection by that time, but didn’t want to tell me. He took me to Asher’s grave. I saw the picture. That’s when it all started to come together.”
“Your mother is buying into all of this hocus-pocus bullshit too?”
“It’s not bullshit, Daddy. Last night, in the middle of the night, I sensed something was wrong in my room. I turned on the light and found the notebook on my nightstand. It wasn’t there when I went to bed. I recognized Mom’s handwriting on the cover. I stayed up all night reading it. She didn’t give it to me. She made you a promise, and she kept it. She would never betray you like that.”
“Honey...”
“I’m not lying! And I’m not insane. At least not yet. Mom hears him calling her name sometimes. Here at the bar and at home. Before you came home from the trip tonight, it happened again. Asher called my name and told me to be careful, to watch. That’s why I turned all the lights on. I was scared shitless. It doesn’t make any sense, but it’s the truth.”
“My whole family has gone nuts.” Tage shook his head. “Certifiable whack jobs.”
Stone stepped forward. “If they’ve gone bonkers, then I have too, Mr. Sorenson. Asher Pratt shouted my name in my ear Saturday night after I brought Nicks home from our concert. At your house.” 
Tage glanced between his beloved daughter and the dark-haired man standing behind her.  They were serious. They really believed...
Suddenly, Nicks jerked her head to face the dining room and stage area. Stone’s eyes widened as he turned to look as well.
“Do you hear that?” Nicks turned back to him, one hand gripping his, the other pointing toward the stage area.  “Listen.”
Everyone went still. Nicks’s eyes were round and glassy in the half-light. Stone had the same freaked-out expression on his face. Tage thought they were crazy, but he played along, holding his breath and pretending to listen. 
He heard the usual sounds. The coolers running, the neon lights in the front windows buzzing softly. But there was something else above the white noise of the bar. The more he focused on it, the clearer it was. He locked eyes with his daughter. 
Somehow, someone was playing a guitar in the dining room. He clearly heard the faint chords of Can’t Get Enough of Your Love. Shouting, singing, a crowd cheering for the show they were watching. And he instinctively knew if he walked over to the stage area, the noise would stop. He would see nothing.
“Will you drive me home? Marybeth took my keys away from me.” Tage gasped as he stumbled to his feet. “I have to talk to your mother. Tonight.”
 

 
Chelsea bit the inside of her lip to keep from smiling. Poor Tage. He was trying so hard to sober up and have a meaningful conversation with her, but he kept listing to one side like a ship taking on water. She would probably have to revisit the finer points of this discussion tomorrow.  For now, it was enough that her big, adorable Swede had come home to her.
She steered him to the edge of their bed and sat him down. She rarely saw him this way.  Thank God he was a quiet drunk.  The kids had gotten to bed late. Lindsay’s bedroom was right next to theirs. She didn’t want anyone awake and listening to the conversation they were having. 
His hands lay limp in his lap; his head drooped so low his chin touched his chest.  He made no move to talk or get ready for bed so she stood in front of him and began to unbutton his shirt.
Her touch seemed to rouse him.  He looked at her with bleary, blood-shot eyes.  “I’m so sorry, Chelsea.”
“How much did you have to drink tonight?”
“Two tequila and ginger ales.”
“Only two?” That was hard to believe. He smelled like he’d bathed in tequila. 
“Well, they were half tequila. Marybeth made them for me. She took my keys.”
Chelsea held her laughter. Marybeth was going to get a big hug from her the next time she saw her. The older woman had plenty of experience with temperamental men.  She knew exactly how to handle a pissed-off husband. Get him plastered drunk and take his keys.  
“I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry,” he moaned again. 
She worked her way down the row of buttons, a slight smile on her face. “For what?”
“I should’ve known you’d never do anything to hurt me.  It was such a shock to see Nicks standing there with that notebook.”
“Well, it was a shock to me too, big guy. It was hidden in the bottom of a box all the way in the back of our closet.”
He sighed. His hands flopped around in his lap. “I need to know if you still love Asher. I won’t say another word about it, but be honest with me now.  I’ll love you anyway. I know I’ll never compare to him.  I want to know if you love him more than me.”
Ah, there it was.  Alcohol, the universal truth serum.  She wondered if those doubts had always haunted him.  He’d never said anything about it to her, but that was typical of her stubborn husband. Suffer in silence. Never let anyone see you sweat. God forbid you should ever ask your wife how she felt about something. 
She got to the end of the buttons and reached up with gentle fingers to push the white shirt off his shoulders.  He shrugged, trying to help, then slumped and gave up.  Chelsea noticed a tear run down the side of his face. 
Throwing the shirt on the floor, she ran her hands over Tage’s muscled shoulders and upper back.  He was a fine specimen of manhood, always had been.  Inside and out. He jogged several miles every day, had a gym in the basement any bodybuilder would envy. All that thick blond hair was still on his head.  She found him hot as hell, even after all these years.
He was a gorgeous man that caught the eye, but that’s not why she’d spent the past twenty years with him. He fit
her.  He was her mate for life. Chelsea wished she could make him understand that, but this was classic right-brain-versus-left-brain thinking. Men saw things in black and white, either/or. Women understood that if you loved someone, you still had plenty of love left for everyone else. 
She sat down next to him on the bed and took his hand. “I won’t lie to you.  Asher will always have a piece of my heart, if only because I gave birth to his daughter.”
Tage snorted and tried to turn away but she held him fast.  “You asked me, Sorenson. Now you’re going to sit there and listen.”
“Okay.” More tears tracked down his face.  He sounded like a wounded child.
“Asher played guitar and broke my damned heart. More than once. That’s as much as I can say about him. But you... I told Nicks there were no words for a man like you.  We are so tangled up in each other we practically share a soul.  I have never loved anyone the way I love you. You’re my everything, Tage.  My friend, my confidante, my business partner. The father of my children—all five of them, thank you very much. My partner in crime. And my lover... Jesus, what a lover you are.” She stared hard into his blue-topaz eyes.  “You are obstinate and inflexible and I want to split your head open sometimes, but you have a heart as big as the sky. I am acutely aware every day of my life how lucky I am. You could’ve done so much better than me. If you’re doubting my love, then I’m not doing my job very well.  I’m sorry about that. I’ll work harder at it.”
He was sobbing now, his face in his hands.  “I know all those things. I’m sorry, Chelsea.  I didn’t believe you. I should’ve known better. I love you so much.” 
“Hey, hey, hey, big guy.  Don’t cry. I don’t blame you. I don’t know what Nicks told you at the bar, but it’s been pretty weird for the two of us around here lately. You didn’t know that.”
“I know now. I heard someone playing guitar at the bar tonight.”
Chelsea sat back, shocked. “You did?”
“Yeah. All three of us heard it. Can we talk about this some time when my head doesn’t feel like someone’s pounding railroad spikes into my skull?”
“Of course.” She ran her hand down his abs and began to unbutton his dress pants.  “Does your head hurt too much to have sex?”
He wobbled as he reached for her. “Hell, no.”
She stood him up and pushed his pants to the floor. Taking his big, solid erection in her hand, she smiled at him. “Then I want you to fuck me.  Hard.  Like a big ol’ Viking conquering a neighboring village.”
Tage wrapped his  arms around her, pushed her over on the bed, then fell on top of her. He pulled back and ran a knuckle gently over her cheek.  “It would be my honor to fuck you, Mrs. Sorenson.” He sighed. “I will never doubt you again.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
Nicks rolled over in bed, prepared to snuggle in and go back to sleep when she realized her alarm hadn’t gone off.  She glanced at the clock.  It was 9:30 a.m. Monday morning. 
 She was late. Really late.
“Shit!” She leapt out of bed, grabbed her clothes, and ran for the bathroom.  Where the hell was her mother? She usually stuck her nose in the door if Nicks was slow.
There would be no bitching about the extra hours of sleep though.  It had been a late night for all of them. 
 She and Stone had to lift her father out of the car when they got him home. He was barely able to put one foot in front of the other.  Nicks snickered as she got in the shower. He’d taken one look at her mother and straightened up like a soldier coming to attention. Well, at least he’d tried to. 
Her mother had smiled an amused little smile, taken him by the arm, and guided him up to their room.  He’d apologized the whole way up the stairs.
As she stepped into the shower, Nicks mused over the two of them. She’d never given her parents’ relationship much thought.  They just were, like stars. Like fresh air.  
Fate was such a funny, fickle thing. So many things had to happen for her parents to meet and marry. If Asher hadn’t been skittish of commitment—if he hadn’t had a life-threatening illness—he might have lived to raise her. Might’ve married her mother once he found out she was pregnant. Would she have siblings that looked similar? In any case, things would’ve been very different. 
And that was a scenario she couldn’t wrap her mind around. Tage and Chelsea were like two peas in a pod, completing each other’s sentences, constantly touching and kissing. They were
supposed to be married.
She wouldn’t have T.J. And that was inconceivable. 
She finished the shower with a new perspective.  She—all of them—were right where they were supposed to be.  Life was very, very good.
 

 
Nicks charged down the stairs and made a beeline for the kitchen.  She hit the tile in her socks and skidded into the open arms of Tage Sorenson.
He held her against him, rocking her gently back and forth. For a moment, she considered pulling back, telling him she was late and didn’t have time for this. But he was warm and solid and comforting, and she ended up relaxing against his chest.
 “How do you feel?” she asked.
“Pretty much like a huge pile of crap. Thank God for aspirin.”
“Did you let me sleep in on purpose?” she murmured into his shirt. He smelled like Hugo Boss, the cologne she’d gotten him for Christmas two years ago.
“Yeah. I snuck in and shut your alarm off. It was a long night for all of us,” Tage said as he kissed her cheek. “You can be late for school this once.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m sorry for the way I was last night. I’m sorry you had to see me like that.”
Nicks laughed. “What? You mean drunk off your ass?  I would’ve gladly joined you at the bar Saturday morning.”
“Is that when you found out about Asher?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry about that too.  We should’ve been honest with you.  I have no excuses except my damned pride.”
“Daddy, I understand. I could feel Mom’s panic when I read the notebook.  It sounds like the whole thing was a hot mess. Keeping quiet about me must’ve seemed like the easiest thing to do.”
“Yeah, but most of the time the easiest thing is not the right thing. And that’s nearly twenty years of hindsight talking. I want you to know I loved you right from the moment your mom told me she had you inside her. You were my daughter. Always. I don’t feel any differently about you than I do Reese, Lindsay, Aimee, or T.J.  I love you more than I could ever tell you.”
The tears in his eyes triggered a few in her own. “Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I can’t tell?”
“I wanted you to hear it from me, straight and sober. A little sick, but sober.”   
“What are you going to tell the other four?” Nicks asked.
Chelsea walked behind them to deliver toast and scrambled eggs to the table. “You’ll have to let me think about that one.  I want to be honest with them, but it makes me seem like a floozy. A woman of questionable morals. I’m not sure how I’m going to tell them without making myself look bad.”
“It makes you look human, Mom. You made mistakes. You fixed them. I like that about you.”  Nicks took a seat at the table next to her father. “Lindsay will surely have something smart to say.  And I’m worried what T.J. will think of me now.”
“He loves you,” said Tage. “You’re his big sister. That isn’t going to change.”
 

 
Every Monday should be like this, Nicks thought as the bell rang, signaling the end of the last period of the day. She was finally starting to catch on to calculus, but the best part of the whole day was the perfect score she got on the world history test.  
Mrs. Dorvat, Marius’s replacement while he was on leave, walked past her as she went to her locker. The older woman had a thousand-watt smile on her face. “Have a great day, Nicole.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“You too, Mrs. Dorvat.” Blinking, shaking her head, Nicks opened the locker.
Wow, what a difference. Pauline Dorvat and Albert Marius were complete polar opposites. The whole mood of the school had lifted now that the asshole was gone.  
She hoped he stayed gone.
 

 
Nicks was halfway down the concrete steps in front of the school when she noticed a crowd of men hanging around in the parking lot near the back of her car. 
She slowed, trying to see if she could put names to faces. Some of them were guys who’d graduated a year or two ahead of her.  Jocks mostly. Wrestling, though there were some football players.
It wasn’t until she got to the bottom of the steps that she saw him. Some asshole was lying across her hood, hands behind his head, one cowboy boot planted on the fender.  
“Get off my car!”
The men stopped talking and turned toward her.  The idiot perched on her hood feigned surprise. “What?  Is this your car?”
 The arrogance rolling off this dude was staggering, just as it’d been with Mike Dorton.  She stopped abruptly.  Yeah, arrogance with a side order of too much testosterone. A voice inside her screamed, tread lightly.
 “Did you need something?” she asked.
He slid off the hood, ran a hand over his short brown hair, and advanced on her. He was handsome, but he was...scary. Aggressive. She held her ground, along with her breath.
“Nicks Sorenson.” He swaggered toward her and stuck out a hand. “Seth Garrett. It’s a delight to finally meet you.”
So this was the infamous Seth Garrett, brother of Bobby Garrett, the hottest guy in Lindsay’s class. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him at Tapestries, but she remembered seeing him around the high school. Wrestling star. Bit of a blowhard. Two years older than she was. 
Against her better judgment, she shook his hand.  “Nice to meet you, Seth.”
Her apprehension kicked up a notch when she went to move around him.  He stepped to the side and blocked her.  “I saw you at the Point on Saturday, playing with Heavy Remedy. You fucking rock, Nicks.”
Blocking her like that was a surefire way to piss her off.  The bullies used to do that. Surround her.  Keep her from getting to class on time.  She wanted to kick him in the nads, but she sensed a hair-trigger temper if provoked. Perhaps some diplomacy was in order.
“Thank you. It was fun.” Nicks willed him to move out of the way with her eyes, but he didn’t budge.
“You’re so hot, Nicks. I want to get to know you.  I’m having a party Saturday night. I want you there.”
Oh, he wanted her there, did he?  Way to Piss Off Nicks #2: Demand instead of ask. 
“I’m not interested. I’m seeing someone. Please move. I’d like to go home.”
The words “not interested” resulted in the most amusing blank expression. Seth Garrett clearly didn’t get turned down by women very often.
He recovered quickly. Shrugging, he took another step toward her. “So?  Break up with him.  I give great parties. And I don’t let just anyone in. You are one of the elite few.”
“I don’t think so. I’m sure your parties are all the rage, but I already said I wasn’t interested. Get it?”
 She hoped he could hear the dripping sarcasm.  Not likely though.  This idiot’s brains were centered between his legs. Time to apply a bit more pressure. “Move. I want to go home.”
Laughing, he half turned to face his gang. When he turned back, his face had hardened. She knew her first moment of real fear.
“No bitch is gonna diss me like that in front of my guys.”  Gritting his teeth, he lunged at her. She ducked and slammed her right knee hard into his groin. Seth dropped to the pavement like a rock, groaning and clutching at his crotch.
Nicks didn’t waste any time pulling the pepper spray her father bought her out of a side pocket of her backpack. Holding it out in front of her, she stepped over Seth and advanced on his posse, pushing the button on the key fob to unlock her car with the other hand. 
“Stay away from me. This shit will burn your eyeballs right out of your head. I’ll laugh my ass off while you bleed all over the pavement.”
 The dude in the stupid, barely-there, black tank top twitched, as if he were going to rush her. “Stay back!  I will use it,” she threatened.
That she’d gotten physical with Seth seemed to convince them she was serious.  They backed away as she reached the driver’s side door of her car.  They were still walking backward when she whirled, jerked the door open, and threw herself into the seat. A quick press of the key fob locked the doors behind her.
What the hell is wrong with people lately?  Do I have a “fuck with me” sign on my back? 
She started the car, backed up, and roared across the parking lot. When she was safely out on the highway and headed for home, she grinned. Never let it be said you couldn’t smoke tires in a little Chevy Cobalt.
 

 
Nicks pulled onto Torvil Street and blinked at the sight before her. 
Stone’s Camaro was sitting in her spot in the driveway.  He wasn’t supposed to see her on school nights.  So what was he doing here?
Her Monday had been a roller coaster ride.  Good, then more good, then very bad.  And now—excellent. Pulling her backpack over her shoulder, she went into the house.
Her mother sat at the island eating a bagel and reading one of the romance novels she was so fond of.  She glanced up when she heard Nicks come in then turned her attention back to the book.
“Hey, sweetie.  How was school?”
Nicks threw the backpack on the table. “Not bad. Loved the half-day.”
 She wasn’t going to mention the whole Seth Garrett thing. Her mother would tell her father and that would totally ruffle his feathers. Poor guy. He’d had his feathers ruffled enough for one week. 
“What’s Stone doing here?”
Chelsea looked up. “He’s in the sunroom.”
“Doing what?”
“He’s with T.J.”
“Doing what?” Nicks asked again.
“Go and see.”
Curious, she made her way to the sunroom.
Stone was sitting on the wicker loveseat with a black Fender bass guitar across his lap.  Her little brother was sitting beside him clutching a smaller replica of Stone’s guitar.  They had amps and everything set up. She smiled.  Stone was giving T.J. his first bass lesson.
“Hey,” she called from the doorway. “Whatcha got there, little guy?”
“Nicks!” T.J. jumped off the loveseat and ran to her with the guitar.  “Look what Stone bought me!”
She gave T.J. a hug then looked at the man who’d stolen her heart all over again. “He bought it for you, huh?  What’s the occasion?”
“My birthday,” T.J. said.
“But your birthday isn’t until August, monkey.”  Nicks ruffled the boy’s hair. 
“Yeah, but I didn’t know you then,” Stone said with a sheepish grin. “I missed his birthday.”
Nicks walked into the middle of the room and bent over to examine the amp T.J.’s miniature bass was plugged into. It was an Orange Crush PiX CR35LDX. “Where did you get this stuff?”
“Where do you think, silly?” T.J. said.  “We went to Guitar Center.”
“Your mom wrote a slip giving me permission to pick him up from school today,” explained Stone.
Her mother and Stone must’ve done this on the sly. T.J. was lousy at keeping secrets. If he would’ve known, she would’ve known. “You took him to Guitar Center with you?” 
Stone shrugged. “Well...yeah. A man needs to pick out his own axe and amp. Right, T.J.?”
“That’s right. It’s what men do, Nicks. And I got to ride in his car. He let me pick the radio station.” Her brother sat down beside Stone and balanced the little bass across his knees. “I picked WDVE, of course.”
“Of course.” Nicks couldn’t take her eyes off Stone. He was grinning like an idiot. “You didn’t buy all this stuff new, did you?” 
It was a stupid question.  Tags, boxes, and plastic were strewn all over the sunroom. 
“I got a new bass and amp too. So now we match.” Stone looked highly pleased with himself. “Your mom said I could leave all this here in the sunroom. I’m coming back on Wednesday.”
Nicks raised her eyebrows. Her mother agreeing to band clutter in her precious sunroom? Surely the world was coming to an end. 
“Go get a guitar, Nicks,” T.J. said.  “I want to play something with you. Stone taught me a blues run.”
How perfectly, wonderfully awesome was Stone Jensen? All kinds of love bubbled up inside her. Being kind to T.J. this way sealed the deal for her. If she had any doubts before, he’d just taken care of them. She was staring into the eyes of the man she was going to marry someday.
“I’ll get a guitar, but I don’t have anything to plug into,” Nicks said.
 “Plug into my amp.”  Stone gestured toward a fairly large Peavey Vypyr.
“Did you plan this?” she asked T.J.
“I didn’t!” T.J. said.
“Nah, it was a surprise your mother and I cooked up. I wanted to get him started on the bass,” Stone answered for him. “He talked the whole way home about playing something with his big sister. He picks stuff up quickly. Don’t underestimate him. We’ll make a Geddy Lee out of him yet.”
 Stone was clearly proud of the little guy. Nicks caught her breath as she imagined him doing the same thing for their son someday. 
“Give me a minute,” she told T.J. “Then you can show me your new skills.”
 

 
“Hurry up!  I want to play.”
T.J. fidgeted horribly as Nicks pulled up a wicker chair and began to tune the white Les Paul. 
“No, she’s doing the right thing.  You have to make sure you’re in tune before you play. It takes some time, but it’s time well spent,” Stone said. “You don’t want to sound like a rookie in front of thousands of people, do you?”
T.J. shook his head. “No.  I don’t.”
She listened to the two of them banter back and forth as she hit the strings and fiddled with the tuning keys. Finally in tune, she poked at T.J. “What should we play?”
“I’ll play what Stone taught me. You play along.”
“Okay.” Stone Jensen had made a big impression on her little brother. He couldn’t possibly know how much that meant to her.
T.J.’s small fingers ran haltingly up and down the neck of the guitar. Nicks listened for a moment then started to play a bluesy, Bonnie Raitt-type solo along with him. 
She bobbed her head as she watched him. He was pretty good for just having his first lesson. He kept a steady beat for her to follow. Maybe she wouldn’t be the only musician in this family after all.
When they finished, she bent forward and kissed him on the cheek.  “You were amazing.  You’ll be playing in a band in no time.”
“You and Stone play something now. I want to hear you play together,” T.J. said.
“Like what?”  
“You know thousands of songs, Nicks. Pick one,” T.J. ordered.
“Stone, plug your bass into T.J’s amp while I think about it.” After a moment, she gave Stone a sassy smile.  “Ready, ace?”
“What’re you going to play?” Stone asked.
“You’ll see. Try to keep up.” She stood, counted off a beat in her head, and began to play the intro to Journey’s Stone In Love.
He threw his head back and laughed at the intentional irony. Shifting in the seat, he surprised her by joining in with vocals.  They didn’t have mics, another guitar, drums, or keyboard, but if he was going to sing like that, she was going to keep playing. 
God, he had the perfect rock voice. Stone continued to sing, sliding his fingers down the neck of the bass at the appropriate time. Her heart soared as they joined their voices in harmony at the chorus. They sounded amazing together.
He sang the lyrics to her, his eyes never leaving hers. The words had a special significance for both of them now. He poured his heart and soul into it, sang it to her as though she were the only person on the planet that mattered to him.
When they reached the bridge of the song, she and Stone held the harmonies together, drawing them out, ending at the same time. Oh. My. God. This was so good. She closed her eyes and launched into the guitar solo.
When she opened them, she was surprised to see her whole family crowded into the sunroom.  Her mother. Reese. Lindsay. Aimee. T.J. Even her father had come up from taking a nap in his man cave downstairs.
The last chord reverberated through the air.  Gasping as though she’d just run a marathon, she could only stare at Stone. Saturday with Heavy Remedy notwithstanding, that had been one of the most amazing experiences of her life.
There was a heartbeat of stunned silence then everyone broke into applause. Two quick steps and Stone was by her side, kissing her hard right in front of everyone. “I love you, Nicks,” he said.  Her family clapped even harder.
“You are so going to play that with Wild Angel this coming Friday,” Nicks told him. 
Stone gave her a curious look. “You guys played that song?”
“Yeah, for a while. We thought we could get away with one guitar and no keyboards, and it sounded like shit.  We also thought it was kind of weird for women to be singing about golden girls and stuff, so we dropped it. We all love the song though.  And with two guitars...” She cut a glance to her father. Sometimes he growled about the noise they made at Tapestries.
Chuckling, Tage threw his hands in the air.  “Ear plugs for everyone this Friday!”
“Will you do it?” Nicks took her guitar off and laid it in the case.
“If Charm and Pip are okay with it, I’ll do it. I think we’ll sound amazing, especially the vocals. My God, your voice and mine were meant to sing harmony together,” Stone said. 
 

