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Dedication





For the Reader and Friends who helped me come up with a name for the band and the jazz club,

and especially to Marc Wyckoff and Olivia Nolan. Thank you everyone, for all the awesome suggestions!

Jane












  
  
One




CHRISTIAN


“Seriously?  Feel Your Balls?” I read the sign above one of the booths at the health fair. The booth next to it has a sign Feel Your Boobs? 

“Got your attention, didn’t it?” Mary Robins grins at me. She’s a nursing student, and dating one of my best friends, Dylan. She’s also the one that dragged us all to the health fair. By all, I mean me and the five guys I live with—my best friends since high school.

“Can we go feel boobs and balls?” Zach asks. He’s one of those five friends, and sex is never far from his brain.

“Only after you give blood,” Mary assures Zack the same way a mom would promise ice cream after booster shots. At least that’s what a few of my foster moms were like. The good ones, when I was still a little kid. 

“Right over there.” Mary points to a huge white tent. Inside are recliners and about half of them are filled with people giving blood. The blood drive. The real reason we are here, and not for feeling boobs.

“They have cakes, cookies and juice for when you’re done,” she continues in a cajoling voice as she herds the guys toward the tent.

I watch as my roommates slink off, shoulders slouched and heads hanging. Really, the needle isn’t that big, and they only take a bag of blood. 

Mary comes back to me, fists on her hips and stares me down.

“Can’t.” I hold up my hands and step back. “I’m a regular giver,” I remind her.  “It’s not my time yet.” And they never let me forget either. With A negative blood, they love to get their needle in me to fill a bag and usually call to schedule an appointment two weeks before I’m due.

“Maybe you should be on Alex watch.”

I laugh. I wasn’t there, but last time Alex gave blood he passed out. “Kelsey’s with him. He won’t wimp out in front of her.”

“It’s not wimping out to get lightheaded.”

“He’s a fucking tattoo artist, and needles and blood make him squeamish. Explain that.”

She rolls her eyes. “Totally different kinds of needles and different amount of blood.”

We are right in the middle of the campus where on normal days students just hang out between classes, but today it’s filled with all things health fair related. I didn’t know what to expect, but not all of this. In one corner is a fenced off area, kind of like you’d see in a petting zoo, but it’s filled with little kids and playground equipment. Adults are in there watching too. The kids are running, screaming, playing, and crying. Right next to it is a booth with the sign Are You Ready for This? With an arrow pointed to the playground. “Birth control booth?” 

“Whenever possible, it’s best to demonstrate. A crying baby is a lot more effective than a pamphlet sometimes.” Mary laughs.

“So, what are you demonstrating?” Mary needs to be at a booth in a few minutes for her volunteer work.

“The proper use of a condom.”

“Um, isn’t that a given?”

“You’d be surprised at how many guys were never taught the proper technique of rolling one on and leaving a reserve.”

“Seriously?”

“Sad, I know.”

“It’s just as important for girls to know too,” I point out. Except a girl hasn’t been around my dick in, well, too damn long. I’m not even sure if the condoms I have expired.  

It’s not that I don’t have the opportunity to get laid, like every weekend, but that got old really quick. Something about being in a band makes girls wet. I know this because they’ve told me. It was fun for a while but damn, I want more than a quick fuck in the back room of a bar.  “So, you’re at the booth next to the kids.”

“No, they are just handing out information about the clinic, services that are offered, a map of the health fair. More of an information booth.”

I nod and do a full turn. There are a ton of booths and tents. I can’t even see everything they have, and the place is packed. They are mostly students, but it’s a huge turnout. I’m not sure I went to one health fair when I was in college. They seemed so lame, and I didn’t really think I needed to learn anything new. Damn, if I knew they were like this, I probably would have stopped in.

“I’m next to the balls. Condoms and balls kind of go hand in hand, don’t you think?” She wags her eyebrows at me.

“If you’re doing it right.” I laugh as we start walking in that direction.  

Mary slips behind the table, relieving the girl who was standing there. Roll it Right reads the sign above her head and another sign on the table says One Break Can Last a Lifetime.  In front of bowls filled with condoms is another sign - Free for the taking. Guys are grabbing up handfuls as they come by.

Two guys stop and look at Mary.

She tilts her head, giving them a saucy grin. “You sure you know how to use that thing?”

One of them looks at his friend, then nods. “Maybe you should show me, just so I know I’m doing it right.