 
Nicks slammed her book shut and swore under her breath.  It was Wednesday— only T.J’s second bass lesson ever—and she already knew they were going to be the death of her. It was hard enough to study with a mind full of Stone Jensen.  It was damn near impossible knowing he was downstairs in the sunroom.
She bounced off the bed with her chemistry book and went into her walk-in closet.  She pushed the door shut, snapped on the light, and settled on the floor. It didn’t kill the low notes drifting up to her bedroom entirely, but it muffled them enough for her to concentrate. Order was soon restored to the universe.
She reached the end of the chapter, studied her notes, and was about to get up off the floor when Stone pushed the door open.
 “What’re you doing in there?” he asked.
“Trying to study,” she answered with a smidgen of irritation.  “I have a quiz tomorrow. I wanted to be down there with you.”
“T.J. concentrates better when it’s just the two of us. And you would’ve been a terrible distraction for me.”
“Oh, really?” She laughed and got to her feet. 
“Can you come out here a minute?  A couple of people you know want to say something to you.” He swung the door wide.  She could see Reese, Lindsay, Aimee, and T.J. standing in the middle of her room.
Nicks followed him out of the closet.  All four of them looked as though they’d been told Christmas was cancelled this year. The only one smiling was Stone. “Okay. What happened?” 
Reese stepped forward.  “Mom told us you have a different father than we do. She explained everything to us.  We wanted you to know that we love you, no matter what.”
T.J. ran forward and wrapped his arms around her hips.  “I’m glad you’re you. I wouldn’t want you to be anyone else.”
Nicks lifted her gaze to Stone. He nodded. “Your mother had a talk with all of them in the sunroom a few minutes ago. They wanted to come up and see you.”
Tempted to be pissed that she hadn’t been included in the conversation, she took a deep breath instead. Maybe that was for the best.  It was, after all, her mother’s tale to tell.  These four were her children with Tage. The explanation needed to come from Chelsea, and it was totally up to her how best to deliver that message.  
Lindsay stepped forward, pulled T.J. away, and surprised Nicks by embracing her. The prickly Lindsay never hugged anyone. “I love you, no matter how you got here.”
Okay, things were starting to get real.  Tears stung her eyes. “Thank you. I love you too.”
The quiet and studious Aimee was next, her eyes large behind her glasses. “It doesn’t mean a thing, Nicks.  It’s just DNA.  This house would be so boring without you here.” She moved into Nicks’s embrace. 
 “Thank you, all of you. It was a real shock to find out I had a different father, but...” She struggled for words, not wanting to be sappy and emotional, yet wanting them to know she had a grateful heart. “I know I’m not the nicest, most patient person sometimes, but we’re family. I love you guys.”
Stone threw his arms in the air and shouted, “Schmaltzy group hug!” Everyone converged on her with open arms.   
Nicks looked up to see her mother and father standing in the doorway.
 “I love you, Nicks.  Thank you,” her mother said quietly.
“I love you too—both of you,” she said over the heads of her siblings.  “And thank you.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
Nicks was surprised to find her mother sitting in the family room alone when she got home from school Friday afternoon. 
“You and Daddy okay?” she asked. “He’s not mad again, is he?” Her mother didn’t respond.
The house was ominously silent. The other kids were probably already at Grandma Whitaker’s house. 
It must’ve been some kind of shitty day here.  She didn’t have to see her mother’s face to know she’d been crying. At first, Nicks thought she had her arms crossed over a white book on her lap. Upon closer inspection, she could see it was a dress-shirt box.
“Are you okay?” Nicks dropped her book bag and sat down beside her mother. “Yeah, that’s a stupid question. The last week has been pretty rough for you, hasn’t it?”
Her mother sniffed and took her hand. “It’s the craziest thing, Nicks. I have a husband I love with all my heart. Great children. My life is the best it’s ever been, and I can’t stop missing that asshole. I shouldn’t even be telling you this.”
Nicks settled back on the couch. “It’s fine. Let it out, Mom. You’ll feel better.”
“I’d love to let it out. I just don’t know what ‘it’ is. I always thought I could’ve saved Asher if I’d known he was sick. But if I’d have done that, I wouldn’t have your father, or Reese, or Lindsay, or Aimee or T.J. I can’t imagine life without them.”
“Me either.”
“It all ends up running through my head in an endless loop. I couldn’t do anything about it then, and I certainly can’t fix it now.  At the very least, I wanted him to see you. I wanted him to hold you.  And he didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”
“How is that your fault?”
Chelsea sighed. “It isn’t. I just get furious at the choices he made.  He should be here for you. And I feel so helpless. He loved me, but he didn’t trust me. I guess if I could understand—“
“If it makes you feel any better, Spencer doesn’t understand either. They were the best of friends, and Asher cut off contact with him too.  Spence said he punched a hole in everyone’s dreams when he died.”
“Yeah. That’s what he did. What happened all those years ago feels like a brick wall sometimes. I can never get over it. I can’t seem to go around it.” Chelsea shook her head and wiped at her nose with a tissue. “I don’t understand why this still hurts nineteen years later.”
There wasn’t a thing Nicks could say to ease her pain.   It must’ve been agonizing for her mom to lose her first love like that. If Stone died young, getting over him would be damn near impossible.  
Chelsea had told her stories about Asher all week as she remembered him. Funny things he’d done and said. She’d done it for Nicks, but it had opened a floodgate of memories for her mother, not all of them pleasant.  She squeezed Chelsea’s hand.
“I love you, Mom. And I’m sorry.”
Chelsea leaned forward and placed a warm hand on her cheek.  “You. You are such a gift. We should’ve told you. I never felt right keeping it from you.” She patted the box on her lap.  “This is actually the reason I cried all day. It’s an early birthday present for you.” She picked it up and laid it on Nicks’s lap. 
“My birthday isn’t until next Thursday.”
“I know.  I wanted you to have it tonight.”
Nicks had an idea what it was.  She removed the lid, pushed back the tissue paper, and still got chills when she saw it. It was the blue Rock’n Tapestries T-shirt Asher had signed for her mother.
Still colorful and crisp, it had clearly never been worn. Asher’s name—a slanting script beneath a flaming black guitar—was as clear as the day he’d signed it.  Nicks ran her fingertips over the signature. 
 It was an odd feeling to know Asher’s hand had been where hers was now. She could touch things he touched, but could never touch him directly. He lived in everyone’s memories but hers. Even her father had gotten the chance to know him a little.
“You don’t have to give this to me. I know how much that night meant to you.”
“The picture on his gravestone was taken the same night he signed that shirt.” Chelsea smiled.  “You can have the notebook as well, though I’m keeping the locket.”
“What about the painting?”
“Painting?” Her mother looked confused.
“In the attic. The one Asher painted for you when you moved into your apartment.”
“You can have that too, but only when you move out. It’s a sore spot with your father. Those things should be yours though. It’s as much your story as it is mine. And maybe,” her mother stopped for a moment, “maybe giving them to you will finally bring me peace. I’ve hung on to him far too long. The little prick really doesn’t deserve the time he’s spent in my head.”
 “Does Daddy know you’re giving me the notebook and T-shirt? I don’t want him to be mad at either of us.”
“He knows, and he approves. I think he’s relieved, actually. We had a good talk early Monday morning after you brought him home, and later, when he got up.  We cleared the air about a lot of things. Things I didn’t even know were bothering him. Your finding out about Asher wasn’t a bad thing, honey.”
Chelsea opened her arms. Nicks snuggled in against her and asked, “You haven’t had any dreams about him this week, have you? I haven’t. He’s been strangely silent since last weekend.”
“No. I haven’t. No voices. Nothing weird.  Maybe he just wanted you to know about him.”
“Maybe. But I’m a little pissed that he worked that hard then disappeared. I have questions,” said Nicks.
Chelsea snorted sarcastically. “Well, that’s typical Asher.”
“I didn’t expect to find you home. Aren’t you coming to Tapestries tonight?”
“Yeah. I wanted it to be the two of us when I gave you the T-shirt, in case you had any questions.  I wanted to be able to answer them honestly, and your father said he didn’t want to hear it. Can I bum a ride to the bar with you?”
There were times when her mother was a giant pain in the ass, seemingly bent on making Nicks’s life miserable.  That was her “mom” face though, the façade of authority she had to present to her children. Right now, at this moment, she could see the frightened, struggling twenty-four year old woman who’d been deeply in love with a paradox.  
Nicks sat up and kissed her on the cheek.  “You know you can, Mom.”
 

 
Chelsea felt relaxed and chatty during the drive to Tapestries.  For the first time in a long time, she could look at Nicks and not feel guilty. 
What an amazingly strong young girl Asher’s daughter was.  So much stronger than either of them. Was it inborn?  Or learned from years of adversity?  
She’d prepared herself for a million invasive questions, but Nicks had not asked them. In fact, it was Asher who’d asked a million questions about their daughter.  What does it feel like when she moves inside you? Do you think she’ll be pretty? Do you think she’ll be talented musically? Who do you think she’ll look like?  They’d had many intimate conversations about the future of their child, things Chelsea kept in her heart.  Those memories were private.  She was not prepared to share them with anyone. 
 “Is Stone coming to see you tonight?” She tried to derail her train of thought, hoping her daughter wouldn’t hear the catch in her voice. She was damned tired of being on the verge of tears all the time.
Nicks smiled. It made Chelsea smile in return.  If the girl wasn’t in love with Stone yet, she soon would be.  Her whole face lit up at the mention of his name.
“Yep.  He’s playing a song or two with us. Returning the favor for last weekend, when I played with them.”
“I’m sorry we weren’t there to see you.  Marybeth said you were fantastic.”
“He didn’t give me much notice. It’s okay.  Maybe it’ll happen again.  Not all of the guys in Heavy Remedy were assholes about me playing with them.  Just Mike, the bass player.”
“Scared of a guitar-playing pussy, was he?”  
“Yeah, I think so. Who knows what goes on in the mind of a guy like that.  I’m over it.”
“Good.  Your father says it’s an alpha-male thing.  Fragile egos and all.  Sounds like bullshit to me, but he swears it’s true.”
“The other guys thawed out after a while. It was just Mike.  It was a great experience anyway.  You should’ve seen the crowd!”
“How did you feel playing in front of all those people?”
“Oh, Mom, I want to play to crowds like that all the time. I had a bad case of nerves, but I was so excited.  I was born to be on the stage.  I just don’t know if it’ll ever happen for me.”
“You’re young yet. Give it time.” 
So much enthusiasm in that young voice. So much hope. Chelsea sent up an internal plea to a now-silent Asher. You watch her. You help her. You left her behind with me. You make it happen.

 

 
Nicks could hear there was a larger-than-normal crowd even before her mother opened the back entrance to the bar, but nothing could’ve prepared her for the sight when they stepped inside.  
Every table in the dining room was full. Clusters of people stood along both walls and the back, talking, with beers in hands. The noise was deafening. The crowd seemed to be a 50-50 mix of both genders. It was a shock to see the bar that packed so early.
As Nicks stepped in behind her mother, she heard someone say “There she is!” Conversation stopped as all eyes turned toward them.  A little freaked out, she heard Pip’s words echo: Maybe if you talked to them once in a while?  
She allowed her gaze to wander over all the people. Bikers of every shape and size. Punk rockers with colorful spiked hair.  She saw flannel and camouflage, and even a few people in steam punk and Gothic Lolita garb. 
“Wow! Hello, everyone,” Nicks called out. “Thanks for coming tonight.”
A cheer went up. Bottles were hoisted into the air.  “You rock, Nicks!” someone shouted. 
Her mother parted the crowd in front of them.  She followed closely behind, gripping a guitar in each hand, smiling and self-conscious as they made their way through the room. 
Chelsea stopped abruptly in front of her as she surveyed the scene at the bar. It was standing room only as well. 
Marybeth saw them and came to their aid.  “I don’t know what switch you flipped last Saturday at the Point, but half of Pittsburgh is trying to get in here tonight. You should see the line out front. We’re filled to capacity right now, and no one’s leaving.”
“You’re shitting me,” Nicks said.
“No, I’m not.  C’mon. I had to hide Charm and Pip in the kitchen. You may need protection tonight.  Stone coming?”
Nicks blinked. Protection? Hiding in the kitchen? This was the side to being “out there” she hadn’t envisioned.  
“Yeah.  He’s coming. Later. Dad gave him a key to the back door.”
“Excellent.” Marybeth shoved the guy in front of her to the side as she pulled Nicks along with her. “It’s gonna be his job to keep an eye on yunz girls tonight.”
 

 
Stone grinned when he saw the call from Nicks.  “Hello, beautiful. I’m on my way,” he told her.
“The bar is packed, Stone. Packed! I’ve never seen it like this.  Marybeth is making us stay in the kitchen for safety.  I can hear them calling for us out there though. We have more than four hours before we go on, and the crowd sounds pretty rowdy. I wanted to warn you before you came in the back door.”
His stomach did a nosedive.  He didn’t like the sound of that at all.  Charm was tall, but tiny. Pip and Nicks were the size of pixies.  They wouldn’t stand a chance if someone yanked them off the stage.
“Stay in the kitchen then. Don’t go out there.”
“Marybeth won’t let us.  She said you’re on bodyguard duty tonight, but honestly, Stone, I don’t know if you’re going to be enough.  Mom and Dad are busy taking care of the bar and keeping an eye on the waitresses. I’m not sure about this at all. The more they drink, the worse they’ll be. We’re going to have some of these guys up on stage with us tonight.”
“Don’t be scared, baby doll. I’ll be there as soon as I can.  I’ll pick up a couple of friends and bring them along.  I won’t let anything happen to you. Love you.”
“Love you too.  Hurry!”
He clicked off the call and hit the gas.  The Camaro roared to life. 
 

 
“Well, this sucks,” said Charm as she sat at the prep counter eating a salad.  “Listen to them out there. And we’re stuck in the kitchen. I wanted to sit at the bar and bullshit with Marybeth before the show.”
Nicks glanced up from the set lists she was preparing for them. It was nearly as loud as a Steeler’s home game. Occasional shouts of “Nicks! Nicks!” and “Wild Angel! Whoooo!” could be heard.
“I’m sorry about this, guys. They must be people who saw the show last Saturday. Stone shouldn’t have mentioned we played here on Friday nights. I didn’t mean for it to get out of hand like this.”
“It’s kind of exciting in a way. I mean… Wow, what a crowd!” Pip kept wandering to the kitchen door, peering out through the small round window in the middle. 
“Tapestries is too small to handle this many people,” warned Charm. “We’re screwed if a fight breaks out.  Grab your guitars and head for the back exit if it does. I don’t want my gear smashed or stolen.”
“Me either,” said Nicks, thinking of her precious tobacco Les Paul. 
“Fine for you two,” said Pip. “I’ll get away with my sticks and not much else.”
“So we’ll grab our guitars and part of your drum kit as we’re running. We girls have to stick together.” Nicks handed Charm and Pip a set list. “Speaking of—do either of you mind if Stone plays a song with us tonight? It’s one we know, so it shouldn’t be an issue. I’m guessing you’ll be cooler about him than the guys in Heavy Remedy were about me, but I don’t want to piss either of you off by making assumptions. We don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”
“Which song is it?” asked Charm.
“Stone in Love.”
“Gee, that’s subtle, Nicks,” said Pip.  “I’m okay with it. We may actually need him onstage tonight if things get wild. Only he’ll need to have an AR-15 in his hands, not a guitar.”
“Or a ball bat with spikes sticking out of the end.” Charm nodded. “I’m okay with him playing too. And I hope we’re both wrong, Pip.”
The tiny drummer had just turned away from the kitchen door when it burst open. In came Stone with five big dudes trailing behind him. Nicks leapt from the stool, nearly tackling him with a hug. 
“Here comes the cavalry, right on time,” said Pip with a smile. 
Nicks pushed off Stone’s chest and looked over his shoulder. Cavalry, indeed. Four of the men he’d brought with them were big enough, but the fifth one was massive. He looked like Mr. Clean. Nose ring, four or five earrings in each ear, and a haircut her Grandpa Whitaker always called a baldy sour. What really impressed her was the deep scar that went from his left ear down to the corner of his mouth. It made him seem as mean as a junkyard dog. Just the kind of guy they might need tonight.
“Ladies, these are my DJs. Tom, Phil, Art, David. And this,” Stone gestured toward Mr. Clean, “is Tiny.”
Charm gave a hoot of laughter. “Tiny! Ha! You are my new best friend.”
A smile crossed the big man’s face which caused Nicks to smile too.  He was actually handsome when he did that.  Adorable.  Like a teddy bear whose head you wanted to rub.
“Maybe Tiny shouldn’t do a whole lot of smiling tonight, “ Nicks said in Stone’s ear. “He’s more intimidating when he doesn’t.”
“Don’t worry. This isn’t Tiny’s first rodeo. See that scar on his cheek?” Stone asked.
“Yeah.” Geez, how could you miss it?
“The asshole who cut Tiny was quickly reduced to a broken heap on the dance floor after he did it. Some guy attacked an ex-girlfriend with a switchblade, and my man here stepped between them. He got one swing of the blade in before Tiny broke his arm. Compound fracture. Messed his back up pretty bad too.” 
Tiny’s cheeks flushed red but the smile stayed in place.
“No shit,” said Pip. “Did you get in trouble?”
“Nope. Self-defense,” said Tiny as he drove his right fist into his left palm. “Nobody hurts the ladies when Tiny’s in the house.”
Nicks blinked. Geez, his voice was deep, as big as the rest of him. “Could’ve used you last Saturday, Tiny.  That’s awesome.  Glad to meet all of you. Enjoy the show, and don’t take this the wrong way but I hope we don’t need you.”
 

 
Nicks was getting antsy. It was nine-thirty. They were supposed to start at ten. If Dimitri was here, he was probably in panic mode. Sooner or later, he’d want a sound check. Given that the time was fast ticking away, it needed to be sooner.
Stone and his five bouncers had gone out forty-five minutes earlier to prowl around. Her mother had stuck her head in the kitchen once and informed them that several patrons had been shown the door for alcohol-fueled rowdiness. Hopefully, that would send a message to everyone else. If it didn’t work, Tage was prepared to cancel Wild Angel and call the police. Nicks had protested that decision, but it was more productive to argue with a doorknob than try to change Tage Sorenson’s mind.
It had taken some time, but the bar had quieted down significantly. So what was the holdup? 
Finally, Stone stuck his head in the kitchen. “You guys ready to go on? Dimitri’s waiting to do a sound check then you can start right away.”
“Thank God. I thought we’d never get out of this kitchen.” Nicks grabbed her guitars.
“Things calmed down once we got rid of the troublemakers. The place is now full of rabid Wild Angel fans who’re ready to rock. It’s still crowded out here, but it’s orderly.  Stay behind me and I’ll escort you to the stage,” Stone instructed.
Yeah, this was a first. An escort to the stage.  She lined up behind Pip and Charm.  As if she’d heard her thoughts, Pip turned to her and said, “Oh, c’mon, Nicks. All the big names get an escort to the stage.”
Big names.  Is this what it meant to be a big name? Loss of freedom? Cowering in a kitchen somewhere waiting for someone to lead you around by the nose? If that were the case, she didn’t want to outgrow Tapestries. It was comfortable. It was home.  
Charm, who was first in line, was barely out the door when the cheering and whistling started. Nicks grinned in spite of herself, her heart thumping an excited rhythm in her chest. She loved to play to an enthusiastic crowd. Tonight was going to be awesome.
The place exploded with noise when she appeared out of the kitchen. She stopped for a moment and looked at the people that surrounded her. Three, four deep, they clapped and whistled loudly.
 She cut a glance to her mother and Marybeth working behind the bar.  Both of them were smiling proudly. She knew why. Wild Angel was finally getting the recognition they deserved. 
The mass of people parted at Stone’s urging as they followed along behind him. No one tried to touch them or pull them out of line.  That was good. The crowd was excited, but not aggressive.  Here for the music and a good time, not to snatch one of them.  Nicks started to relax.
Stone’s men were positioned strategically in front of Tapestries’ small stage, creating a buffer of about eight feet all around. Tiny was a human barricade standing right in the middle, his hands clasped politely in front of him.  A dark-gray fedora sat atop his head.  It added to the intimidation factor, making him look like a Mafioso.
I don’t know if I like this. She’d miss playing around with the guys up front, but she wasn’t going to question Stone’s judgment.
He ushered them up onto the stage, making eye contact with her only once. All business, he then looked away as if he didn’t know her.  She understood perfectly. The crowd needed to see he was in control. 
Nicks took the stage and quickly donned her guitar. Charm did the same. Pip took her place on her drummer’s throne. Stone went along behind them and removed the empty guitar cases to a safe place behind the stage. 
“Okay?” Stone mouthed to Nicks. 
 She nodded. It would have to be okay. They were late as it was. Stone dipped his head in acknowledgment as he took his place near one of the speaker stacks out front.
“Ready, ladies?” Nicks focused on Pip and Charm, more to settle her own nerves than theirs. 
“I don’t know. I can’t freaking breathe,” said Pip. “Did you see all those people? They’re elbow to elbow out there. You made quite an impression on them last Saturday, Nicks.”
“They came to see us,” Nicks corrected. “I love you guys. We’re a team. We’re going to rock the house tonight, and when we’re through, they’ll be talking about us all over Pittsburgh. Can you handle that?”
Charm grinned and adjusted her bass on her shoulders.  “I’ll handle it.”
“Let’s go,” said Pip with a slight nod of her head.
Nicks turned, shaded her eyes against the hot lights overhead, and searched for Dimitri at the sound board at the back of the room.  “Let’s get this sound check done,” she said into the mic. “We’re gonna burn this fucking place to the ground tonight.”
The ensuing roar shook the floor, the walls, and the dark hardwood beams in the ceiling. 
 