“I’d love too.” 

What the hell? What kind of health fair is this? I glance back to make sure Dylan, my roommate, and her boyfriend, is still in the tent. Did Dylan know what she was going to be doing? 

The guy leans on the table, getting closer to Mary. “Should we go somewhere, um, more private?”

She grabs a condom out of the tub. “I’m more of an exhibitionist.” She dismisses him as if the idea of putting on a condom in front of everyone is no big deal, then reaches under the table and brings out a neon green dildo on a stick.

“Oh, man,” the guy says with disappointment, and I about lose it because I’m laughing so hard. She so played him. Though, if Mary is going to spend her afternoon showing guys how to use condoms, even if it is on a dildo, I may have to make sure Dylan is occupied elsewhere. He sure as hell is not going to like witnessing what I just did. Not that Mary did anything wrong. Hell, she didn’t even flirt or lead the guy on, but a girl offering to help with a condom is enough to get a guy thinking about what happens after the condom is on and that guy was definitely jumping ahead to wearing the condom and being with Mary. 

I glance at the next booth and forget to breathe. It’s the girl who was coming out of the campus clinic with Mary a few months back. I never got her name. I introduced myself and all she said was “I know. You play sax, right?” Then she was gone. I’ve wanted to ask Mary about her, but I don’t want Mary to start trying to fix me up with people either. Girls do that when they are in love. Kelsey worked on getting Dylan and Mary together and I have no doubt Mary would do the same to me and the auburn-haired beauty with light blue eyes if she had any idea how interested I am.

She’s standing right beneath the Feel Your Balls sign and now that’s all I can think about. Her hands on my balls, stroking my shaft and maybe using that gorgeous mouth in the most pleasurable of ways.

A slow smile comes to her face as I approach, as if she can read my mind. Hell, of course she can. You don’t put a sexy girl under a sign like that and not expect guys to immediately think of feeling and tasting.

“Are you the one doing the feeling?”

“Maybe.” She leans on the table, hands flat against the surface, her upper arms pressing her tits together, making the cleavage deep.  

Damn!

“I hear that guys like it when someone is feeling their balls.”

I lean in. “If you want to feel mine, I have no objection.” Even though I know she is working me, like Mary worked the guy on proper condom use, I’m happy to play along. Except, I’m not getting what this booth is about. How can feeling a guy’s balls be health related? Unless it’s to warn against blue balls. Which if this flirtation keeps up, I may have a serious case of.

“You probably don’t spend much time with your balls,” she says. “Most guys, when taking themselves in hand, just jack off in the shower and give no attention to the family jewels.”

Well, that’s true. If it’s bad enough that I have to take care if it myself, ball attention isn’t necessary.

“Did you know that could also be deadly?” Her voice is low, and those blue eyes are boring into mine.

“Why? Because I could slip on a bar of soap.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. I don’t want to die in the shower.” I lean closer. Our noses are practically touching. She’s turning me on like no woman ever has and we aren’t even touching. “Maybe you should shower with me, for protection.”

“Give me your hand.” 

I’m about to break out in a sweat. She can have my hand. She can have anything she wants.

I expect her hand to go into mine, but she places something soft and light in the palm. I glance down and it takes a moment before I realize what I’m holding and then drop it immediately.

“I hope you don’t treat your own balls so poorly.”

“What is that?” Well, it looks like a sack, balls, and scrotum, whatever, and the poor dick is even cut off.

“Guess you don’t look at yours too often either.” She snorts.

BETHANY


Holy crap! I’m flirting with Christian Sucato, and we are talking about balls, feeling balls, and all I can think about are his balls and his cock and those light brown eyes. 

This isn’t the first time I’ve given demonstrations, but I normally don’t flirt. It’s not professional and we aren’t supposed to. This booth is for information that could save a life, but when Christian walked up, it was almost as if I couldn’t help myself.

“Why did you just put balls in my hand?”

I try not to laugh but it is so freaking funny. So many guys drop them as if the testicular exam simulator has cooties or something.

“To save your life,” I answer.

Damn, I’ve gotten more requests today to perform personal exams than I can count. If Christian were to ask, I’m not so sure I’d really want to tell him no. 