 
As the girls ran through a sound check, Stone perused the crowd and tried to figure out why he felt so uneasy.
This debacle had started with the kid at the door, a part-time cook they’d called in at the last minute to check IDs and collect the cover charge. Tage usually did that job on dance nights, but he had his hands full. Though the bar was filled to capacity, the kid kept letting people in, mostly his underage friends. For free.  Stone replaced him with Art.
Stone and David then moved through the crowd checking for the hand stamp indicating payment and asking to see identification.  That resulted in ten or eleven people being escorted out of the building.  It helped, but not enough. There was nothing he could do about the rest of them. It was bad business karma to ask someone over twenty-one who’d paid to leave simply because Tapestries was packed, even if you refunded their money.  
The eight boys—Stone refused to think of them as men—sitting at a front table smashing beer bottles on the floor and molesting the waitresses were the next to go.  The ringleader, a large kid with a buzz cut already drunk off his ass, started to give him shit when asked to leave. Thank God for Tiny. “Time to take out the trash,” the big man had shouted, and proceeded to do just that. Tiny was getting paid double tonight. 
After that, things seemed to settle.  The crowd had been reacting to the boys’ bad behavior, and once that was eliminated, they were stoked to see the girls perform.  Everyone took their seats if one could be found, or stood along the wall and waited for Wild Angel to take the stage.
But Stone couldn’t tame the fear in his heart. It was ridiculous.  The air of malice had gone out the door with the young punk troublemakers. He’d hesitated to allow the girls to come out into this orderly chaos. 
When Phil walked up and asked if he were going to wait until next Friday night to start the show, he decided the problem was his.  And if he knew Nicks, she was in the kitchen bouncing off the walls, ready to play.  He couldn’t delay any longer, no matter how he felt inside.
Stone inspected the crowd one last time as the girls tuned up then took his place on the far right, in the shadows of the speakers out front.
 

 
Nicks sat at the bar during Wild Angel’s first break and watched the crowd with a satisfied smile. They were hitting all their marks tonight, feeding off the energy of their fans. The three of them were so damned good together.  She simply had to find a way to get them out there. They could be huge if they could get someone—a manager or an agent— to notice them.
Marybeth set a glass of ice water with lemon up on the bar in front of her and winked.  Nicks returned the wink. Lifting a gaze to the mirror behind the bar, she surveyed the people at her back.
Though a few people had left—not liking the music or the decibel level, she supposed—the bar was still packed. Stone and his guys were keeping a close eye on them, but honestly, she’d seen rowdier crowds at Tapestries. Pip had been knocked to the floor and walked on one night, and the place hadn’t had one-third of the people in it. 
Stone slid into the stool beside her.  She kissed him on the cheek.  “How do we sound out there?”
“You guys are so freaking good, and I’m not saying that hoping for a reward later on.  Though I am sort of hoping for that too...” He hugged her.  “Really.  You girls are great. Those harmonies kill me.”
“Your friends are doing a good job too. I’m glad you brought them with you.  My dad  was about to piss down his leg earlier.”  
“I was hoping he wouldn’t cancel.  I really wanted to play with you.”
“Me too.  Hey, you might want to get your guitar out and tune it. And set up your mic if you’re going to use it.  You’re first up after the break.”
“Gotcha.”  He gave her a quick kiss on the lips.
Nicks watched him disappear into the kitchen.  She suddenly felt very lucky.  Though the last week had been painful, requiring an epic paradigm shift of thinking on her part, she’d landed feet-first into a loving, supportive network of friends and family.  
Who could ask for more than that?
 

 
“I know some of you saw me play with Heavy Remedy at Point State Park last Saturday,” Nicks said into the mic. Someone near the back of the dining room went “Whoooooo!” She shaded her eyes, trying to see who it was.  “At least one of you, anyway. Well, Stone Jensen of Heavy Remedy is here to return the favor tonight. Please give him a warm welcome!”
Stone walked out onto the stage, smiling and nodding, acknowledging the applause. Nicks heard the long, drawn out “Whooooo!” again. She found the culprit this time. A large guy sitting off to the left, dressed head-to-toe in camouflage. 
 Ah, yes. Hunting season in Pennsylvania made the bars an interesting experience.  She pointed at him. “Dude, you’re a maniac!”
“Yeah, baby!” the guy shouted back.  The crowd roared with laughter.  
Nicks looked at Stone.  “You ready?”  
“Yep.” He nodded at Pip.  “Do you start or does Pip count off?”
“I start,” said Nicks.
“Ready when you are then.”  Stone took a deep breath and made some last minute adjustments to the volume controls of his guitar.
“A little Journey for you.  Stone in Love,” Nicks said into the mic.  She stared at the floor, tapping her right foot in time with the song playing in her head. When she got the groove, she relaxed her shoulders and let fly with the intro.  
Stone joined in on guitar then stepped to the mic to sing. Nicks nodded her approval. She’d had a great time playing this in the sunroom with him, but the addition of Charm and Pip were going to take this to a whole new level of awesome.
Listen. Wait for it. One, two, three, four...
Pip clutched a drumstick in each hand, raised them high over her head, and slammed them down into the snare drum in front of her. Charm slid her fingers down the fretboard of her bass at the same time.  
Perfect.  Flawless. It wouldn’t have gone any better if they’d practiced the song for days.  They all knew what was expected of them and made it happen. It was great to be onstage with that level of talent.
Nicks was actually able to interact with the crowd of people standing in front of the stage during the song. She wandered out past Tiny and played in their faces. They loved it. She loved it.  Everyone was on their best behavior.
When the song ended, Nicks stepped to the mic. “Yeah! Was that fucking great, or what? Give it up for Stone Jensen of Heavy Remedy!”
“Thank you so much!” Stone raised his left arm into the air. “How about Wild Angel?  These girls rock the house!”
The crowd went wild cheering and hooting. 
“You rock.” Nicks poked him in the side.
His eyes shone with pride. “We rock.” 
 

 
Most of the crowd had cleared out by the time they finished the last set at one-thirty in the morning.  Tapestries didn’t close until two, so there were still a few regulars present. 
She sat at the bar with Charm and Pip as Stone and his crew made sure the patrons exited in an orderly fashion. He finally joined her, pulling up a stool behind the three of them.
“You girls are, hands down, some of the best musicians I’ve ever played with,“ Stone said. “Thanks for giving me the opportunity.”
Charm turned to him with a grin. “Not bad for a couple of vaginas, right?”
Even in the half-light, Nicks could see Stone’s cheeks redden. He raised his right hand into the air. “I swear I will never again allow something so stupid to cross my lips. Forgive me?”
“Forgiven. That sounded amazing.  Check out our set list and let us know what other songs you play. I would totally do that again.” Pip bobbed back and forth as she searched behind them.  “Anyone seen Dimitri?”
“He’s in the dining room talking to Tiny.”
“S’cuse me. I want to catch him before he leaves.” Pip slipped off the chair. “Think I’m gonna ask him out.”
Nicks raised her right hand for a high five.  “’Bout time. You’ve been crushing on him for three months.”
“I’m going to the kitchen and see if Marybeth will make me a burger,” said Charm.  “Catch you two later.”
Stone moved to the seat recently vacated by Charm and took Nicks’s hands in his. “You are amazing.”  He gave her a flirtatious smile.  “It’s your birthday next Thursday.  You have plans?”
“Aw, you remembered.  That’s sweet.” She put a hand to his cheek.  “And no, I don’t have any plans.”
“Do you think your parents would let you come to my house for dinner and a movie?”
“I don’t see why not.  There’s only one day left to the school week, and birthdays are special. I’ll ask.”
He lifted the back of her right hand to his lips. “I promise you, it will be a momentous occasion.”
“Oh?” She arched her eyebrows. “How so?”
“I intend to clean my apartment for you. It’s been years since I’ve drawn a bucket of soapy water for anything.”
 “So what’s for supper?”
“Lasagna, garlic bread, and salad.  I already went shopping, so if your parents say no, I may steal you anyway.”
Bless his little man heart, he was the sweetest thing ever.  “I can’t wait.  Hey, I have to pee.  Stay here. I’ll be right back.”  
 

 
It was always warmer in Tapestries’ ladies’ room than it was out in the bar or dining room.  Still chilled from sweating, she thought maybe she’d stay there all night. 
She gave herself the once-over in the bathroom mirror, not that it mattered after being under the hot lights all night  Eyeliner had smeared all around her eyes, making her look like a raccoon. Her hair was a damp, tangled mess. Oh, well. Being a musician was not a beauty contest. She unlocked the door and stepped out into the foyer.  
She came to a halt with furrowed brow. The large crystal chandelier hanging in the middle of the ceiling had been turned off. The door to the dining room had been pulled shut. Though it was dark, she could see shadows moving around her. 
“Are you playing games with me, Mr. Jensen?” She put her hands on her hips.
“Hello, Nicks.  It’s nice to  see you again. I’d have talked to you earlier, but your boyfriend threw us all out.”
Christ on a cracker!  Seth Garrett!
Nicks exhaled sharply. Why did this stuff always happen when she went to the bathroom?
 “There was a reason he threw you out. You assholes aren’t welcome here.”
  “Tough shit. I came back for you,” Seth growled. “I rescheduled the party I was having for tonight. There’s just one problem. You aren’t there.”
Ohh, shit!
She hurled herself toward the dining room door, using the scant bit of light in the room to adjust her trajectory. She just wasn’t fast enough. He snagged her around the waist before she’d taken two steps. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Half his posse was blocking the door. 
Before she could form a coherent thought, he tossed her like a rag doll over his shoulder. Arms flailing, she tried to get her bearings as the world spun circles in the dark. She somehow managed to inhale and split the air with a piercing shriek just before his shoulder slammed into her diaphragm.  
She pounded on Seth’s back. “Put me down, you crazy bastard!  Let me go!”
“Not a chance.” He chuckled as he turned toward the front door of Tapestries. “Tonight, you’re mine. I’m gonna strip you naked as the day you were born and make you squeal like a pig.”
Her blows were ineffectual. It was like beating on a rock. She went limp, dangling upside down the length of his spine. The front door opened, throwing light from outside onto the floor between his feet.  Fucking hell, he really was going to take
her!
Half-sick from being tossed around, she ramped up the noise and the attack on his back. If he managed to get her into a car—or its trunk— she was fucked.
 “Stone! Tiny!  Daddy! Anybody!  Help! Help me!”
A rocker’s lungs and vocal chords. You had to love ‘em.  The dining room door burst open just as Seth took a step outside. Someone turned the chandelier light on. She briefly saw Stone’s face, twisted with fury, before a dozen or so pissed-off men flooded into the foyer and followed them outside.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
Stone stiffened and spun around on the bar stool, his eyes wide.  He could’ve sworn he’d heard Nicks scream.
He went still and cocked his head. Yes, there it was again.  With the same note of terror he’d heard as she ran toward the stage after escaping from Emily.
“Mr. Sorenson!” He leaped off the chair and turned toward Tage behind the bar. “Something’s happened to Nicks!” 
There was no time to wait and see if her father was behind him. Stone sprinted through the archway of the bar and across the dining room. 
Nicks screamed again then swore at someone. What the hell was going on out there?
“Tiny! Guys! Help me!” He motioned for his DJs to follow him with his left hand, pulling open the foyer door with his right.
It was dark, but he could see movement out there. He hit the light switch just in time to watch Nicks being carried out the front door, thrown over some big dude’s shoulder.  Bracing her hands against the small of the guy’s back, she lifted her head.  Stone’s body nearly dissolved in chills.  She didn’t even have terror in her eyes like that after Emily tried to kill her. 
He raced forward and clamped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Put her down, you son-of-a-bitch.”
The guy turned around, bouncing Nick’s head off the door frame in the process. 
“Ouch! You fucking asshole!” she hissed and drove her fist into his back. It was quite a punch. Stone got a bad feeling when the man didn’t react.
He continued to carry Nicks off as he mocked Stone with laughter. When the guy got to the parking lot, he stopped and turned. Four or five men took their places beside him in a flanking maneuver designed to intimidate. 
 Stone clenched his jaw when he got a good look at them. It was the same assholes he and his DJs had thrown out earlier for smashing beer bottles.
“Why don’t you come and take her from me, pretty boy?” the kid sneered. “She wants a guy with a big cock.  Not a scrawny loser like you.” The man cupped one cheek of Nicks’s ass in his right hand and squeezed. She squirmed, pounded on his back, and launched into another flurry of obscenities.“ See how much she likes me already?”
“Put her down.” Stone didn’t think he’d get very far trying to reason with him, but it was worth a try.  “If you put her down, you can leave and nothing will be said.”
“Problem here, boss?” 
Stone exhaled with relief. Thank God. Tiny was right behind him.
Tage stepped in front of Stone, his fists clenched tightly. “I’ll drop you right where you stand if you don’t put her down.”
“Think so, blondie? You’re a little old to be taking on a bunch of young guys by yourself. Can’t really count on the weakling pussies standing behind you for help.”
“Jesus. Nicks! Where the hell do you think you’re going with my daughter?” Chelsea cried.
Stone closed his eyes. Goddamnit. He hadn’t wanted Nicks’s mother to see this.
Tage growled and took small steps toward his daughter’s abductor. But the big dude didn’t move. He wasn’t scared, and he wasn’t bluffing. There was going to be a knockdown, drag-out fight tonight if this escalated.  Stone wouldn’t be able to live with himself if Nicks got hurt.
Nicks whimpered, softly called his name, then went limp over the guy’s shoulder. Stone’s heart nearly stopped. He needed to get her back, and fast.
 “Tiny? You want to do something about this?” Stone asked. 
For all that he was the size of a full-grown Angus bull, Tiny could move like lightning. He surged forward with a snarl, snagged Nicks around the hips with one arm, and shoved her captor backward with the other hand. The kid tried to hang on to her, but he had to let go to prevent himself from falling on his ass. Too bad it didn’t work. He went to the ground with a solid thud. 
Nicks, now on her feet and sobbing pitifully, clung to Tiny. He clung right back with both beefy hands, patting her back to soothe her and whispering, “It’s okay, honey. Tiny wasn’t about to let anyone take you.”
Stone had murder in his heart, but the kid’s posse had bolted. He was now on the ground, left to Tage’s tender mercies.  Only Nicks’s father was showing no mercy. He straightened, just once, and turned to address his wife. “Chelsea, call the cops. Now!” Bending at the waist, he resumed the pummeling.
And then, as if things couldn’t get any worse, Marybeth appeared in the doorway next to Chelsea, wide-eyed and panting. “You better call the fire department too. Nicks’s car is fully engulfed in flames out in the back parking lot!”
 

 
The sky had turned from gunmetal to light grey. It was the only way you could tell the sun was coming up this time of year in Pennsylvania. Sometimes they went for weeks in the fall and winter without seeing blue sky. “Fifty shades of...” her mother had joked once. Nicks shook her head. Not even close to being funny this morning.
She stood in the parking lot with several coats over her shoulders. She didn’t even know who they belonged to. She’d shivered so hard as she watched her car burn that people kept draping them over her, as if that would help.  True, they’d warmed her. But the coats and the kindness of their owners had done nothing to ease the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. 
A light rain was starting to fall on the still-hot, burned-out hunk of metal that had been her beloved Little Red.  It hissed as it hit, sending up puffs of steam, like small bombs exploding on a wasteland.  
The gravel crunched under someone’s feet behind her.  She caught the scent of her father—dryer sheets and lemons this time—before she felt his arm across her shoulders. Tage pulled her close and kissed the top of her head.  “You’ll have another car before the sun sets today.  I promise you that, sweetheart.”
“Yeah, but it won’t be Little Red. Little Red is gone forever.”
“Would you like a Camaro?”
That
made her smile. “Seriously?”
“I’ll buy you whatever you want if you’ll cheer up. It’s a car. They make them every day.” He tickled the back of her neck, something he used to do when she was a child to make her laugh. It had the desired effect. “That’s my girl,” he said.
The fire chief stood behind her car taking notes on a metal clipboard.  He finally turned and headed toward the two of them.  It was his job to investigate unexplained fires, but she really didn’t want to hear what he had to say.
He stopped in front of them, tipped his fireman’s hat upward with an index finger, and gave Tage a grim look. “It’s definitely arson. There’s a small plastic gas can melted in the front seat.  Someone smashed the driver’s side window out, poured gas all over the interior, then stuffed a t-shirt in the spout, lit it, and threw the can in.”
If Nicks was nauseated before, she was ready to hurl now. The chief’s report meant that someone had deliberately destroyed her car. The only unanswered question was if they were targeting her personally, or if they’d just picked any car in the parking lot. Given the strange things that had happened to her lately, she wasn’t sure.
Stone came to stand beside her. “The cops told me Seth denied having anything to do with the fire. So did his friends, at least the ones they could find.  He’s a dickhead, but I think I believe him.  They were all out front, and the car was set on fire out back at nearly the same time.  He was after Nicks. He really had no reason to torch her car.”
“I don’t know that I believe it,” said Tage.  “Who else would’ve done it?”
Nicks hesitated a moment. “Emily?”
Stone clenched his jaw and nodded. “I thought of that too.”
“Emily who?” asked Tage in that belligerent tone that meant someone was in big trouble.
Nicks bit her lip. With all the chaos of the past week, she hadn’t told her parents of her adventures at Point State Park last Saturday.  She relayed the story to her father, only giving him the need-to-know stuff. It wasn’t something she felt like reliving, especially after this.
Tage looked at Stone. “So she was an involuntary committal? Do you think she’s out of the hospital yet? Do you think she could’ve done this?”
Stone shrugged and shoved his hands into his jean pockets.  “I don’t know.  I want to say no, but I didn’t think she’d shove a hunting knife through a porta-john either. I doubt the hospital will tell me anything, but I can ask some of her friends.”
“Well,” Nicks pressed her lips together and stared at what was left of her car, “if she didn’t do it, I think she knows who did. She’s the only one I know who’d be crazy enough to do something like this. Or arrange to make it happen.”
 

 
Her father was as good as his word about getting her another car, but it took Nicks until Tuesday evening to decide what she wanted.  Though she was a dyed-in-the-wool Chevy girl, she really liked the look of the new Ford Mustang. She couldn’t bear to get a bright red one though, out of respect for her late, great Chevy Cobalt, so she chose one that was Grabber Blue instead. To add to the coolness factor, it had a sunroof and a USB port for her iPod. And freakin’ heated seats. Hallelujah! Just in time for winter.
Stone whistled, ran his hands down the fender, and proclaimed himself jealous when he came for T.J.’s bass lesson Wednesday afternoon. 
“Don’t worry. If you’re nice to me, I’ll let you drive it, ” she said.
He lunged at her; she tried dodge away from him but he snagged her around the waist.  “How nice do I have to be?” He nibbled on her neck then traced a warm, wet tongue around the shell of her outer ear.
She curved against him, closed her eyes, and gasped. Sparks flew behind her eyelids. Now that the pesky first time was out of the way, she couldn’t wait to make love to him again.  She wanted to bang him hard, actually. She knew he felt the same way.  It had been there in his eyes, the tilt of his head, when he’d invited her to his place for her birthday.  He had more than dinner and a movie planned for the two of them.  She couldn’t think of a better birthday gift. 
They walked into the garage together, hand in hand, Stone carrying his bass with the other. She could hear T.J. rumbling down the stairs as soon as they got into the kitchen.
“Stone! Stone!” The boy flew through the doorway, skidding to a stop at Stone’s feet. “Nicks doesn’t really know how to play bass, but wait until I show you what she taught me!”
She ruffled T.J.’s hair. “Nothing great. The intro to Naughty Naughty is all. I am no bass player, I can tell you that.”
“Go get ready, T.J. I’ll be right there.” Stone turned the boy around and urged him toward the sunroom.  “I want to talk to your sister before we start.”  
“Uh oh.” Nicks furrowed her brow as T.J. ran off. “Now what happened?”
Stone set his bass down and took off the black pea coat and scarf he was wearing before draping both across a dinette chair. “ I asked around about Emily. It seems she’s out of the hospital, but no one has seen her. No one knows where she is.”
She wouldn’t have been more shocked if he’d applied a cattle prod to the base of her skull. For God’s sake, the woman had tried to kill her! Why wouldn’t they keep someone like Emily in a mental ward for a long, long time? 
“That scares me a little.”
“Well, it scares me a lot.” Stone removed his brown leather boots and placed them on the boot tray near the door.  “Your mother and father need to know about this.  And I’m not going to tell you what to do, but you shouldn’t be out and about alone.”
Nicks shook her head vehemently. “No! You can’t tell my father. My mother—okay—but if Daddy finds out, I won’t be allowed out of the house.  He’ll insist on driving me to school.”
“Maybe he should do that anyway. Didn’t Seth make his first moves on you at the school in the parking lot?”
She winced. This was why she kept certain things to herself. A man flexing his protective muscles usually resulted in a woman being smothered. She wouldn’t be able to stand it if Stone and her father circled the man-wagons around her like that. Her dad was bad enough.
“After the beating Seth took from my father Friday night, I doubt he’ll come after me again.” When Stone opened his mouth to protest, she put both hands on his chest.  “I know. I know, and I appreciate your concern. But I can take care of myself.  Dantre walked me in and out of school after I parked in the upper parking lot today.  I’ll park in that parking lot from now on. It’s up near the school in full view of the office.” 
He tilted his head, clearly skeptical. ‘That’s great, but I still—”
“I’m not clueless, Stone.  Give me some credit here. I managed to stay alive for nearly nineteen years. I’m pretty sure that’s not going to change.” 
“Do you know how scared I was when I saw that musclebound baboon carry you out the front door of Tapestries? Two times within one week and both times when you took off to pee. I’m telling you, Nicks—my heart is not going to be able to take one more close call like that.”
She turned to make sure no one was listening then leaned into him.  “If you tell my dad about Emily, you can forget about lasagna and clean apartments and sexy time on my birthday.  Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
“God, you drive a hard bargain.”  He stared at her for a moment. “But I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
A Belgian waffle piled high with strawberries and a lit candle in whipped cream waited for Nicks at the breakfast table Thursday morning.
Her whole family ambushed her with a loud “Happy birthday!” said in unison.
While greetings were normally exchanged at the breakfast table for the birthday boy or girl, this one was especially boisterous. Nicks was delighted. “Wow! Thanks. And a strawberry waffle. My favorite!”
“I lit the candle,” T.J. informed her.  “Blow it out and make a wish.”
She closed her eyes but really didn’t have a wish to make. Instead, she gave silent thanks that she was even alive to eat the waffle in front of her. The weird things that had happened this week left her feeling unexpectedly emotional.
They were expecting a wish from her though; she gave them the only one she could think of. “I wish everyone could have a family like this one. You guys are the best.”
“You’re not supposed to tell us!” said T.J. “It won’t come true now.”
“It came true for me.” 
The look of surprise on her mother’s face was priceless. “Aw, Nicks, that’s such a nice thing for you to say.”
“Well, I hope you enjoyed it.  I’m not going to get all sweet and disgusting like that ever again.” Nicks stuck her tongue out at T.J., but he just laughed.
“Yeah, you being nice is kind of weird,” said Reese. “Like the planets are out of alignment or something.” He dodged and laughed when Nicks poked at him with her fork.  
Tage clapped his hands and stood up from the table.  “Let’s go, guys. Time for school.”
The four of them grumbled but dutifully stood and took their empty plates to Chelsea at the sink. Nicks dug into the birthday waffle with gusto.
Her father came around the end of the table and kissed her on the head. “Happy birthday, Nicks. It’s been a great nineteen years. I wouldn’t change a thing.”
Her throat seized up. She was so grateful this man had opened his heart to her mother. “Thanks, Dad. I love you.”  
“Love you too. We’ll have a small get-together this weekend if you want. With cake and ice cream. Mom told Grandma and Grandpa Whitaker about the situation, and they want to make sure you don’t feel left out.”
“I know it sounds funny, but I don’t feel left out. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I belong here.” Nicks put her hand over his on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Thanks for giving Mom and me a chance.”
“How could I do anything else? I couldn’t let the two of you get away.”
“Yeah, but your life might’ve been normal if you had.”
“Normal is highly over-rated.” He kissed her again and turned to go upstairs.
Nicks eyed her mother’s back as she loaded the dishwasher. Now was the time to tell her she was going to Stone’s after school. It wasn’t going to be phrased as a question, either. She was nineteen now.
 “Hey, Mom, I wanted to let you know that I’m going over to Stone’s apartment right after school.” 
 Ech, the word ‘apartment’ sounded all wrong. Yeah, we’re going to eat and get naked then do more of what we did in my room while you and Dad were gone. She grimaced and shook her head. That was just guilt talking.
Chelsea closed the dishwasher and turned it on. “Is he doing something special for your birthday?”
“He’s making lasagna for me. And he told me he’s cleaning his apartment, which doesn’t sound like it happens very often.”
“You better go over and see it then, if he’s going to that much trouble. Any idea when you’ll be home?”
Oh, shit.  “No.” 
“If you have schoolwork, don’t make it too late. I promise I won’t bother you unless it’s important, but I don’t want to worry. And we’re supposed to have strong thunderstorms later on.  Be careful on the roads.” 
Nicks looked up. “Thunderstorms? On the last day of October?”
“You know how it is around here.  It’s nearly seventy degrees this morning, and there’s a cold front coming through later on today.” Chelsea sat down at the table across from her. “I wish it would stay warm like this for trick-or-treating tonight.”
“You taking someone? What time’s it start?”
“Seven o’clock. I hate that it gets dark so early now. Anyway, Reese and Aimee are going with friends.  I’m taking T.J. and Lindsay, if she still wants to go. It depends on what happens with the storms.  T.J. will be hiding under the bed if they get too severe.”
“Lindsay’s going trick-or-treating?” Nicks frowned, wondering what was up. Her sister was usually too cool to go out on Halloween. She nearly choked on a strawberry when she put two and two together. “That explains the sexy fairy outfit she was modeling in the bathroom last night.”  
“Oh, dear.” Her mother sat up straight. “Is it inappropriate?”
“Not if the other part of your costume is a stripper pole.” Nicks stood and waved a reassuring hand at her mother. “Don’t sweat it though.  If it gets cold tonight, she’ll have to wear something over it or under it.”

 
Stone’s apartment was located on the eastern edge of South Oakland, on the lower floor of an old row house that had been converted to a duplex. Though it had its own small parking lot out back, Nicks parked her Mustang along Frazier Street under the street lights.  Soon the sky would darken and the sidewalks would be full of costumed children going door-to-door for candy.  It seemed more prudent to park her new car where it was well lit.
She didn’t want to admit it, but the torched Chevy Cobalt made her nervous as hell.  Oh, she put on a convincing air of bravado for Stone, but she was taking serious precautions to keep herself safe. Emily had tried to kill her. Seth seemed to think it was okay to just take her. Though the bullies had occasionally gotten physical with her, this current level of aggression was unlike anything she’d ever faced.  
It was still weirdly warm outside, but a thick blanket of gray had covered the sun while she was still in school. Roiling purple-black clouds on the eastern horizon heralded the storms she’d been warned about that morning. The wind whistled through the upper atmosphere, blowing away the few autumn leaves that still remained in the tops of the highest trees, but nothing moved on the ground. Strange days indeed, thought Nicks. It was a line from one of her favorite Lennon songs. 
Stone was waiting for her on the small covered porch. The chef’s apron he wore was stained with dots and splashes of spaghetti sauce. “I thought you’d never get here,” he said, opening his arms to her. “Happy birthday, my love.”
“Got here as fast as I could. I couldn’t wait for the day to end.”  She ran up the steps and into his arms. “And thanks.”
He held her tightly as a relieved sigh escaped him. “I don’t know what it is about seeing you that unlocks my chest. I barely took a breath all day.”
“I couldn’t stop thinking of you either. I’m dying to see this clean apartment of yours.”
He swept an arm toward the front door.  “Come in then, and I’ll give you the tour.”
It was a large apartment for one person—neat, but showing its age in the crushed and stained brown carpet and various black marks on the walls. The living room was just inside the door. A dark brown couch sat in front of a large, flat-screen TV. As expected, there was a lot of stereo equipment on black metal shelving along one wall.  Beside the shelving, on the left, stood two oak bookcases full of CDs and DVDs.
 The back half of the apartment held two bedrooms, with the smaller bedroom used for storing guitars and band equipment. A small bathroom was situated off the kitchen. There was plenty of cupboard space in the gray-and-red kitchen, though the small glass-top dinette was crowded into one corner. It was more than adequate for a single guy.  
 “This is nice, Stone.  I don’t know why you didn’t want to show it to me the Saturday we played at the Point.”  She bent to check out the titles of the thousands of CDs on the bookshelf.  Led Zeppelin, Van Halen, Poison, Whitesnake, Rush. 
 It was a shame that most guitarists, no matter how old they were, were trapped in the seventies and eighties, when the metal guitar gods reigned supreme. Everyone had their musical opinions of course, but she thought it was really the last time anyone made music worth listening to. 
“Because it was a pigsty. And I mean this apartment was on the verge of being incompatible with sustaining human life. Your room is so neat and clean. I didn’t want to ruin any favorable opinions you might’ve had of me.” 
“Not a chance.  It was nice of you to care what I thought though.  Are you going to show me your bedroom?” Nicks gestured toward the closed door at the end of the hallway.
“Later.  That’s a special surprise.”
“I see. Well, you did a great job.  The trick is to clean it before it gets that cruddy. Do a little bit on a weekly basis.” 
“I’m a guy. And a musician.  I don’t have time to clean. Hey, are you hungry?”
“Starving. And the lasagna smells delicious.”
“Aha.  I didn’t make lasagna.  I made meat-and-cheese stuffed shells instead.”
“That sounds even better.”
“We’ll eat first, if you don’t mind.  I have wine chilling, salad, and fresh bread.  All I have to do is set the table.”
“Awesome.” Nicks held out her hand.  “C’mon then.  I’ll help you.”
 

 
Nicks didn’t know it, but this was a momentous occasion for Stone. He rarely brought women to his apartment.  He didn’t want any of his casual dates to see where he lived.
She truly had been starving. He’d never seen such a small woman eat so much food at one sitting. And he had to admit, he’d done a pretty good job with the shells.
 They took their time eating, talking over the events of the past week.  It was now fully dark, going on six o’clock.  And he knew the best was yet to come. 
“This is delicious.”  She scooped a pile of shells into the center of her plate.  “I can already see which one of us will be the cook in this relationship.”
This relationship. Those two words sent his heart soaring. That’s what it was. After many false starts, he’d finally found the real thing.   
“I like to cook, though I’m kind of a one-trick-pony with the few Italian dishes I’m good at.  I’m a fast learner though.  Do you have a favorite dish?” he asked.
“Belgian waffles for breakfast, topped with strawberries and whipped cream, though I’ll occasionally use maple syrup. Had one for my birthday this morning, actually. Otherwise, I’d have to say home-made chicken noodle soup.  And that’s not hard at all.  Even I can make chicken soup.”
He nodded. “We’ll have that the next time I cook for you then. And I’ll see about getting a waffle maker.”
“You don’t have to buy anything special for me.”
“Yes, I do.” He paused, took a big gulp of wine, and set the glass down. “I dream of waking up next to you in the morning.  Of looking into that beautiful face of yours all the time.  I want to serve you Belgian waffles for breakfast. I don’t know what your plans for the future are, but I’ve been wondering if you’d want to move in—” 
Her phone went off on the table. She winced and picked it up. “Sorry.” She glanced at the screen. “It’s my mom. She promised not to call unless it was important.  I have to take this.”
“Not a problem.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin as she walked into the next room. Though disappointed to be interrupted just as he was going to ask if she wanted to move in with him, he couldn’t be mad if the call truly was important. 
He could hear enough of the conversation to know something serious had happened. “No way. Really?” she said.
  He frowned as a large clap of thunder rattled the windows, hoping it wasn’t a bad omen.  He had awesome plans for the rest of the night.
She came back after a few minutes and flopped into the chair with a sigh.  He got the feeling those plans would have to wait.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Oh God, you’re not going to believe this. Mom was planning to take T.J. and Lindsay trick-or-treating tonight.  But there’s a storm bearing down on Pittsburgh as we speak—complete with tornado warnings—and T.J. is terrified of thunderstorms.  Lindsay called Mom freaking out because it’s storming at the house, and  T.J. is downstairs screaming his head off. Lindsay’s afraid to go down and check on him. Honestly, he puts a fire siren to shame when he gets started.  Mom and Dad tried to leave Tapestries early and go home, but all four tires on the Avalanche are flat.  Dad only had one spare. It wouldn’t matter if he had four anyway, because Mom wouldn’t let him put them on in the storms that are coming.  Long story, short: flatbed tow truck and Marybeth are on the way to the bar.  Tow truck for the Avalanche. Marybeth to drive my parents home.”
“All four tires on that big truck are flat? How did that happen?” 
“They don’t know yet. They tried to pull out of the parking lot and couldn’t.  It was too dark to see, and Daddy couldn’t find a flashlight that worked. Mom said he was extremely unhappy. I could hear him swearing in the background.”
“What does that mean for us tonight then?” He knew what it meant but thought he’d ask anyway.  
“She asked if I would go home and stay with T.J. until they could get there. I told her I would.  He’s really terrified of storms, and he usually wants me to hold him when we have one. Since my car is functional, it makes sense for me to run home while they sort out the issues they’re having with the truck. I’m sorry. I was really looking forward to tonight.”
“I’m coming with you.” He rose from the table.  “May I have your keys?”
“I’m perfectly capable of—”
“I understand that, but I’m coming with you anyway. If we can get the situation with T.J. under control until they get home, maybe you can come back here tonight.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
They drove right into the storm that was barreling through Pittsburgh. The sky had darkened ominously. Lightning seemed to be all around them, the thunder so loud Nicks could feel it in her chest. All she could think of was how terrified T.J. must be.
“I know you’re going as fast as you can, but T.J. is probably shitting his pants right now. And I’m shitting my pants because I know he’s scared. Can you go faster?”  She leaned forward and peered out the windshield just in time to see a jagged fork of lightning split the sky. A boom of thunder sounded a split second later.  
Stone had the windshield wipers of her Mustang going as fast as they would go, but the rain was coming down in wind-blown torrents, blurring everything in front of them.  She could barely see past the hood of the car.  
“I’m doing my best. Can you call Lindsay and tell her we’re coming? Maybe if T.J. knows we’re on our way, he’ll calm down.”
“Good idea.” She searched for the home icon on her phone and pushed send. The phone sounded as though it were going to connect then shut off with a click. She tried several more times, to no avail.
“No good.  Either the towers are down, or the rain is blocking the signal.” She leaned forward and looked out the windshield again. It was raining so hard it looked like they were under water.
The Emergency Broadcast System tones came across the radio.  She gave Stone a distressed look. Could things possibly get any worse?  When she heard the tornado warning for Allegheny County, she realized they just had. 
“I can’t see three feet in front of my face,” growled Stone. “I don’t want to wreck your new car.”
She didn’t want that either. Nor did she want to be picked up in a whirling vortex they couldn’t see and launched into the air.  She wanted to be home. “I know. Do the best you can.”
“There’s the Dairy Queen, so we aren’t more than a half mile away,” Stone said. “Try your phone again.”
The rain was now mixed with marble-sized hail.  She did as he asked though she knew she’d get nothing. It was worse than nothing—she couldn’t even get a dial tone now.  “Nope. Sorry.”
“Goddamnit.”  Stone blew out a breath of frustration.  
She jumped when her phone rang once. It was a call from home, disconnected before she could answer. “Oh, God. That poor little guy.”
“Turning onto Torvil Street right now.  Hold on, baby. Almost there…”
Nicks felt nothing but relief when the stone façade of 948 Torvil Street in Oakland, Pennsylvania came into view. 
 

 
Chelsea tried to fight the dread that was growing inside her. Tage sat in the front seat of Marybeth’s car, soaked to the bone, and asking all the questions that swirled ominously through her mind. And swearing a blue streak, which was uncharacteristic of him.
“All four fucking tires, Marybeth. Not one. Not two. The son-of-a-bitch who did this cut all four!” He held up four fingers in front of the woman’s face, though she was doing her best to concentrate on driving through the pounding rain.
“I heard you the first nine times, boss.  Getting louder and adding visuals isn’t going to help.” Marybeth hunched over and white-knuckled the steering wheel with both hands.
“Who would’ve done that? Who? This is the last fucking straw, I can tell you that.  I’m having surveillance cameras installed all over Tapestries. Inside and out. Nicks’s car and now my truck.  Fucking assholes who don’t have anything better to do than destroy someone else’s property.”
Chelsea’s cell phone rang once. It disconnected so fast she didn’t have time to see who it was. 
Checking “Missed Calls” indicated it’d been from home. She sat forward and glanced at Marybeth in the rearview mirror. “I don’t want to make this day worse for you by wrecking your car, but can you speed it up a bit?”
“Doing my best, Chels.”
Call it a woman’s intuition, call it whatever you wanted.  Something was wrong. 
 

 
Chelsea had given Nicks the garage door opener from her Lexus until they could get a replacement for the one that had burnt in the Cobalt.  Her mother and father did most things together anyway. The Lexus usually sat in the garage from one week to the next without moving.
Nicks had to push the button a couple of times before the garage door began to open. The rain had abated somewhat, but was still coming down in wind-blown sheets. Stone didn’t wait for the door to go all the way up. He leapt from the car and charged into the garage toward the kitchen door. 
“Hold your horses, Jensen,” she grumbled as she watched him sprint across the driveway.  She hated rain. She was going to be soaked, but the sooner she had T.J. in her arms, the better she’d feel.
She saw the garage door into the kitchen open and close. Good. Stone was in. Truthfully, T.J. liked him just as well.
Time to go, chicken shit.  She threw the car door open and dashed toward the open garage, getting thoroughly soaked on the way in.
Skirting along the side of the Lexus, she called out to T.J.  “Hold on, buddy!  I’m coming.” She was moving fast when she hit the door, so fast she found herself standing in the middle of the kitchen…
…staring at Stone lying face down on the floor. 
“Stone?” She blinked several times then lifted her gaze to a number of things that shouldn’t have been in the Sorenson house.  
Someone—tall, though she couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman—in a long, black trench coat and a Bozo-the-Clown mask faced her from in front of the stove.  
Lindsay was handcuffed and gagged, on her knees in front of the door to the basement. She was wearing the sexy fairy costume, but the bra was missing, leaving her exposed. She was hunched over and sobbing pitifully beneath the gag.
Her first thought was Emily, but why would she hurt Stone?
“Who are you? What do you want?”
The clown just stared.
“What are you doing here? Why did you hurt Stone? And what the hell are you planning to do with my sister?”
Nothing but silence.
“Answer me, you fucker!” Nicks curled her hands into fists and took a step forward.
That one step revealed T.J. lying on the other side of the dinette table, his head and shoulders squarely in the middle of a puddle of bright red blood.
“Oh my God! T.J.!” She ran toward her brother, but the clown stepped in front of her, blocking her path just as Seth had done in the school parking lot. He held a knife in one hand and a club in the other. 
Nicks started to shake. Seth had come to finish what he’d started on Friday. Only he wasn’t taking no for an answer this time.
“Please, Seth. They’re just little kids.” Her mind churned, trying to think of something to say. She had to persuade him to drop the weapons so she could call an ambulance. “You don’t want to hurt them.”
Seth took one step forward, tightening his grip on the knife and club. “Close the door,” he said gruffly.
If it was Seth, he had one hell of a cold. She turned slowly and did as he commanded.  “There. Closed.” She raised her hands in the air, trying to come across as submissive until she figured out what to do. 
“This isn’t necessary, Seth. Let me make sure Stone and T.J. are okay, then we can talk about this.  Yes?” She arched her eyebrows hopefully.  
The clown’s head cocked to one side.  “Seth? Is that another one of your lovers, Miss Sorenson?”
Horror stole every coherent thought. “Oh. My. God,” she whispered slowly. “You.”  
Locking her knees in an attempt to stay upright, she allowed a name cross her lips, praying to God it wasn’t... 
“Mr.…Marius?” 
“Did you think I’d let you get away with your bad behavior, Miss Sorenson? Did your father think he scared me with his little display of temper that day in my office?” He laughed. “Oh my, no.  There are things far more frightening out there than your father, my dear.  You will see and feel some of them tonight.”
She held her breath and stared at that horrific clown mask. He’d come to punish her, but what the hell was he planning to do with Lindsay?  
Marius reached up and pulled the mask off.  “I didn’t realize you had such a lovely sister, Miss Sorenson. Just budding into womanhood. Sweet little thing. Soft all over. Pretty blond hair. I like the blondes.”
Bile rose up in the back of Nicks’s throat. “You wouldn’t…you can’t…”
He gave her a sinister smile.  “Who’s going to stop me?  Not your parents. I’m afraid they’re dealing with the tires on your father’s truck as we speak. I’ve killed your brother and your boyfriend, so no help there. Mr. Jensen’s head made the most wonderful crunching noise when I smashed it with the club. I do love killing worthless people by bashing them in the head like that.”
She shook her head slowly as she stared at him. The tires. He’d cut the fucking tires on the Avalanche. 
And it sounded as though he’d killed before.
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to take you away and teach you a lesson, Miss Sorenson.”
She swallowed hard. “Okay, fine. Let me call an ambulance first. And you’ll leave my sister here, right?”   
“Of course not. Not now that I’ve seen her.” Marius bent over and snatched the car keys that lay near Stone’s left hand. “We’re going to have so much fun tonight. I’m going to take both of you to a special place, the place where I take them all for punishment.  You will drop to your knees, Miss Sorenson, and put your hands behind your back.” He unzipped the trench coat and sheathed the knife. Reaching into another coat pocket, he withdrew a pair of handcuffs and  jangled them in front of her.
Yeah, going to her knees and letting him handcuff her was a shitty idea. She wouldn’t be able to fight then, wouldn’t be able to call someone to help Stone and T.J. She and Lindsay would be completely at his mercy. But how would she ever get away with refusing him?
“Knees, Miss Sorenson, and not a sound, or I will cave your sister’s head in as well.  It will pain me to do it, but I will.”
A small trickle of blood had begun to seep from beneath Stone’s head.  T.J.’s hair and T- shirt were soaked with it. She was sure they were dead. And if she resisted, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill Lindsay right in front of her. 
Reality began to penetrate into her muddled brain. None of them could’ve foreseen this. Marius’s goal had been to punish her, but the confrontation he’d had with her father had pushed him over the edge into madness. Her death would be the exclamation point to a run-on sentence of torture tonight. But what would he do with Lindsay after he killed her?
 Well, duh, Nicks. He won’t be able to let her go.  He’ll have to kill her too.
“Mr. Marius, please! Let Lindsay go.
She’s just a little girl.”
He stared back with those lifeless eyes.
“At least let me get her a sweatshirt or something.  For God’s sake, she’s nearly naked!”
“Have it your way, Miss Sorenson.” Marius turned toward Lindsay and raised the club into the air over her head. Lindsay squeezed her eyes shut and huddled against the basement door.
Nicks lifted her hands, a plea for calm. “No! Please. I’ll do it, damn you.”
 Shivering, she dropped to her knees. She tried desperately to come up with a way to prevent Marius from taking them from the house, but she simply couldn’t think.
When she felt the steel of the handcuffs bite into her wrists, she knew she and Lindsay were screwed.
 