I’ve had a thing for him for a good year. Ever since I saw his band play at a club one night. There’s just something about him and the way he plays that sax that is so fucking sexy. He’s hotter than anyone I’ve encountered, not that I ever did anything about it. I’m pretty sure he has a fan base full of pretty girls who are all willing to feel his balls and anything else and I’m not a groupie. It’s not my thing. I’d just rather admire from afar, and it’s no different than seeing a hot guy in a movie. Nice to think about but knowing you’ll never actually get him. Out of reach, that is what Christian Sucato has been to me and after this display is done, at least I’ll have this encounter to remember. 

He probably has more girls come on to him than he can keep up with and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t even remember meeting me a few months back when I was with Mary. That unexpected meeting left me tongue tied, and I got the hell out of there before I made a fool of myself by drooling or throwing my number at him. This time, I did my best to prepare when I saw him. Equally hoping he wouldn’t come over and hoping he would. 

The point of this fair is to entice people to take their health seriously, even if it means luring them into a booth with sexual innuendos. After all, sex sells and if that is what it takes to save a life, I’m not above it.

“Exactly how is playing with fake balls going to save my life?”

“Did you know that about 50% of all males who develop testicular cancer are between twenty to thirty-four years old?”

He pulls back in surprise. “No, actually.”

Even though I hate getting clinical, sometimes we need to, and this topic is important to me. More than the others, except maybe drug addiction and depression. Hell, all of them are important and it’s why I took on the health fair this year. It needed to be more than general topics, generic information, and pamphlets. It needed to be fun to draw the students in and hopefully, it might save some lives, which is why no topic was ignored and they are being presented in a manner that won’t bore the student body.

“How old are you?” I ask.

“Twenty-four. How old are you?”

“Old enough to know that I need to check my body for lumps.” 

He tilts his head and frowns. “That’s not really an answer.”

“Twenty-two,” I finally answer, not that my age matters where his balls are concerned.

“Testicular cancer is rare though, right? I mean, not like breast and lung cancer.”

“Almost 6 men in every 100,000 will be diagnosed, but wouldn’t it suck to be one of those six and you die because you are too squeamish to feel around your balls?”

“I’m not squeamish,” he defends, though his cheeks start to turn a little pink.

“Look, nobody thinks twice about women doing breasts exams, touching their boobs and feeling for lumps, but ask a guy to do the same to his balls and they get all weird, so tell me, why?”

Christian shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I’ve never thought about.” Then he narrows his eyes on me. “How would I even know what to look for?”

I grin and pick up the exam stimulator. I feel around until I locate the lump then place it in his hands. “Now, with the tips of your fingers, press and feel your way around and become familiar with what is normal and what isn’t.”

At first, he balances it in his hand and then does as I ask. His eyes go wide. “This almost feels like the real thing.”

“I thought you said you don’t play with your balls.”

His face gets even brighter. “Well, there have been moments,” he grudgingly admits. “Like when I was a kid and had only myself.”

“To play with,” I tease.

Just because this is a serious topic doesn’t mean we can’t have fun with it. Besides, I’ve found most guys are more comfortable learning when humor is involved.

At least he is taking this seriously, unlike some of the guys who came by and got wigged out. So far today, it’s been about 60% who really wanted to learn something and 40% who were too immature to understand the seriousness of the disease and how easy it is to check for. 

I don’t get it, not really. It’s nothing for a girl to feel around her boobs when she’s washing them in the shower so why can’t guys take a few extra minutes when washing their balls. At least, I hope they’re washing them. Maybe that’s how I should start the conversations from now on, by asking if they wash their balls.

I watch as Christian presses over the spot where I know the lump is and goes on. Then he stops and goes back. “Is this it?”

“Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner.” 

He grins at me and sets the simulator down. “What’s my prize?”

“You get to start playing with your balls in the shower for a reason instead of just pleasure.”

He presses his palms on the table and leans in close. “I still think it would be more thorough, and pleasurable if you were doing the examining.”

So do I, but I need to remain professional. “Sorry, I’m only here for demonstration, not actual hands-on.”

“So, that’s all I do?” He asks. “Press my fingers around my balls and see if there is a lump?”

“Yes and no. First, the best time to examine yourself if after a bath or shower because the skin is relaxed. Hold your penis out of the way, then hold your testicle between your thumbs and fingers and roll it gently between your fingers, feeling for lumps like you felt on the simulator, or any type of mass or something that might not feel like it belongs.”

“Hey, Bethany, sorry I’m late.”