 
At least Marius put them in the back seat of the Mustang together. It wasn’t because he was trying to be thoughtful, that’s for sure. He was afraid someone would see Nicks sitting in the front seat with him as they pulled out and drove away.
Teeth chattering, her sister shivered against her. The poor thing was froze. Nicks wished she could find a way to get her hoodie off to drape around Lindsay’s shoulders. The best she could do was try to curve her body around the barely-dressed girl to provide warmth.
 “Shhh. Be brave, Linds. I’m here.” Nicks talked as low as she could so Marius couldn’t hear. Her comforting words were for her sister’s ears only. 
She stared at the back of Marius’s head and tried to think. This was unreal. The man was the fucking principal of Oakland High School!
Stone. Dead. T.J. Dead. What the hell...?
The day had started out perfectly. T.J. had lit the birthday candle on her waffle. It’d been about to end perfectly. In Stone’s arms. All gone now. Dissolving into hysterics was an option she briefly considered, but she didn’t want to scare her sister.
“Shhh. It’s going to be okay. Someone will find us.” 
Lindsay shook her head against Nicks’s shoulder as she cried softly. 
Though said with the best of intentions, Lindsay was too practical to be fobbed off with comforting lies. She knew better.
“You’re right, sweetheart. I won’t say anything like that again.” Nicks huddled against her sister then closed her eyes and prayed for a miracle.
 

 
The storm continued to rage as they drove. Jagged blue lightning flashed across the sky followed immediately by loud cracks of thunder. Rain pounded against the windshield of Nicks’s car, as though trying to break in and prevent whatever evil Marius had planned for them.
It felt like they’d been driving for hours. Lindsay had been motionless against her for the past ten minutes. Nicks thought...hoped...her sister had fallen asleep. 
“Where are you taking us?” Nicks asked, not really expecting an answer. 
“To the high school,” Marius said without hesitation. “Or more accurately, the maintenance garage behind the high school.  I have the basement all set up there.”
“Set up for what?”
“Student punishment and rehabilitation.”
Anger surged inside her. “What’s your problem anyway? Lindsay hasn’t done a damn thing to deserve your fucking ‘student punishment and rehabilitation’. She’s only thirteen, for fuck’s sake!”
They’d stopped. She could see the blurry outline of a red traffic light several cars ahead of them. Marius, humming softly, turned to face her and put the end of a pistol against her forehead.  He took his sweet old time pulling the hammer back. The grinding sound it made had the same effect on her nerves. What else did he have hidden in that fucking coat?
“Would you like to rephrase that statement? No?”  He moved his hand and pointed the pistol at the side of Lindsay’s head.
“I’m sorry!” Nicks blurted. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded!”
“I didn’t think you did.” Marius turned and dropped the pistol on the seat beside him.  “I didn’t expect very much from you, Miss Sorenson. Your mother Chelsea was a whore too. I liked her. Beautiful girl. Until she took up with that sinful Asher Pratt.”
 “What? What did you just say?”
“Asher Pratt. They all loved him. Wanted him. He cast a spell over the entire school. Totally corrupted your mother.” He shifted his eyes to her in the rearview mirror. “Don’t think I don’t know. He’s your real father, isn’t he? I see him every time I look at you. I knew you were no good the moment I laid eyes on you. The spawn of the whoring Chelsea Whitaker and the devil Asher Pratt. Women like you must be dealt with.”
Whatever the fuck that means. 
“Deal with me then, but let Lindsay go.  You can certainly see she’s Tage Sorenson’s daughter.”
Marius chuckled, a sound straight from the pits of hell. “You know, your mother always thought she was better than me. I wonder how the haughty Chelsea Whitaker will feel when she discovers she’s lost three of her precious children in one night? And who knows? Maybe someday I’ll take Reese and Aimee as well.”
Nicks struggled, tried to pull her hands through the handcuffs, but they were too tight. “They’ll find you first,” she said through gritted teeth. “And put you away for the rest of your disgusting life.”
“It hasn’t happened yet, Miss Sorenson. It’s been years.”
Nicks slumped in the seat, suddenly exhausted. Newsflash: The principal of Oakland High School was an evil, degenerate fuckwad who killed people for fun. No one would ever guess he’d kidnapped her and Lindsay. Marius wouldn’t be caught unless he slipped up somewhere, and he’d been pretty damned meticulous so far.
This night, like the storm, was only getting worse.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
Chelsea leaned forward and dug her fingers into Marybeth’s shoulders as they pulled into the driveway. The garage door was up.  Nicks’s car was not there.
 “Nicks said she’d come home. She knows T.J. is afraid of storms. She wouldn’t have deliberately ignored me.” In full panic mode now, Chelsea threw the car door open and raced across the driveway toward the garage.
Tage caught her halfway there. “I’ll go in first.”
“The hell you will.” She tore herself from her husband’s grasp. 
The first thing Chelsea saw when she stepped into the kitchen was Stone lying face down on the floor. One arm was bent at a weird angle beside him. 
Then she saw the blood trickling away from his head.
“Stone!”  She dropped to the floor and rolled him over.  Clotted blood matted his hair.  What scared her the most was the sickening yellow tone of his skin and the fact that his eyes were half open. Open enough that she could see they were rolled back in his head.  
He’s dead.  She shook her head. He couldn’t be dead.  Stone was her daughter’s boyfriend. It was Nicks’s birthday.  Bad things didn’t happen on birthdays.
She pressed two fingers into his neck and felt for a pulse. Yes, it was there. Weak and intermittent, but it was there. Stone wasn’t dead yet.  But he was dying.
“Jesus Christ! T.J.!” she heard Tage shout hoarsely behind her. His panicked tone sent a chill racing up her back.  She turned away from Stone to see her precious baby lying in a pool of blood on the other side of the table.
Things seemed to happen all at once then, garbled and in slow motion. The brain slowing things down to prevent one from sinking into madness. Marybeth screamed behind them, clamping both hands over her mouth. Tage lost all color as he turned to her and got to his feet, his hands smeared with the blood of their son.  “He’s been stabbed in the chest, but he’s still alive.  Marybeth, call 9-1-1! Call the police!”
“And call Willow!” Chelsea wanted her best friend with her. For God’s sake, Willow was godmother to all of her children. If anyone could fix this, it would be her best friend. 
Marybeth dutifully turned and went out into the garage, dialing as she moved. Tage sprinted into the family room and up the stairs, screaming for Lindsay and Nicks.
Chelsea got to her feet and went to her son, dazed.  Dazed by so much blood. There couldn’t be a drop left in the little guy. She picked his head up and pushed blood-soaked hair off his forehead, staring down into that pale face, willing him with a mother’s heart to live. “Please, T.J. Don’t die.  Mama is here now.  We’re going to get help for you.” His eyes were half open like Stone’s. She didn’t like the way his head lolled in her hand.
Tage appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, panting, even paler than before. “Nicks and Lindsay are gone.  Someone has taken them.”
“How do you know that?”  She wanted him to be wrong, but she knew he wasn’t. Someone had wanted both girls bad enough to kill for them.
“Lindsay’s room has been ransacked. She fought with whoever did this.” Tage lifted his hand and opened it to reveal a small, blue-and-red sequined bra. It was ripped into three pieces.
Though Chelsea had never seen it, she knew instinctively this was part of Lindsay’s Halloween costume.  The sexy fairy.
A blade of horror pierced her soul. Someone had torn it from her daughter’s body.
 

 
Numb, but not numb enough. Chelsea wanted to be in the ambulance with Stone and T.J., but there wasn’t enough room. Not being able to stop traffic with a siren and whirling red lights, they trailed far behind the ambulance in the Lexus. Marybeth and Willow were directly behind them in Marybeth’s Malibu. 
They’d told the police as much as they knew then left them at the bloody crime scene so they could go to the hospital to be with their loved ones. The cops said they needed to gather evidence. What evidence? Stone and her son were the only people who could tell them what happened, and they couldn’t speak. 
Maybe they’d never be able to tell them what happened. Maybe they’d never find Nicks and Lindsay. Or they’d find bodies. Or pieces of bodies.
Chelsea covered her mouth with her hand to keep from vomiting.
Tage had told the police about Seth and Emily, the girl who’d tried to kill Nicks nearly two Saturdays ago, but she had a feeling Emily hadn’t done this. A woman wouldn’t have torn the clothing off of a young girl that way. 
She pressed her face into her hands and began to weep again.  Tage usually tried to stop her when she cried, but he didn’t say a word this time.  Instead, she heard him gasp loudly.
Thank God she’d had the presence of mind to buckle her seatbelt.  He slammed on the brakes and steered the car, squealing and on two wheels, into the parking lot of the strip mall they were passing.  He parked under a light and turned to her with wide eyes, pale as the driven snow.
“What?” She furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong?”
He inhaled and let it out slowly.  “Take the rearview mirror in both hands and turn it. Point it at the backseat.”
“Why?”
“So you can see what’s back there.”
“What’s back there?”
He swallowed again, moved his gaze to the rearview mirror then returned it to her.  “I don’t know how to tell you this, but Asher Pratt is sitting in the back seat of your car.”
Goose bumps made every hair on her body stand erect. Tage was not given to seeing things. Her solid, reliable husband didn’t make shit up. If he said Asher was sitting back there, he most certainly was.
“Do it,” Tage ordered.
Reluctantly, she reached up and turned the mirror, positioning it between the front bucket seats.  She shifted her gaze to the mirror and took a look in the back seat.
Yep. There he is. Asher Pratt. Sitting in my car.
She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head, thinking maybe the trauma of the night had caused her to go temporarily insane.  But if she’d lost her mind, so had Tage. He’d seen him first. If they were both insane, would they see the same things?
 Barely breathing, she opened her eyes and watched Asher in the mirror for a moment.  He was staring nonchalantly out the side window, his hands relaxed in his lap. There was no emotion on his face. He was wearing the same shirt he had on in her—and apparently Nicks’s—dreams. The one they’d buried him in.
He was there for a reason. She didn’t have to guess what that reason was.
“Where are the girls, Asher? Do you know?” she asked.
He turned his head slowly to look at her in the mirror.  “Help them.” 
“I know. Someone took them. Who? Where are they?”
Asher leaned forward in the seat. Sheer horror transformed his face as he kept trying to swallow. 
“Please. Where are they?” Chelsea begged.
“He…took them. M...m...m...” Asher pulled at his collar. 
“Who took them?” Tage asked. “C’mon, buddy.  Spit it out!”
“Marius!” The name exploded from Asher’s mouth. He dug his fingers into his throat, as though something had been wound tightly around it.
 Nicks had told her the night they’d come home from the trip—the last time Asher had spoken to anyone—that it seemed as though something was trying to prevent him from speaking. It certainly looked that way now.
“Fight, Asher! Where did he take them? You have to tell me before he hurts them.” Chelsea was on the verge of hysterics. Knowing who’d taken them was only half the battle. They had to find the girls before Marius...
“Main...mainte…nance...ga...rage.” He was clearly struggling with whatever was around his neck. “Behind...sch..school. Base...base...ment. Help them.”
“That old falling-down garage behind the high school? Do you think that’s what he means?” Tage asked Chelsea.
“I think that’s exactly what he means.” Chelsea kept her eyes glued on the man in the mirror. “Right, Asher?”
He started to flicker and fade to gray, but not before he gave her the most terrifyingly urgent look. “Y...y...yes. H...h...urry!”
“We’ll find them. Thank you, Asher,” Tage said. 
The tap on the passenger-side window caused Chelsea to jump. It was Willow. Marybeth had pulled into the strip mall behind them.
Chelsea rolled the window down. “You guys all right?” Willow asked.
Tage was already out of the car, calling the police, directing them to the maintenance garage behind the high school. 
“I can’t explain things to you right now because it’s just too weird.” Chelsea fumbled in her wallet for her insurance cards then handed them to Willow.
 “What are these for?”
“Tage and I have to go.”
“Go where?”
“To the high school. Get to the hospital and make sure Stone and T.J. get the best care. You have my permission to make decisions. Whatever they have to do to save them.”
Rain dripped off Willow and into the car as she bent forward to peer in the open window. “They’ll never let me do that, Chelsea. I don’t even have power of attorney for T.J., let alone Stone.”
Chelsea grabbed the pen and small notebook she kept in the console. “Then I’ll write you a fucking permission slip! Please, Willow. I need you to do this for me. Someone needs to be there for them.” She scribbled down her consent to do whatever was necessary to save their lives.
 She included Stone on the note, though she didn’t really know a damn thing about him or his family. She couldn’t let him die though.  If they found the girls alive, she didn’t want to be the one to inform Nicks that the love of her life hadn’t made it.  She thrust the paper into Willow’s hand.  “Go!”
“Okay! Okay!” Willow ran back to the Malibu. Chelsea watched lights bounce off the rearview mirror as Marybeth turned and pulled out into the street. 
She glanced into the back seat one more time.  Asher was gone.
A huge purple ball of lightning skittered across the parking lot, hissing as it flew just feet in front of the Lexus. She could see it rolling, churning like a ghostly tumbleweed. Thunder immediately rocked the car. 
She stared forward as the ball of lightning dissipated in a colorful, soundless explosion. This was no ordinary storm,  in duration or intensity.
  Had Asher used the storm’s energy to show himself to them? Or was this storm a direct result of him doing something he shouldn’t and upsetting the cosmic balance—like making contact with the living to save his daughter’s life? 
And on Halloween, no less.
She smiled a little. He’d broken every rule he could in spectacular fashion while alive. Why would he be any different now that he was dead?
“Jesus Christ!” swore Tage. “I know I already said it, but I’ll never doubt another thing that comes out of your mouth.” 
“Good. You need to get us to that maintenance garage as fast as you can, Tage.” 
“The police are on the way there as we speak.” Tage spun the car around and headed back in the direction they’d come. “They better get there first because I’m going to kill that son-of-a-bitch Marius when I get my hands on him.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
The red brick maintenance building behind the high school had been abandoned long ago, even before her mother attended Oakland High.  Nicks had never given it a thought. It was just…there. 
The building was actually a little scary.  Most of the windows had been broken out.  Weeds and other vegetation had been threatening to swallow it for years. A cracked and broken macadam led from one corner of the school parking lot to the ruins of the garage out back, but it was being overrun by weeds as well. No one traveled that driveway anymore. 
Well, almost no one.
It was the perfect place to torture and kill two terrified girls.
The rain had slowed a bit, but it didn’t matter. It was still pitch black outside. The only clues Nicks had to their location were the landmarks she occasionally saw in the headlights. 
Marius pulled behind the garage and drove down a sloping driveway. He got out and opened a rickety pair of wooden doors then pulled her car inside. Her heart sank. There was now no evidence anyone was back here. 
She froze as Marius exited the car.  She expected to have a “whole life flashing before her eyes” moment, but didn’t.  There was just regret. Her life was over at nineteen. She and Stone would never get to finish what they’d started. Wild Angel would never crash the Top 100 Billboard chart, at least not with her on guitar. 
She kissed the top of Lindsay’s head.  Her sister and T.J. would never get a chance to grow up.  
Marius yanked the car door open and dragged Lindsay out first. Nicks squeezed her eyes shut as the girl screamed and thrashed in his arms. He carried her off into the darkness, her shrieks muffled by the gag, even more muffled the farther away he took her.
Her own breathing sounded loud to her in the silence of the dark car.  Her heart hammered in her chest. He could only kill her once, but how much pain would he inflict before he did?
The real pain came from knowing her parents would never get over this. Those left behind would mourn their loss until their own lives ended. Grandma and Grandpa Whitaker, Willow, Marybeth. Dantre. Charm and Pip.
 She didn’t want to be a ragged slash across their hearts, an empty space that would never be filled. She didn’t want to be a name on a gravestone or a picture to remind everyone of what might’ve been. She wanted to live and make music and get married and have children and...
Unless a miracle happened, she and Lindsay and T.J. and Stone would be nothing but painful memories for the ones they loved. Forever.
All too soon, Marius was back. She bit her lip to stifle a scream when he tore the car door open and reached across the seat for her with gloved hands.
 

 
Though Marius was extremely rough—Nicks thought he was deliberately trying to disorient her—the courtesy light at the bottom of the car door helped her gain her footing on the heaved concrete. He quickly slammed the door, plunging them both into blackness again. 
There simply had to be a way to stop him from doing this. Count your steps, pay attention to how many corners you turn. She needed to be alert and listen for anything that might be of value if they got the chance to escape. 
Marius clutched her right arm in a death grip as he fumbled with her keys and his coat.  He was putting them into one of the voluminous pockets on the inside. It was “need-to-know” information.  If she were able to knock him out, she had to get her keys.
She wondered why he’d taken her car.  Surely he had one of his own, parked somewhere along their street.  He wouldn’t have been able to  cut the Avalanche’s tires at Tapestries then get to their house in time to wreak havoc like that if he didn’t have a vehicle.  
Though he seemed to have a plan, she thought maybe at least part of it had gone wrong. He’d known her parents weren’t there, but he’d expected to find her home. It was Halloween. No one would’ve questioned a person in a mask standing on the porch. Open the door and in he comes.
He believed she’d be there, or he wouldn’t have gone in after T.J. and Lindsay like that. The man was intelligent, had pinpoint focus. He knew he wouldn’t get another shot if he screwed this one up. That didn’t make sense either. He should’ve known she wasn’t there. He would’ve noticed her car missing from the driveway.
She gasped as the light of comprehension flickered on.
He’d already made sure her car would be missing from the driveway. By burning it. 
Oh my God. He didn’t think I had wheels. He thought I was stuck at home after school. 
He was capable of observing her at least part of the time, but for some reason, he hadn’t made the connection between her and the Mustang. She’d barely had it two days. He probably thought it was Stone’s.
Which meant he’d fucked up by leaving his own car somewhere near their house. He would no doubt go back to retrieve it when he was...finished...with them, but he’d have to take a bus or something. He wouldn’t dare drive her Mustang into her neighborhood. And if his car sat too long, someone would report it. A connection would eventually be made between the missing Sorenson girls and his abandoned car.  
But by then it would be too late for her and Lindsay. She simply had to find a way to get them out of this.
Trying to see anything in the garage was pointless, so Nicks put her other senses into play. The place smelled like a hundred years of grease, oil, and gasoline.  She could hear water dripping somewhere off in the distance, echoing in the cavernous expanse. Not surprising, given the amount of rain they’d gotten so far. The roof probably leaked like a sieve. 
He swept her along with him. It confused her to be propelled forward into the dark that way. She had no sense of up or down, had nothing visual with which to orient herself.  She planted her feet and stiffened in resistance. 
He made a noise at the back of his throat that sounded like a death rattle. “Miss Sorenson, I am losing my patience with you.” He strengthened the grip he had on her arm and picked up the pace.
As they walked, her eyes adjusted to the gloom. She began to see the outlines of various things, ghostly objects that loomed into her view and were gone just as quickly.
 They passed a stepladder leaning against the wall. A four-drawer filing cabinet stood cattycorner beside it, its two middle drawers open. He then turned her around a corner to the right past a couple of fifty-five-gallon drums. She fixed all these objects in her mind as clues when she and Lindsay made their escape.
They were in a long hallway.  A few more steps and she could see the soft glow of light spilling out from under a door. She frowned. 
He’d somehow managed to run electricity to an interior room of this ruined building.  Into the center, underground, so no one would see the light from outside. 
“A very long extension cord run from the football field house,” he said, as if she’d spoken her mind aloud. 
“What have you done with my sister?” 
Ignoring her, he pulled the metal door open and pushed her through ahead of him. Though the door had a square window in the middle, he’d covered it with black plastic. 
Her stomach heaved. He’d had a lot of time to prepare for this during his “leave of absence”.  Had no one seen him coming and going back here? Probably not. He wouldn’t have come here during the day, when there were people at the school. The shrubs, small trees, and other foliage would’ve hidden the activity anyway. 
They stood in what appeared to be an old locker room. Dark-green metal lockers, stained with rust, stood along one wall, some of them open. Wooden benches were bolted to the floor in front of them.  Equipment—mostly football from what she could see—lay scattered all over, as if the players had been told to drop everything and run. She took it all in: an old blue leatherette massage table, blue-and-gold helmets, shoulder pads, and weight training equipment. Everything was covered with several decades of filth.
Marius had run six orange utility lights into the room, draping them across the pipes in the ceiling. Their nearly bare bulbs threw a harsh, clinical light over everything. 
“Welcome to the old football field house. Of course that was well before your time, Miss Sorenson. This was last used in 1954. I used to come here often when I was a young teacher. My mind was dazzled by the possibilities presented by this secluded location.”
I’ll bet it was, you creepy fucker.   
“Nicks, I’m over here!” 
 Lindsay. He’d removed the gag and bound her sister by the wrists to one of the pipes that ran down the wall.  She was on the floor with her knees drawn up to her chest, shivering with cold and fear.  The only heat in the room was that radiated by the light bulbs overhead, and that wouldn’t be enough to warm the nearly naked girl.
On the surface, it was just an old locker room. Then Nicks began to notice details. Leather cuffs hung from the coat hooks on the wall opposite the lockers.  Chains. Ropes. Whips? A leather riding crop and a cat-o-nine-tails. A ball gag. Several locking collars. 
She swallowed. Sweet Jesus. He was into bondage. And in this secluded location, bondage equaled torture.  
“What are you going to do to me?” she whispered. 
Marius turned to face her, tipping her chin up with one finger, forcing her to look into those sick, lifeless eyes. “Here are the rules of the game, Miss Sorenson. I don’t like boring. Boring girls don’t last very long here. Trisha Glace lasted the longest. That’s her blood staining the floor under the massage table. I leave it there as tribute.  She fought hard, called me every filthy, disgusting name she could think of, but even she eventually succumbed to the pain.” He shook his head and looked at the stain, as though he were really sorry for it. “The safe word for this evening is ‘beg’, though I find begging to be a crashing bore. I lose interest very quickly when a woman pleads for her life. I enjoy them so much more when they fight.” 
Nicks felt light-headed as she stared at the dark spot on the concrete. Trisha Glace was a delinquent badass, one of the girls who’d bullied her. She’d disappeared two years earlier. No trace of her had ever been found.  She’d been arrested several times for shoplifting, drinking, fighting. Everyone assumed she’d run away.  
Each painful breath brought clarity. He’d called it a game.  A game she would never win. Oh, she might hold tight to her anger for a while and fight him, but he was going to hurt her until she begged him to stop. And begging would be her death sentence; Lindsay’s as well.
I can’t beg. I can’t break. I have to be stronger than I’ve ever been in my life. For Lindsay.
Marius stood still for a moment then he laughed. It was that porn-star gurgle that always made her sick. “I believe we’ll start with the massage table and the riding crop.”
He steered her toward the table, but she was shaking so violently it was hard to put one foot in front of the other. Clamping one hand around the back of her neck, he bent her over the table and removed the handcuffs. “Up you go, on your stomach. Press your wrists against the table legs so I can handcuff you again, Miss Sorenson.”
Like hell. Courage roared to life like a volcano inside her. Her wrists were free!
Tightening every muscle of her body, she threw her shoulders back and twisted at the same time, hoping to throw him off balance. It worked, up to a point. Nicks was delighted to see the handcuffs fly across the room and into a shower stall.  
He stumbled, his arms wind-milling as he fought to stay on his feet. He finally landed on the floor in a half-crouch. Not as flat as she’d hoped, but the element of surprise had given her an advantage.
Lindsay’s terrified scream knifed through the air, filling her with even more resolve. She was going to get them out of there right-fucking-now. 
Mind whirling, searching for a weapon, she bent and scooped a football helmet off the floor, snatching it up by the face guard. Slinging it over her shoulder, she advanced on him with gritted teeth. She needed to disarm him as fast as she could. Gun, knife, club.  God only knew else what he had in that fugly trench coat. “Take your coat off and hand it over. Now! And don’t do anything stupid, or I’ll cave your head in.”
For as lumpy and out of shape as he was, for as much as the long coat should’ve hampered him, he was surprisingly nimble.  Scuttling backward like a crab, he leapt over a bench and placed himself between her and Lindsay.
Awww, shit.

“Now what are you going to do?” His face twisted with sadistic glee. She knew what he was thinking. 
Checkmate, Miss Sorenson.
She advanced on him with the helmet, but she knew he’d have Lindsay in his grasp before she could take a swing at him. “Don’t you dare touch her.” 
Marius tilted his head. “Oh, dear. She’s so touchable too. I very much enjoyed touching her earlier.”
He struck like a snake, spinning, burying his right hand in Lindsay’s hair and yanking her to her feet. Her sister screamed then began to whimper as he held her against his chest. The look Marius threw Nicks was pure challenge. Taunting. Stop me. I dare you.

She watched in horror as he pulled her little sister’s head back and dropped his mouth over hers in a wet kiss.  He forced Lindsay’s lips open with his tongue and thrust it deep into the girl’s mouth, making sure Nicks saw every disgusting detail. 
 The contents of her stomach roiled; she swallowed to keep it down. “Stop it!” Nicks hissed. “Leave her alone!”
She considered rushing forward and whacking him in the back of the head with the helmet anyway, but he’d given his maneuver some thought. With Lindsay’s head tilted back and to the side at such an odd angle, it would be easy for Marius to break her neck. 
He turned his head to stare at her, all the while moving his hand up Lindsay’s side, stopping just under her bare breast. Her sister struggled furiously. “Nicks! Make him stop!”
The grin that crossed his face then was barbaric, that of a cruel conqueror. He had her, and he knew it. Lindsay was her weakness. It was why Marius had brought her along with them. To ensure Nicks’s good behavior.   
“Please. Don’t. I’ll do whatever you say. Just leave my sister alone.” Nicks tossed the helmet toward the wall. It hit the floor with a sharp crack and rolled against the lockers.
Marius dropped Lindsay like a sack of rocks and stepped toward her. 
They were no more than garbage to Marius. Entertainment.  How did someone get fucked up in the mind like that?  
“I believe we were about to handcuff you to the massage table, Miss Sorenson?”  His bushy eyebrows rose with the question.
 Once handcuffed, there would be no more chances for escape. Not as long as he held Lindsay over her head.  
Holding her breath, she turned and headed toward the table.
 

 
“I expected the cops to be here already,” whispered Chelsea as she and Tage walked the quarter mile or so back to the crumbling garage. They’d driven into the school with the headlights off, just in case, and parked near the front entrance.  Though it would take precious time, Tage thought it was a better idea to approach on foot. 
“Why? They take their sweet old time with everything. I’m not sure they believed me,” Tage answered.
“Oh, God. Maybe they won’t even show up!”
“They have to. They have to investigate every call to 9-1-1 no matter how silly. They’ll be here, but I’m not waiting if they aren’t. If we find the girls, I’m going to act.”
“I wish you would think about this first. We don’t know what kind of weapons he has. At least a knife and something he used to bash Stone in the head. All we have is a damned Leatherman Sidekick.”
“What? It’s got a blade on it. Several blades, in fact.  And a saw.”  Tage tucked the small black Maglight she kept in her car up his sleeve so they wouldn’t be seen approaching the building.
“The blades on this thing are three inches long, for God’s sake! I’d do more damage with it if I threw it at him.”
“Stab him in the nuts then. Do whatever you have to do. It’s better than nothing.” He stopped and took her by the shoulders. “We’re going to find the girls alive and get them back.  I promise.” 
 

 
The first time the riding crop whistled through the air and landed across her back startled Nicks, but didn’t really hurt her. After all, she wore a long-sleeved T-shirt with a hoodie on over that.
The blows only really started to hurt when he ripped the sweatshirt off and tore the back of her shirt up the middle.
She bit her lip and stared at Lindsay across the room. The girl looked back with wide eyes. She didn’t want her sister to see this, but looking into those blue eyes helped her bear the pain. Lindsay was sobbing—Nicks could see her shoulders shaking—but she couldn’t hear a thing over the roar in her ears. 
Each stinging blow made her blink, made tears come to her eyes.  She gathered more of her lip between her teeth to keep from screaming. She was not going to give this bastard the satisfaction of hearing how terrified she was.
Marius caressed her bare back. “Your skin is so lovely and smooth. It’s a shame to mar it up with these angry, red welts.”
The riding crop was one thing. His hands on her were another.  “Don’t touch me, you fucking pervert!”  She thrashed on the table, but her wrists were handcuffed to a leg on each side. “I’ll fucking kill you if you don’t stop touching me!”
He chuckled above her and ran his hand down over her ass.  “Oh, my goodness. Such strong words, Miss Sorenson. And you have absolutely no way of making it happen. I love that you’re so fierce, but you’re helpless. That excites me. Do you know how hard I am?”
Jesus.  She went limp. She’d rather have him beat her than hear him talk like that.  There were no words for how repulsive this man was.
When she said nothing further, he took a step back. Nicks braced herself when she heard the hiss of the riding crop, gasping as it hit. She blinked as tears fell onto the table. That one was three times as hard as the others.
It was game-on now. Marius was preparing for round two. 
 

 
Tage’s heart fell into his feet as they circled around behind the garage. It was so dark he couldn’t see a damned thing. There were no signs of life at all back here. 
He didn’t want to say anything to Chelsea though.  Could Asher have been wrong?
He snorted softly.  He was giving credence to something a dead man had said in the back seat of his wife’s car. A dead guy! Yet he’d seen him there with his own eyes. Had been the first to see him. Asher had verbally answered Chelsea’s questions.  They’d both interacted with a....ghost.
 He and his wife were going to have a long talk about this once they had the girls safely home.
A chill went through him as he scanned what little he could see in the glowing circle thrown by the flashlight. It was still pouring rain. A light, swirling mist seemed to jump up out of the ground and dance in the beam of light. For one tense second, he expected to see Asher walk out of that mist.
Asher had treated Chelsea like shit when he lived, but Tage didn’t doubt he had her best interest at heart now. He’d always felt a little sorry for the man. It was clear the guitarist was still in love with his wife even as he drew his last breath. He’d been totally enamored of the baby she carried, one he’d played a part in creating but would not live to see.  
Tage was grateful Asher had made the effort to warn them from the backseat of the Lexus, an extraordinary effort at that. He loved Nicks. His information had to be correct. The girls were somewhere in this old tumbledown garage. They just had to find a way to get in. 
“Son-of-a-bitch!” he heard Chelsea say loudly behind him.
“Shhh! What’s the matter?”
“I tripped over a vine.”
“What?” Tage walked back to her. Chelsea was hunched on the ground holding something.
“It’s not a vine. It looks like an extension cord.” She sounded puzzled.
Tage knelt down beside her. It was an extension cord, a yellow heavy-duty, outdoor extension cord stretched across the broken macadam. It was brand new; there wasn’t a scuff mark on it. “What the hell would an extension cord be doing out here?” 
“I don’t know.” Chelsea stood and followed it into the overgrown field for a bit.  “It looks like it goes all the way over to the field house.”
Tage traced the cord with the flashlight beam, lifting it when it came up out of the weeds and threaded through the chain-link fence that surrounded the football field. He followed it back across the macadam and through a casement window in the garage. 
He frowned. Electricity. Someone had run electricity into the maintenance garage. Why? There was no light visible through any of the broken windows, and yet...  
“C’mon.” Tage grabbed Chelsea’s hand and tugged her toward the brick building. “Someone ran electricity into this falling-down, piece-of-shit garage for a reason.”
  

 
Pain.  So much pain. 
Drops of blood flew into the air and landed all around Nicks every time Marius hit her. The crop actually made a splashing noise against her back. Her blood stained the floor right beside Trisha Glace’s. They’d hated each other in life; now they were sisters in agony. 
Only the terror she saw in Lindsay’s eyes kept Nicks from begging him to stop. He’d said begging bored him.  He would kill her if she did that. Then he’d turn his attention to her sister. It was only a matter of time anyway, but she wanted to keep him away from Lindsay as long as possible.
She’d learned to anticipate the blows. There was a rhythm to this beating. Whack! One, two, three, four, a step back, the wind up, the whistle of the crop as it sliced the air. Whack! It didn’t help much, but at least she had a split second to steel herself. 
“You’re a tough one, Miss Sorenson. I’ll give you that much.” 
“Shut the fuck up, asshole. I’m not interested in a single goddamned thing you have to say.” She let the hate tumble across her lips. She had nothing to lose now.
Whack! Blood flew. It splattered onto her face and across the blue upholstery in front of her. She licked the blood from her lips.
“That language. That mouth. The apple apparently does not fall from the tree. Asher had a filthy mouth on him as well.”
“Fuck you. Bet you wouldn’t have beat his ass!” She was hoarse with fury. 
“Alas, I’ve never beaten a man.  I prefer to beat women, the pretty ones who think they’re better than everyone else.”
“Fucking coward!  Miserable bastard fucking cowardly asshole!”
Whack! She grunted as pain tore through her.

“Well, I’ve bloodied your back enough. I believe we’ll start cutting.”
“Cutting?” 
Oh God, please. I can’t take any more of this. Not even for Lindsay.
“You’ve heard the saying ‘death by a thousand cuts’?” 
She didn’t respond. He answered anyway.
“I’m going to find out if I can actually make it happen.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
“I don’t see anything,” Chelsea whispered to Tage.  “There isn’t anyone here.”
 She felt sick as they prowled around the perimeter of the garage. There were no sounds, no lights, no nothing. If the girls weren’t here, where the hell were they?
“Asher wouldn’t have worked that hard to get us here if there weren’t something to find,” Tage responded, shining the flashlight off the dripping foliage beside them. 
That was probably true, but...
“Hey! Look at those wooden garage doors. One of them is practically hanging off the hinges.  It might be a way in.” Tage walked down the slight slope of the driveway to the door and pushed one side open with his shoulder. His body half in, half out, he shone the flashlight around inside.
 “Holy shit, Chelsea!  Nicks’s Mustang is parked in here!”
 

 
“A simple box cutter, Miss Sorenson.  Brand new with a blade that’s never been used.”  Marius held it right in front of her face, forcing her to focus on it. 
Red, like the one her father kept in his tool box in the garage, only this one had been purchased for a more sinister purpose. 
Nicks panicked as he yanked it away and walked around the table where she couldn’t see him. “What are you going to do with that?”
He pulled her hair aside from behind her. “I think we’ll start cutting at the head and neck. The veins are much closer to the surface of the skin in those areas, which will result in more bleeding. The internal jugular vein lies here...,”he pressed a finger under her chin and ran it down the side of her throat, “...and runs the length of the neck to here. I may start with that one.” 
Marius leaned against the massage table, muttering to himself, studying her as though he were going to dissect a cadaver. 
“The length of the external jugular vein runs from the corner of the mandible just below the earlobe and drains into the subclavian vein.” His fingers traced the path. She heard him sigh; his foul breath hit the side of her face. “All perfectly good veins to cut. To say nothing of what interesting things might occur if I cut into the subclavian artery.  That may be too deep to access with a box cutter though. The blade on this one is rather short.”
She was not going to survive this.  This next round of torture would have her begging him to stop. She stared at Lindsay across the room, anchoring herself to those beautiful eyes, asking forgiveness. I’m sorry, little sister. I can’t do this anymore.  
“Oh, let’s just see what happens with this new blade first,” Marius muttered.
Nicks felt a hot sting on the side of her neck as he pushed the tip of the box cutter into the skin then pulled it slowly, deliberately toward him, cutting a trail of fire as he moved.
She arced her body off the table and screamed, piercing and shrill, a sound that came from some dark place within her. “Stop! Stop it! Don’t do this. I can’t—“
“Is there something you’d like to say, Miss Sorenson? The safe word, perhaps? I’ll stop if you say it, but then I’ll have to kill you and move on to the lovely Miss Lindsay.” 
Lindsay had held her gaze the whole time but when she heard Marius say that, she sobbed and curled forward, slumping against the concrete wall. 
“Lindsay, don’t you dare look away!  Look at me!” Nicks yanked on the handcuffs that held her fast to the table. She needed that constant eye contact right now like she needed air to breathe.   “Please, Linds. I need to see your face.” 
Lindsay looked up. “I’m here, Nicks. I love you.”
“So it’s like that, is it?  I think not. That’s cheating, Miss Sorenson, and I abhor cheaters.” Marius came around the table and headed toward her sister, pulling the cloth she’d been gagged with earlier from his pocket. 
Lindsay pressed against the wall and tried to hide her face, but she was no match for Marius.  He tugged her toward him, yanked her head back, and deftly tied the rag around her head. 
The eye contact with her sister had been permanently broken. Nicks was on her own. At least Lindsay wouldn’t have to watch her die now.
Warm blood ran down the front of her neck. The room tilted at a crazy angle and blurred. She was sliding into merciful unconsciousness.
 Blinking, she watched Marius stand in slow motion. She’d tried to hold on and be strong, but she had no more fight left in her. 
 The safe word. She needed to say it before she passed out, so he would bring this to an end.  Licking her lips, she tried to focus on him.  “Please don’t cut me anymore.  I beg you.”
He smiled as he took a step toward her.  “Very well, Miss Sorenson.”
Peripherally, she thought she saw the door to the locker room swing open. She was barely able to move her head to look. 
 It really is true, she thought. Your mind did try to comfort you when death came calling. You truly did gather your loved ones to you for a final goodbye, whether they could be there physically or not.  And she was grateful for that.
Her mother and father stood in the doorway to the locker room, their eyes wide as they stared back.  She wasn’t going to be with them much longer. “I love you. I’m sorry. I did the best I could,” she said before the darkness took her. 
 

 
That horrible scream still echoed in Chelsea’s ears, but it wasn’t as horrible as the sight before her. Nicks was on her stomach, handcuffed to a table. Her T-shirt had been torn open.  And her daughter’s back was a bloody mess. 
The girl’s eyes flickered closed then opened in surprise when she saw them.  Chelsea could hear her murmuring as her eyes fell closed again but couldn’t make out what she was saying. 
The air pulsed with a sharp crack. She gasped and jumped a foot off the ground.
What the hell was that?

Tage grunted and stumbled backward into her. Chelsea wrapped her arms around his waist and spun him to his knees as he swore. When she straightened, she noticed her light blue hoodie was stained with blood. 
“Get out of here, Chelsea! Before he shoots you too!” Tage said hoarsely.
Shoots me?
Wha...?  
“Hello, Chelsea. Close the door, please.”
She fisted her hands. Fucking hell. Marius. Behind her. Marius had shot her husband.  
Chelsea turned and placed herself directly in front of Tage.  “What do you think you’re doing, Albert?”
Her insides dissolved into a quivering mass of terror. Albert Marius stood not twelve feet away from her holding a pistol against the side of her thirteen-year-old daughter’s head. 
Lindsay was tied to a metal pipe, nearly naked, wearing only a short skirt—tulle covered with blue-and-red sequins.  Nicks lay bloody and unconscious to her right. Tage had a wound in his shoulder from the pistol Marius was holding on Lindsay.  We’re all going to die tonight.
Marius’s face went blank. He pulled the gun away from Lindsay’s head. “Did you just call me Albert?”
“That’s your name, isn’t it?”
“You’ve never called me Albert.”
Chelsea went blank for a moment. The man looked like he was going to burst into tears. “I’ve never had a reason to call you Albert. Does that upset you?”
“No. Hearing you say my name makes me happy. I always wanted you to notice me. You’re as pretty as you ever were, Chelsea. I wanted you to talk to me.”
Okay, this had just taken a hard left into weirdness, but she sensed an opportunity. “You were a teacher, Albert.  I was underage. That kind of relationship was against the law.” 
Marius took a step toward her. She did likewise. She had to get close enough to get the gun away from him. 
“Would you have talked to me if it weren’t?  Are you saying we could’ve had a relationship?”
She swallowed to keep the contents of her stomach intact. “That’s a hypothetical question, Albert. You were a teacher.  I was a student.” He seemed to like that she used his first name. Hopefully, repeating it back to him would win his trust, convince him she was on his side.
“I used to lay awake at night and think about you.”
She tried to smile at him, but didn’t feel it at all. These revelations were shocking. She searched her memories, but couldn’t find an instance where he’d paid any more attention to her than he did any other girl. There’d been no signs of his interest, nothing that would’ve raised a red flag.  He was just Mr. Marius, her biology teacher. 
“I’m sorry, Albert. If you sent out clues, I missed them. I was a young, dumb girl back then.”
“She...,” he gestured toward the table where Nicks lay,“...is Asher Pratt’s kid, isn’t she? You...you fucked him.” 
Uh oh. His tone was accusatorial. His eyes narrowed in condemnation. 
Chelsea put her hands up and took another step. “I made a big mistake with Asher.  As I said, I was young and dumb.  I thought he loved me.  He didn’t.”  She held his gaze, hoping it would reassure him. “I should’ve looked for someone older. More mature. Like you.” 
“Nicole has an attitude just as Asher did. She needs to be punished.”
“I think she’s been punished enough, don’t you? I think you’ve taught her quite a lesson here tonight. She’s sure to behave more appropriately after this.”
He lowered the pistol even more. “I’d like to talk about us.”
Keep talking. You’re getting through to him, Chels.

“Of course. Would you like to go somewhere for coffee?”
“Yes.” He gestured around the room with the gun. “What about them?”
“I don’t think anyone is going anywhere, do you? But they won’t let you into Starbucks with the gun, Albert. And quite frankly, the gun scares me.  We can’t get off on the right foot if I’m afraid of you.” Taking another step forward, she extended a hand. “Give me the gun. We’ll leave it here for when we come back.”  
He hesitated, started to hand it to her, then drew it back. “You’re just trying to take it away from me.”
She feigned disappointment as she dropped her hand. “Then I’m afraid I can’t talk to you about us. I can’t be relaxed and honest if you have a gun, and I’m afraid. I’m sorry, Albert.” Shaking, she turned away, praying her bluff would work.  
She headed back toward her wounded husband, trying to plan her next move. What could she do or say now that had even a remote chance of working?  
“Wait!” he called behind her. 
She stiffened, turned her head. “Yes?”
“I really want to talk to you, Chelsea. Be alone with you. Take the gun. We’ll tie your husband up.”  
She faced him, sick to her stomach. This had to work. The gun hung from his right index finger by the trigger guard. It was hers for the taking. 
She moved toward him slowly and held her hand out again. “Thank you, Albert. It pleases me that you’re willing to do this for me.”  
He made no move to lay it in her hand, so she reached out with three fingers. He allowed her to touch it then grasp it. She finally had the pistol in her hands. She blew out a breath of relief and took a step back. 
Before she could pull the hammer and raise the gun on him, Tage’s brawny arm shot over her shoulder and smashed Albert Marius in the face. He looked dazed for a second then he collapsed to the floor in a heap.
Tage pounced immediately and rolled him over. Chelsea ran to Lindsay. She untied the girl, pulled her own hoodie off, and dropped it over her daughter’s head. 
 It couldn’t have been more than forty-five degrees in the garage. Chelsea’s long-sleeved T-shirt would soon be inadequate in these temps, but poor Lindsay was shivering uncontrollably. 
She stood and collapsed into her mother’s arms. “I can’t believe you found us!”
Chelsea held her tightly. “We never would’ve stopped searching for the two of you.”  
“Nicks was so brave.  She kept Marius from hurting me.”
“Did she? You’ll have to tell me all about it later.” They didn’t need to relive any of it now.  She wanted to get her daughters—and her husband—out of this horrible place and into a hospital.
Chelsea turned to check on Nicks. Tage had found the keys in Marius’s coat and was now freeing her from the handcuffs. She stirred and moaned as Tage spoke to her.
“Hey, baby. It’s Daddy. Nicks, can you open your eyes?”
“Daddy?” Her eyes fluttered open for a moment then fell shut again. 
Chelsea, still clutching Lindsay, walked toward him.  “Tage, your shoulder...”
“...is fine. Stay here with Nicks while I handcuff Marius. Let’s see how he feels about a taste of his own medicine.”
“You aren’t going to kill him, are you?”
Tage glared at the unconscious Marius then dropped his gaze to Lindsay.  “No.  Lord knows I want to, but that would make me no better than him.”
Chelsea nodded, surprised at the restraint he was showing.  
Nicks whimpered and opened her eyes. “Mom?” 
“I’m here. Lindsay’s here too.”
“She...she okay?” 
“I’m okay,” Lindsay replied. She gave Nicks’s hand a squeeze. “Daddy punched Marius in the face. He’s putting handcuffs on him now.”
Nicks nodded weakly.
“We’re here now, Nicks. You’re safe.” Chelsea examined her daughter’s back. “God, what did he do to you?”
 There wasn’t one square inch on her back that hadn’t been flayed open. The blood obscured the wounds, but she had a feeling this was worse than it looked. Chelsea thought about folding the torn edges of Nicks’s T-shirt over her back, but she didn’t want the fabric to stick to her injuries.
“He beat her with that whip on the floor over there—the kind they use for horses. She didn’t scream once.  She only screamed when he started to cut her,” Lindsay said.
“Excuse me... he cut her?” Chelsea felt sick to her stomach again. That must’ve been the shriek they’d heard as they’d ventured farther into the garage. It was, in fact, what had led them to the door of the locker room. 
“With a box cutter. Right here, on her neck.” Lindsay pointed at the oozing wound. “That was the only time she screamed.”
“Sorry,” Nicks mumbled. “It...h...h...hurt.”
Dear God in heaven, it must have hurt like hell. No wonder she screamed. Chelsea fisted her hands and turned to Tage, who was now searching the unconscious and handcuffed principal’s coat. “You have my permission to kill that rotten bastard. If you don’t, I will.”
Tage rose to his feet. “You don’t want that on your conscience, Chels.  Let the legal system take care of him. I’m going outside to call an ambulance. Here.” He removed his sweatshirt and threw it at her. “Cover Nicks up with this. She’s probably froze.”
She caught the sweatshirt and draped it gently over Nicks’s back, trying to keep it out of the blood drying there. 
“Thanks, Mom. I am cold.” Nicks began to roll onto her side, but Chelsea stopped her. 
“Don’t move. We’re going to get help for you.” She kissed her daughter on the cheek, right over a wide tear stain. My God, this girl must’ve been forged from iron to take a beating like that without screaming.  
Tage stood bare chested on the other side of Marius.  She could plainly see the bullet hole in his shoulder now. Three thin rivulets of blood ran from it. “That shoulder...”
“I know.” He nodded, flexed his arm, and grimaced. “It’s starting to hurt. I’ll have it looked at when we get to the hospital.” 
 

 
Chelsea alternately raged and rejoiced as she rode in the ambulance with Nicks. Raged because it required a second call to the police to get them to come to the abandoned garage. Rejoiced because they’d gotten both girls out alive without them.
What would she find when she got to the hospital? 
Nicks moaned, scattering those thoughts. It was just as well. She had a feeling the news about T.J. and Stone wouldn’t be good.
“You okay?” Chelsea asked.
“My back feels like it’s on fire,” Nicks answered. 
“I know. We’re almost there.”
“Where’s Daddy?  And Lindsay?”
“Following behind us in the Lexus. Daddy didn’t want to leave it in the high school parking lot, and Lindsay didn’t want him driving alone. Marius shot him in the shoulder.”
 “I know. I heard. Is he okay?”
“I hope so. He wouldn’t let anyone touch him.”
“How’s Lindsay?”
“Cold and scared out of her mind, but she’s not hurt.” Not physically at least. The sight of her nearly naked daughter shivering with cold and fear filled her with rage.  “Nicks, Marius didn’t... He didn’t rape her, did he?”
“I hope not. I don’t know.” Nicks glanced up at her with clear golden-brown eyes. “How did you know where we were? I was sure no one would find us.”
Chelsea looked around to see if anyone was listening then bent forward and whispered in her ear. “Asher. He showed up in the back seat of the Lexus while we were on our way to the hospital with T.J and Stone. Your father saw him too.”
Nicks smiled a little. “What did he say?” 
“He told us exactly where you were. We never would’ve found you otherwise.”
“Do you think this is what he meant by ‘careful’ and ‘watch’?”
“I’d have to say yes. It would’ve been a whole lot easier if he’d been more specific, but I think the Powers That Be...if there are any...don’t want him talking to us. We had to practically pull the information out of him. It appeared as though someone—or something—was choking him when he was trying to talk.”
“He saved your life once. Now he saved mine. He really
does love me, doesn’t he?”
“Of course he does, honey.” Chelsea tried not to think about what kind of father Asher would’ve been. That door was firmly closed. He’d loved Nicks enough to fight for her from beyond the grave. Love doesn’t get much stronger than that.
“T.J and Stone...Are they dead?”
Chelsea hesitated a moment, not sure what to say. “No, they aren’t dead.” 
At least they hadn’t been when the paramedics took them from the house. Who knew what she’d find when she got to Presby? 
“I can’t tell you anything more than that. I sent Willow and Marybeth to the hospital with them, and we went searching for you and Lindsay.  Maybe that wasn’t the right choice, but I couldn’t split myself in two.  If we had a chance to find the two of you, I knew I had to take it.”
“Thank you, Mom.” And with that, her daughter’s eyes closed and she relaxed against the gurney. 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
Chelsea knew the news wasn’t going to be good as soon as she turned the corner and started down the hallway toward UPMC Presby’s surgery waiting room.  Marybeth was dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, and Willow was staring blindly at an ugly abstract print on the wall. 
Tage and Lindsay were being cared for in emergency. Her husband’s bullet wound, though alarming, was not serious. It wouldn’t have mattered if it were. He’d informed the doctors in no uncertain terms they’d better do their best work right where he sat because he wasn’t spending one night in this damned hospital.
Lindsay had a touch of hypothermia and had been given an I.V., but was otherwise fine. She’d sobbed the whole time they examined her though.
Nicks, on the other hand, had been cleaned up and admitted immediately. Chelsea had slipped away while they were working on her to check on the rest of her family.  She was informed by the front desk nurses that both T.J. and Stone were in surgery.  
She walked into the waiting room and stopped in front of Marybeth.  Glancing between her and Willow, she asked, “Well?”
Neither spoke. Willow had a hard time meeting her eyes, which wasn’t a good sign. 
“We heard you found Nicks and Lindsay,” Marybeth said in a monotone.
“We did. And I’ll tell you all about it as soon as you fill me in on T.J and Stone.”
Willow sighed and turned to face her. Chelsea knew she would get honesty from her best friend. “It’s not good, Chels. The knife missed T.J.’s heart by a millimeter, but nicked his aorta.  He bled out on the way to the hospital and went into cardiac arrest. They brought him back, but the doctors weren’t hopeful. Stone’s skull is broken. He’s bleeding into his brain. They’re doing what they can, but it’s pretty bad.”
The news was not unexpected, but Chelsea still felt as though her life had been kicked out from under her.  She collapsed into a chair beside Marybeth, dropped her face into her hands, and began to sob.  
 

 
Chelsea stared down at her precious little boy, her devilish imp, his father’s namesake.  Tage John Sorenson, Jr.,  otherwise known as T.J. 
There was no hope. They’d moved T.J. and Stone from surgery directly into a large private room together so the family could say their goodbyes. T.J. had been given blood but he’d gone into cardiac arrest twice more. Stone had been unresponsive from the start. 
The doctors had pronounced both of them brain dead. 
The tubes down their throats, the machines that breathed for them, the various wires that stretched across them gave hope in the cruelest way. They’d been brought in on life support in case the family wanted to donate their organs. 
 It was something to think about. Chelsea couldn’t bear the thought of her bright little son being gone from the world, but maybe, if a piece of him could live on, if he could bring hope to some other family... 
No. Never. Nothing was going to ease the pain of losing him. There would never be closure for her. This was senseless.
The room was dark and still. Grief hung in the air,  so heavy it was a presence in and of itself. Her mother and father, Reese, Aimee, and Lindsay were there. Tage looked like he was a hundred years old slumped in the chair, his fingertips pressed together in front of him.  
Willow and Marybeth had gone, though Chelsea wanted them to stay. They’d told her this was family time, to call if she needed them. She wasn’t fooled. They’d gone home to grieve in private. Neither one of them liked to fall apart in front of other people. 
The only one who wasn’t there was Nicks.  Chelsea had gone between her room down the hall and this one all night, though Nicks had fallen asleep over two hours ago from a heavy dose of pain medication.
She’d taken a horrific beating at Marius’s hands. The doctors were shocked at the severity of her wounds. It made her blood run cold to think of her diminutive daughter on the receiving end of Marius’s brutality. Though they’d found the girls alive, it still felt as though evil had won the day. 
This hideous event would forever divide their lives into before and after. Nothing would ever be the same. 
Chelsea knew she couldn’t stay in this room another minute or she’d start screaming. “I’m going down the hall to see Nicks.” 
 

 
I’m a cork in the water, Nicks thought. A leaf on the breeze. Or how about a duck? Floating... bobbing...quack!
Sometimes, she was aware of her surroundings, knew exactly where she was and why. Then someone would come in and shoot something into her I.V., and she’d drift along slowly in a colorful dream. Lucy in the Sky With Diamonds-type scenery. Or maybe the cartoon scenes from Mary Poppins. Whatever. It was awesome.
Sometimes her mother was at her bedside. Sometimes her father. She felt Lindsay kiss her cheek once. Grandma and Grandpa Whitaker.  Reese had tears running down his face when he came to see her, the first time she’d ever seen him cry as an adult. 
It was only in her dreams that Stone came to her, those dark eyes full of love as he held her close. She liked those times the best. 
Fully awake now, she lay on her stomach in the dark room and listened to the hospital noises. Call bells rang at the nurses’ station. The soft, comforting murmur of voices as the various personnel checked charts or talked on the phone. She was eye level with her I.V. pole so she stared at the numbers on the display for a while, wondering what they all meant. 
“You awake?” Her mother’s voice floated down to her. 
“I’m awake.”
Chelsea pulled the chair up beside the bed and moved the I.V. pole. “How’re you feeling?”
“Like a puzzle. Like I’ve been broken and glued back together in tiny pieces, and some of them are missing. But the stuff they give me in my I.V. is the best. My back really doesn’t hurt so bad right now.”
“That’s good.”
“I’m tired of being on my stomach.”
“I bet you are. But I think it might hurt if you tried to lay on your back.”
“I know. I told the nurses they needed to find a way to suspend me in midair.”
Chelsea touched her cheek. “The doctors said there would be scarring. They put some type of medical fabric over your back to help reduce the scars. And the cut on your neck took seven stitches to close.”
“I don’t care about scars. Or stitches.”  
“Okay. Just wanted you to know.” 
“T.J. and Stone? Are they out of surgery?”
“You know the cops will probably want to talk to you tomorrow. For a long time, I think.”
“I want to tell them everything. Marius needs to spend the rest of his life locked up in prison. Remember Trisha Glace, the girl that went missing? He killed her. Her blood is on the floor under the table I was handcuffed to.”
“My God, are you sure?”
“He told me he killed her. Said she lasted the longest, and that sounds to me like there’ve been others. He’s a sick bastard, and I—”
 Her mother laid a hand on Nicks’s head. “Okay, calm down or they’ll shoot you full of drugs again.”
“I don’t want drugs right now. I want to talk to you.” 
“Yeah, I want to talk to you too.”
“It’s not good, is it? Stone and T.J. They’re not going to make it, are they?”
Her mother was silent for several long moments. The heavy sigh told Nicks everything she needed to know. She was going to lose them.
“I don’t think so, baby,” her mother whispered, still petting her head. “The doctors said their injuries are not survivable.”  
“How could he do that, Mom?  Hurt a little boy like that? What kind of asshole do you have to be to hurt a child?”  Nicks’s pounded her fists into the mattress.
“A big one, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”
“And Stone.” She stared at her mother through the safety rail of the bed. “How am I going to live without Stone? No one will ever get me like he did. I love him so much, Mom.”
“Shhh. I know, honey.” Her mother’s eyes glazed with tears. “I wish I could say something to make you feel better. This is going to be raw and painful for a long time. For all of us.” 
“Can I see them? Will you take me to them?” Nicks wanted to kiss Stone one last time. To touch him and hold him. She wanted to make a memory she could keep until she died too. And T.J. Her partner in crime. Dying would frighten him. He would want his big sister to hug him so he wasn’t afraid.
“You bet I will. But not tonight. Sleep for a while. I’ll make sure no decisions are made until you can say goodbye to both of them.”
 

 
Dr. Roscoe, the physician in charge of T.J. and Stone, stopped Chelsea in the hall as she was leaving Nicks’s room. He held a clipboard and pen in his hands.
“I know there’s never a good time to bring this up, Mrs. Sorenson, but I need to ask about organ donation for your son.  I’m trying to track down next of kin for Mr. Jensen, or someone who can make decisions on his behalf, but haven’t been successful yet.”
Chelsea felt as though she were going to explode. Sign a piece of paper to end her child’s life?  It was inconceivable, but would have to be done at some point. “Are you sure about... things?”
“Brain death?  Yes, I’m afraid so. The sooner we can harvest the organs, the sooner we can save another child’s life.”
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to wait another day or two.  I promised the daughter in that room she would have a chance to say goodbye to them. I’m not going to break that promise. And I’m going to give her all the time she needs to do it. She’s been through enough hell in the past two weeks.” 
 

 
By the time Chelsea got back to T.J.’s room, it was one o’clock in the morning.  Her parents had taken their other three children home with them to get some rest.
The silence was deafening as she dropped into a recliner beside Tage.  She could see he was awake, but his eyes held an unusual hopelessness. He stared forward, focused on nothing.  She knew his brain was speeding ahead, contemplating a very different future without the two people who lay in the beds near them. 
“You okay?” she whispered.
“I’ll never be okay again, Chelsea.”
Her heart broke for her husband. He loved his children so fiercely. “I know. If only I could rewind to yesterday.”
“Did you tell Nicks?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“She’s so drugged up right now, I’m not sure it registered. I told her no decisions would be made until she could say goodbye.”
“Goddamnit it all to hell! She shouldn’t have to say goodbye to a seven-year-old boy and a twenty-four-year-old man!”
“Shh! I know. I keep thinking how unfair this is. But no one said life was fair.”
“Fuck fair,” he snarled. “It’s my job to protect all of you. It’s my job to make sure all of you are safe.  That bastard broke into my
house. He killed one of my sons and nearly killed two of my daughters. How am I supposed to make that right in my mind, Chelsea? I failed. I failed all of you.”
“Did you know Marius was going to do that?”
He shifted in the chair. “Of course not.  If I would’ve—”
“You’d have done something about it.  Look, I don’t know every man on the planet, but I’m betting not many of them love their families the way you do. Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”
He pounded his fists on the arms of the chair. “How can you be so accepting of all this? I want to tear the world apart with my bare hands!”
 “That’s a horrible thing to say to me, Tage Sorenson! I don’t accept this! But I know there will be a time in the future when I’ll have to find peace. I don’t know where and I don’t know how. I guess I’ll have to dig deep and see what I’m made of. We still have four children to raise. I refuse to give them only half a mother. I will never forget T.J. and Stone, but the best way to honor them is to live a good and happy life.  If I don’t, Marius wins. He’s taken my son and the love of my daughter’s life. I won’t let him take another thing from me.”
Tage choked on a sob. “I’m sorry.  I’m just so fucking angry about all of this.” After a moment, he reached over and took her hand in his. “You are the love of my life.  God, you’re the most amazing woman. My inspiration. My hero.”
She turned to look at T.J. “I don’t feel like a hero. I’m pretty much a hollowed-out shell of a human being right now.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
The next morning, Nicks spent two hours telling her story to the cops. They’d talked to Lindsay alone first—she guessed to make sure their stories matched. No worries about that. But only Lindsay knew what happened in the house before she and Stone got there. 
Apparently, Marius had tried to rape her sister, but he’d stopped when he heard the Mustang in the driveway. Thank God she’d been spared that, at least. He’d hastily handcuffed Lindsay, dragged her downstairs, and waited for someone to come in. 
Nicks wondered what would’ve happened if she’d gone in first.  If only Stone had been behind her, he might have had a chance. But Marius had the pistol. He might’ve shot Stone instead. And really, what difference did it make? Dead was dead.
The “what-ifs” of the situation made her heart race in an adrenaline rush. She couldn’t change what happened. She could never fix it. Telling the cops only made her more aware of how capricious were the whims of fate.  Ten, fifteen minutes earlier might’ve been enough to stop Marius.
 If...if...if... If it wouldn’t have been Halloween they’d have known who stood at the door.  If she wouldn’t have been at Stone’s place, she could’ve slammed the door in his face. 
She shook her head as her heart took off again.  Thinking that way changed nothing. 
Nicks lay on her side now, propped up all around with pillows.  Her bones were stiff from being on her stomach for so long. Turning her had hurt almost as bad as the beating.  
Her day brightened considerably when Lindsay bounced into her room. “Hey, sis. How’re you doing today?” 
“Better, now that you’re here.  How do you
feel?” Nicks asked.
Lindsay sat in the chair next to the bed.  She had on a dark blue sweater and jeans, but Nicks kept seeing her half-naked, shivering against the block wall of the locker room. She thought that horrible visual would probably stay with her for a long time. 
“Okay, I guess. We spent the night at Gram’s house.  I had a nightmare, but she slept with me.” Lindsay picked up the cup of water on the stand next to the bed. “Would you like a drink?”
“Yes, please. I can’t do a damned thing for myself.  Not even pee.”  
Of all the humiliation Nicks had suffered, the catheter was right up there in the top five.  But peeing required a bedpan, and a bedpan required rolling over and sitting up, and...Yeah, that hadn’t gone so well. “Is Mom coming?  I really want to see T.J. and Stone.  She said she’d make sure I got to see them.”
Lindsay held the straw up to Nicks’s lips. Her smile was gone. “Yeah. She’s making arrangements for them to take your I.V. out so you can walk down to the room. She thought sitting in a wheel chair would hurt your back, but the nurses are arguing with her right now. They don’t want you out of bed yet. God help them if Daddy gets involved.”
“I can probably walk. I just can’t lay on my back. I think I might be able to sit if I can lean forward.”
“You know they’re going to die, right?  Once they shut off the machines?”
Nicks caught her breath. There it was.  She’d spent her awake time praying the doctors were wrong.  She’d convinced herself they were. She was sure Stone would be wide awake, anxious to see her when she walked into their room. T.J. would raise his arms for a hug.  
“Are they sure about them being brain dead?” Nicks whispered.  “Maybe the doctors are wrong.”
Lindsay shook her head and started to cry. “I don’t think so. That’s what Mom’s afraid of.  She had them check again.”
So she truly would have to go on without Stone and T.J.  She couldn’t do it... just couldn’t do it.
“Why? Why them?”
Lindsay suddenly seemed much older than thirteen. She put a hand on Nicks’s cheek. “I don’t know. I cried so hard for them before I went to sleep last night. T.J. was a pain in the ass sometimes, but I loved him. I didn’t know he was screaming downstairs because Marius was hurting him, or I would’ve gone down to help him.” Lindsay gulped. “And Stone was such a nice guy. He was perfect for you. I couldn’t do anything to help him either.  I was handcuffed on the floor.”
For the first time, the enormity of what had happened slammed into her. She and Lindsay would have a boatload of shit to work through. How often would they replay what happened in that garage in their heads?
“I love you, Linds.” Nicks reached through the safety rail of the bed and took her sister’s hand. “Don’t cry. We aren’t responsible for what happened, and we couldn’t have done anything to stop it.”
The girl only cried harder.  “I hated watching him hurt you. I wanted to get loose and get his knife and stab him so hard in the back. I wanted to kill him for hurting you!”
She squeezed Lindsay’s hand. “Well, you couldn’t get loose. And neither could I. We did damned good under the circumstances.”
Her mother’s appearance in the room with two nurses put an end to the conversation. “Are you ready, Nicks?”
 I don’t have much of a choice, do I?
“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,” she finally said. 
 

 
Nicks Sorenson was tough, but she wasn’t tough enough for this.
Her mother had tried to prepare her. The whole way down the hall she’d explained that Stone and T.J. were hooked up to all kinds of machines. To keep their organs functioning, she’d said.  It wasn’t a pretty sight. She shouldn’t be shocked when she saw them.
Well, fuck that. The sight of them shattered her into a million wretched pieces.
T.J. looked like an infant, his face nearly obscured by the breathing tube down his throat.  His skinny frame stretched out on the bed, covered by a sheet blanket.  The only other thing she could see was the shock of blond hair on his head. 
Stone...Jesus, they would’ve had to cut off all that beautiful dark hair to do surgery on his broken skull. His head was wrapped in white bandages. His eyes were purple and swollen.  He didn’t even look like the man she loved.
Nothing—no words, no breath, no thoughts. Just horror and hate and loss.   She turned with a sob and collapsed into her father’s arms.
Tage wrapped his arms around her shoulders, taking care to avoid her injured back.  “Do you want to go back to your room?”
“No! I need to see them.” She buried her face against his shoulder.
Grandpa Whitaker got up from the recliner.  “C’mon, kids.  Nicks needs to have private time right now.”
Her grandparents and siblings filed out of the room and closed the door behind them, only to have it reopened by a doctor in a white lab coat. He had a clipboard in his hand.
He spoke to her mother. “If you’ll sign the organ donation consent form for your son, Mrs. Sorenson, we’ll get that process started.”
A red mist of fury rolled over Nicks. Ghouls!  Assholes! They couldn’t wait to cut T.J. and Stone up like they were biology projects and plop their organs into someone else. 
“Get out of here and take your fucking clipboard with you.  No one is cutting anyone up, at least as long as I’m here,” she said.
The doctor looked shocked.  So did her mother. “Nicks, T.J. is brain dead. This will have to be done at some point.”
“No. No. Get out! I won’t let you kill them.” Nicks went to step around her father, but he stopped her. “Those are lives you’re signing away, Mom. I won’t let you do it!”
Chelsea patted the doctor on the arm.  “We’ll talk about this later. You better go now.” 
 The doctor nodded and left. 
 “I know how you feel.  But we have to face reality.” Her mother lost some of her color as she spoke.
“I don’t have to face shit,” Nicks hissed. She lowered the rail on T.J.’s bed, crawled in, and pulled him into her arms. 
 

 
This is truly the single worst day of my life.  
Chelsea sat in the dark, the only one who was still awake in the room.  Tage had slumped over nearly an hour ago in the chair beside her, worn out from the emotions of the day. 
Nicks had gone between Stone and T.J. all afternoon and into the evening, had gotten right into bed with both of them. She didn’t think she’d ever seen her daughter cry that hard. The girl had raged and seethed and swore at Marius and a heartless God who would allow this to happen. 
And the worst part of it was there was nothing Chelsea could do about it. She and Tage had to let her go, to mourn in her own way. Most mothers were able to absorb some of their children’s pain in most situations. Not this one. This one would have to be felt and worked through by all of them.
Nicks had finally crawled into bed beside Stone and fallen asleep. Chelsea gave silent thanks for that. She didn’t think she could listen to one more minute of her daughter’s desperate grief.
God, I hate life right now. 
The past two days had been hell, but it would’ve been much worse if they’d lost Lindsay and Nicks too. Why was it so hard to be grateful?
She began a whispered dialogue with the man who’d saved her daughters.  It was silly, but if he was still with them, she wanted him to know.
“Thank you, Asher. From the bottom of my heart. I don’t know how it is where you are—wherever you are—but if you can... Well, you see how much she loves them. I know it’s probably hopeless, but you pulled off something pretty spectacular just by showing up in the car, right?” Tears stung her eyes as she stared at Nicks, lying beside the man she loved. “She’ll be devastated for as long as she lives if she has to go on without Stone and T.J. You saved her life. Please save her heart.”
She froze for a moment and listened. There was nothing but the hiss of the oxygen machines and Tage’s quiet snore. Asher had fulfilled his purpose and was now more than likely gone.
She settled back in the recliner, hoping she could get some sleep. She would need all of her strength to face tomorrow, when the hard decisions would have to be made and carried out.
 

 
Tage smacked Chelsea square in the side of the head with an open hand, pulling her from sleep in the most irritating way. She sat up and glared at him. “What’re you doing?”
Wearing the strangest expression she’d ever seen, Tage jabbed a hesitant finger toward Stone’s bed.  Chelsea glanced where he was pointing.
“Holy shit!” she muttered under her breath.  
A swirling blue light had enveloped Stone’s head and chest, and part of Nicks as well. The girl was curled up next to him, her head on his shoulder.
It appeared misty, glowing from within, like a will o’ the wisp. There was nothing in the room that would create a light like that. It made no noise, and as it swirled, she thought she could see things moving in it. She squinted and sat forward on the chair, but she couldn’t quite put a name to what she saw. Not faces, not bodies. What then?
“What is that?” whispered Tage.
“I don’t know. But I had a little talk with Asher while you were asleep. I wonder if this is him at work again.”
“You’re kidding me!” 
“Shh! Do you have another explanation for that?” She gestured toward the light.
“What should we do?”
“Nada. We’re going to let it do its thing.  Let’s face it, Sorenson, we’re out of options.”
“What if it doesn’t work?”
She shrugged. “Then we’re no worse off than we are right now. I say, sit back and enjoy the show.” 
The blue light spent the better part of a half-hour moving over Stone’s body. It then gathered itself up into a smaller ball and floated over to T.J.
Chelsea was a realist, pragmatic to a fault sometimes. She dealt exclusively in the “here-and-now”, with both feet planted firmly on the ground. Belief in a hereafter had always seemed silly and highly illogical to her.
It would be highly illogical not to believe in it now. Not after everything she’d seen and heard. She was reluctant to assign any particular spiritual flavor to it. The various “brands” out there all thought they were exclusively correct, and she wanted no part of that “my way or the highway” thinking. 
Who could say what happened to you when you left this life? Maybe everyone who sat in a pew on Sunday, went to temple or whatever, got it wrong.  Or maybe they didn’t.  She didn’t know and wasn’t going to make assumptions.  
What was perfectly clear was that something otherworldly was going on here. Something very special. Had Asher heard her plea? Had he put in a good word for them?
The blue mist skimmed up and down her son’s little body. It seemed to spend more time on T.J., maybe because he was the most seriously hurt. It finally dimmed and flickered out as they watched.
“Now what?” whispered Tage.
“I don’t know. I guess we have to wait and see.” 
 

 
“I love you, Nicole Ashley Sorenson.”
She snuggled against him, a solid presence in the surreal mist surrounding them. “I love you too, Asher. Thank you.”
“It wasn’t your time. Or Lindsay’s. I made sure of it.”
“What about Stone and T.J.?  I don’t want to lose them either.”
“I’m working on it. You have things to do yet.”
“I do?”
“Yes. And I’ll always be with you, watching over you.”
“I’m glad. I wish...”
Asher put two fingers to her lips to hush her. “There’s no point in wishing for things that will never be. Tage loves you. He’s done a fine job as your father.”
She nodded. “I know. I’m just sad that I don’t know you.”
“You do know me, Nicks. As well as you know yourself.”
She sighed. That would have to be enough. She opened her mouth to thank him again when a booming sound, a distant explosion, made the mist swirl around them. “What is that?”
He turned to look, then faced her with an expression of urgency.  “I have to go now.” Setting her free from his embrace, he stepped around her.  
“But why? Where are you going? Will I see you in my dreams again?”
He put both hands on her shoulders and gave her one last kiss. “Go make me proud, Nicks.” Then he disappeared into the mist.
The boom sounded again as she turned and fled toward wakefulness. She didn’t want whatever was making that horrible noise to catch her. 
 

 
Unpleasant things assaulted her senses as she tried to wake up. Something was jostling her head and hissing beside her. It took her a few disorienting moments to realize she was in bed beside Stone.
And it was Stone who was causing the chaos.
“Mom.” She put her hand on Stone’s chest and pushed herself upright.  He was thrashing around on the bed, making pathetic choking noises as he tried to talk around the breathing tube. Eyes half-open, he calmed somewhat when he saw her. He put both hands on her shoulders, his eyes silently pleading for an explanation.
“Mom. Dad.” she called again with more insistence. “Something’s happening here.” She scrambled out of the bed. “Stone?  Can you hear me?” 
Stone nodded and grabbed for Nicks’s hand.
“Get a doctor in here now!” her mother shouted behind her.
The edge of her vision went gray as she stared into Stone’s eyes. He was there, he was back. He saw her! 
Wobbling, swaying, totally stunned, she felt her father’s arms go around her as she sank toward the floor. 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
Nicks came to in her hospital bed down the hall. Her mother sat on the bed next to her. 
“Mom, was I dreaming? It was a dream, wasn’t it?” She gripped her mother’s hands in hers and sat up. “Please tell me it wasn’t a dream.”
“It was the best kind of dream, Nicks. T.J. woke up shortly after Stone.” 
“What? Both of them?”
“Uh huh. Both of them.” Her mother gave her a diamond-bright smile.
 “Where are they? Stone and T.J.? I want to see them.”
“They took them downstairs for tests and CAT scans. Daddy went along because T.J. was scared. He woke up confused and started to cry when he saw you hanging limp in your father’s arms.”
“That little shit.” She felt happy for the first time in several days. “Do they seem okay?  God, I hate that I passed out, but I just couldn’t deal.”
“We didn’t get to talk much. They removed the breathing tubes and rushed them right out of the room. You shouldn’t get your hopes up, Nicks.”
“Oh, my hopes are up and they’re staying there!” She clapped her hands, threw her head back, and laughed. “I was having a dream about Asher when Stone started to move. It was sort of what woke me up.”
“Yeah.” Her mother looked away with a slight smile. “Asher.”
“Did he do this? I mean, how could he? He couldn’t. Right?” 
“He used to get away with the most outrageous shit in life. Who knows what that asshole is capable of now that he’s dead? I don’t know, and I’m not prepared to say. I just know I’m never taking anything for granted again.”
“Me either.” She gave her mother a hug and bounced up and down on the bed, squealing with joy.
Her father stuck his head in the door. The deep lines on his face were gone. He looked like the old Tage.
“They’re settled back in their rooms with a bit of breakfast if you want to see them. And you better hurry up about it. Stone isn’t being the most patient man right now.” Tage drummed his fingers against the door. “I like him, Nicks. You were all he could talk about while they were running tests on him. I tried to tell him what happened, but he just kept saying he didn’t care, he wanted to see you. Any man who loves my daughter that much is okay in my book.”
“What did the doctors say?” asked Chelsea.
“They’re still down there shaking their heads. They can’t explain it. One of them was chalk white and kept muttering about how this couldn’t happen. Ha! Guess they don’t have friends in high places like we do,” Tage said.
 “So they’re okay?” Chelsea pressed him.
“They aren’t out of the woods yet. They’re going to keep them a couple of days, maybe longer, to make sure their injuries are healing. But they show normal brain activity. Hurry up, Nicks, or Stone will be tearing the room apart to get to you.”
“Oh, Daddy!  I love you so much!” Nicks slid out of bed and grabbed the flimsy gray hospital robe from the chair beside it.  “Can you help me on with this, Mom? I feel like I’m going to explode!”
 

 
Stone’s head was still swathed in bandages, but those beautiful eyes were lively and smiling when Nicks walked into the room.  
He was sitting up in bed with a tray of food in front of him. Yesterday he was dying, not able to breathe on his own.  This morning...hot damn, he was eating!
 “Nicks!” T.J.’s enthusiastic greeting pulled her focus from Stone. The boy’s hair was a tangled mess on top of his head, but his blue eyes sparkled like a summer sky. His smile was as mischievous as it’d ever been. “I was so worried about you.”
Nicks looked at Stone. “Do you mind...?”  She gestured toward T.J.  
“Not at all,” Stone replied. “Go see your brother. I can wait. When I get my arms around you, baby doll, I’m not letting you go.”
 His voice was strong. He was okay. T.J. was okay. They’d both been given back to her. There were no words to describe how thankful she was.
She held T.J. against her and let the tears fall.  “I am so happy to see you, little guy.”
“You fell asleep in Daddy’s arms,” he mumbled against her chest.  “Are you sick?”
She sat back and tried to tame that shock of yellow hair with both hands. “No, I’m not sick. Not anymore. God, I love you, T.J.”
“I love you too. Can I eat my breakfast now? I’m starving.” Typical T.J. Emotional moment over, he was back to business. 
Nicks kissed him on the forehead. “Go ahead and eat. I’ll see you later, okay?”
“Yep.” His focus was now entirely on the plate in front of  him. 
She rose and turned toward Stone.  What could she say? They’d been given a second chance.
He pushed the food tray away and opened his arms to her. “Don’t stand there staring at me.  Get in here!” 
She leapt into the bed and rolled into his arms, thinking she should warn him about her back, but she honestly didn’t feel a thing as he crushed her to him. “I almost lost you. I can’t believe you’re back with us.”
“So I’ve been told. Your dad filled me in a little about what happened. Did Marius hurt you?”
“Hope you like a girl with scars.”
“Scars? Where? What did that bastard do to you?”
“Didn’t Daddy tell you?”
“He told me some things, but nothing about scars.”
There was no point trying to hide it from him. The scars would be plainly evident at some point. “Marius beat the crap out of me with a riding crop. Across my back.  He’d just taken it to the next level—cutting me with a box cutter—when Mom and Dad found us.” She turned to show him the thick gauze squares taped to her  neck. “Mom said this little gem took seven stitches to close.” 
“That son-of-a-bitch. I’m going to kill him,” Stone said through gritted teeth.
He pulled her hard against him again, making her wince. “Easy, dude.  On the back and with the attitude. The cops have him now.  I told them everything I knew. So did Lindsay. They may want to talk to you and T.J. now that you’re awake.”
“You’ll probably have to testify at his trial, you know,” her mother warned.
“I don’t care about that. I want him to go down for a long time,” Nicks said. Marius had nearly taken everything from her. She wanted him to rot in prison.
“He came at me with a knife,” T.J. said around a mouthful of toast. “He stuck it in my chest. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it, but that’s what he did. Everything got blurry then, and I fell down.”
Nicks half-turned to her brother. “T.J, you’ll never have to go through another thunderstorm without my arms around you. I promise.”
T.J. looked up with a silly grin. “What if I’m forty?”
“Not even when you’re forty, buddy.”
 

 
Chelsea had sensed she and Stone wanted to be alone. Her mother had always been awesome that way. When T.J. finished his breakfast, they loaded him up into a wheelchair and took him on a tour of the hospital so she and Stone could talk.
“I guess they’re keeping you for  observation. To make sure you’re healing,” Nicks told Stone.  “I can go home today if I want to.”
“We’ll see about that.” He laid his cheek against her hair as she snuggled up to him on the bed. “I’ll go the fuck home if I want to. I’d like to see them stop me.”
“You have a broken skull, Stone. You should probably do as they say.”
He shrugged. “Maybe.”
“They can’t believe you guys are up and talking. It really is a miracle.”
“Yeah. What happened?”
She told him everything she knew, though it was third hand. About Asher showing up in the back seat of the Lexus, the blue light that seemed to heal the two of them.
 “You’ll have to ask my mom for the details. I wasn’t there for any of it,” Nicks said.
“I still can’t believe Marius would do something like that. He was the freaking principal, for God’s sake.”
“I guess you never really know what goes on in someone’s mind.”
“What’s going on in your mind right now, Nicks?” 
“Do you want the truth?”
“Yes.”
“I’m worn out and exhausted. I feel like I don’t want to play guitar anymore. Maybe it does
attract the wrong kind of attention. I just want to live a quiet life, out of the spotlight. Maybe go to school for something. I don’t know what though. Asher left me money for college. Guess I’ll have to think about it.”
“Yeah, that’s not going to happen.  No way.”
She glanced up, surprised. “What? College?”
“You giving up guitar. No way on God’s green earth will I allow you to quit playing.”
“C’mon, Stone. It isn’t going to go anywhere for us. I was a fool to think Wild Angel would ever be any more than what it is.  Just a local bar band.”
“So you’re going to let Marius steal that dream from you. Shame.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Fuck you.”
He sighed. “Sorry. That’s what it looks like to me. Marius wins after all.”
She sat up and glared at him. “To take it to the next level would require a manager and more equipment. A tour bus or something. Dad could get the equipment for us, but I don’t see anyone knocking the door down to be our manager. And after everything that has happened, it would have to be someone my father trusted to look after us. The chances of him trusting anyone that much
are slim and none.”
“Do I have to knock your door down?”
“What?”
“I’ll be your manager. I have a few connections in the music world. I’m willing to try and shake things up for you. If you want to take Wild Angel on tour next summer, I’ll do whatever I can to make it happen. And I’m pretty sure your dad would trust me with all of you.”
Hope started to lift inside her, like the tide rising. She needed some questions answered first though. “You’d have to quit Heavy Remedy to go on tour with us. I don’t want you pissed off at me years from now. I don’t want to hear you say, ‘I might’ve been famous if I wouldn’t have had to babysit a bunch of girls’.”
“Who said I had to quit the band? I’ll just take a short break. And hopefully you guys would let me play with you once in a while.”  He jostled her around until she was looking up at him.  “I love you. I want to do this for you. Please don’t say no.”
She held her breath. He was offering to give up something he loved for her. Was he serious? 
Well, why not? Women gave things up for their men all the time.
Stone was like Tage. He didn’t say things he didn’t mean. He believed in her. He was secure enough to throw his weight behind her dreams. That kind of man was hard to find. 
The familiar feeling of excitement she got whenever she thought of taking Wild Angel on tour crept over her. It could happen. They could do this. They would have to do lots of planning, but they had the whole winter to do it. 
Nicks locked the fingers of her left hand with his and kissed him on the cheek. “I say yes.”
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
Chelsea drank the last of her eggnog and stared out the kitchen window. It was Christmas Eve. Every house in the neighborhood had their Christmas lights turned on already, though it was only noon. It was another gray Pennsylvania day, but everything seemed so much brighter, more joyous, this year. 
It had always been T.J’s job to turn on the lighted Frosty the Snowman that stood outside the Sorenson home during the holidays. He’d been lit since the boy’s feet hit the floor that morning. 
Frosty leaned against the porch stoop railing, partially blown over by the cold front that’d come through the night before. Despite being tipped off his feet, Frosty was smiling giddily, a smile that echoed in her own heart. 
She wandered through the house counting her blessings. Nicks, Lindsay, and Aimee were in the family room putting the finishing touches on some last-minute gift wrapping. Willow, her husband Randy, and Marybeth were icing red and green cupcakes in the dining room. Willow was apparently dipping into the icing. Her lips were as green as grass.
Stone was giving T.J. and Reese a bass lesson in the sunroom. Tage was the only one missing, and he’d be home from Tapestries soon. She couldn’t wait for him to get there so they could start the festivities. They had a lot to celebrate this year.
“You guys okay for a while? I have a quick errand to run,” she called to Nicks from the doorway.  
Her beautiful daughter looked up from the mess of paper and ribbon. “We’re fine, Mom.  Go ahead.”
Chelsea retrieved her keys from the hook, grabbed her purse, and got in the car. This errand wouldn’t take long. It was something she’d been meaning to do for a month or more but hadn’t found the time. She knew Tage would understand.
It had snowed the night before—about four inches—covering Calvary Cemetery with a clean, white blanket. There was no wind, but it was quite cold. Chelsea stood at the edge of the road and surveyed the gray granite stones jutting out of the fluffy white. 
Every person buried here had someone missing them today. A place at the table was empty. The inhabitants of Calvary Cemetery had no gifts waiting for them under anyone’s tree. 
Still, the living remembered the dead the best way they could, with small trinkets and pine wreaths resting against the gravestones at an angle.  Someone had strung tinsel across a grave that said “Mother”, adding a few red-and-green ornaments. Though it was just after noon, several solar eternal lights were flickering faintly, a testament to the dark day.  
One or two graves even had a wrapped package sitting on the base, though the snow had ruined the paper and ribbon. Unfortunate that they would never be opened by the people for whom they were intended. 
Asher had told her before he passed that no one truly dies if they can live on in someone’s memories.  She supposed that was true, but only up to a point. Memories were wonderful, but they didn’t fill the void that missing person left in the lives of those who’d loved them. 
She walked toward the black granite monument that marked the place where a little piece of her heart was buried. Hugging herself against the cold, she tried to think of what she wanted to say as she came to a halt in front of it.
“Merry Christmas, Asher. For some reason, I can’t stop thinking of that Christmas you and I spent together at my house. You gave me this locket with your picture inside.” She felt for the golden heart on the chain around her neck. “I have a wonderful husband and great kids—and I love them with all my heart—but I can’t seem to stop missing you. I always wonder what a good therapist would say about that then I realize I don’t care. I don’t have to explain a goddamn thing to anyone. You will always be a part of me. And that’s that.” She bit her lip and paused for a moment. 
“God, you really are something, aren’t you? That was quite a performance. I  came to say thank you for saving Nicks and Lindsay. I don’t know what strings you had to pull for Stone and T.J., but I owe you a debt I can never repay.” 
 She bent over, brushed the snow from the base of the stone, and placed the worn guitar pick on the same spot where she’d found it several months earlier. “I brought this back to you, just in case you needed it. Nicks wants to keep hers.  Hope you don’t mind.”
As she thought of everything she’d been through with Asher, one of the last things he’d ever said to her ran through her thoughts: I’ll wait for you, Chelsea. We’ll get it right in the next life.  She didn’t want to be unkind, but that statement needed to be addressed. Today.
“Don’t wait for me, Asher. I got it right in this life.”
She turned to go back to the car. The wind suddenly picked up, ruffling her hair and lifting the collar of her coat. On a whim, she looked over her shoulder, back at Asher’s grave.
The pick was gone. In its place was a fresh, red rose.
“Showoff.”  She smiled, her vision blurred by tears. “I love you too.” 
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