Carina, who was supposed to man this booth starting an hour ago steps behind the table. “Matt worked over and I didn’t have a sitter to fill in until he got home.”

Matt is her husband, a police officer with the NYPD and they have a nine-month-old son. “That’s okay. I had this.”

She glances up at Christian then recognition lights in her eyes. Carina was with me the night we saw his band play. Carina also knows that I kind of really crushed on him that night. I hope to hell she doesn’t say anything.

“So, if you don’t need me, I think I’ll do a check.”

“Go ahead.” She’s grinning, but at least she’s keeping her mouth shut.

“What do you need to check?” Christian asks as I come around the table.

“This, all of it.” I spread my arms about indicting the entire health fair. “It’s my baby this year and I need to make sure all is going well and that nobody needs anything.”

While it would be nice to spend more time with Christian, I do have a job to do and I’m sure he wants to go find his friends because I’m pretty sure he didn’t come with just Mary since she’s dating Dylan.

“Mind if I tag along?”

No words could surprise or thrill me more. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “I’m in the mood to learn something.”








  
  
Two




CHRISTIAN


So, I’m not exactly in the mood to learn anything, but what other excuse can I give to be around her? 

No, not her, but Bethany. At least I won’t have to look like an idiot and have to ask her name. I mean we were just talking balls and showers so I should at least know her first name. 

Damn, there is just something about Bethany, and it has nothing to do with talking about balls. I felt it the first time I met her, even if I didn’t get her name that day. I’m not sure if it’s her clear blue eyes, hot has hell body, thick auburn hair, or just her gorgeous face. Whatever it is, it was instant that day and just as quick today. She disappeared then and I’m not about to let her out of my sight again. At least not until I get to know her better.

“So, what do you want to learn?” she asks with a laugh.

“Anything you want to teach me.” And I mean anything. I’d be her willing pupil on any subject.

“Well, since I’ve got to check with every booth, you’ll get to see everything we have. Let me know if something strikes your fancy.”

“What if it’s you that strikes my fancy?”

She just laughs as if she doesn’t believe me, but it’s true. Bethany is the best fucking attraction at this health fair. Clearly, I don’t have the same effect on her as she does on me, and I’ll have to figure out a way to change that.

“Need anything, Gerard?” She asks at the booth right next to the balls one. This one has a sign Feel Your Boobs? Of course, they’d have a guy at this one. On the table is a similar simulator as the balls one, except this one is a boob, of course.

“I’m all good, Bethany, but not many takers.”

“Women are better educated than guys,” she says with a look in my direction.

“I got educated,” I defend.

“Just make sure you stay educated,” she says as she wanders to the next booth. 

There’s a girl and a guy handing out pamphlets with suckers attached. The sign about them is Suck It. I have no clue what this is for.

“Good on suckers?” Bethany asks.

“Yep!” the guy says and then I realize they are dick suckers. Seriously?

“What is this about?”

“Do you know how many people think oral is safe sex?”

Is this a rhetorical question? “Um, no.”

“Do you know?”

“Ah, yeah. If it’s not safe for one part of the body, it’s not safe for any.”

“See, you’re already learning.” She grins. “But you’d be surprised how many people don’t ask the same questions about safety and testing before oral that they do before intercourse.”

“That kind of surprises me. I thought it would have been a given.”

She shrugs. “It is, in college for the most part. Who we need to educate are high school girls, who think it’s safer, or don’t think it’s really sex to go down on a guy.”

That statement shocks me. “People still think that?”

“For all the knowledge in the world and for how much we’ve come out of the dark ages, on the whole, teenagers are still pretty ignorant to dangers, and a lot of college kids too.”

We stop and I look around. “So, this whole health fair is about sex, protection and all that?”

“No, not at all. You just happened to start at the condoms and balls.” She laughs. “We’ve got the blood drive, a booth with simulates drunk driving and walking, drugs, smoking, the dangers of sleep deprivation, communicable diseases that are on the rise, such as mumps, mono and strep of late, how antibiotics can be a friend, but what you need to know when taking them, depression, anxiety, all kinds of mental health and numbers for the hotline.” She holds out her hands. “If it has to do with the body, mental, physical and emotional health, we probably have a booth.”

Well, it may not all be about sex, but that is all I have on my mind when it comes to Bethany, and it sucks that I’ll be leaving for the west coast in two days. I’m only supposed to be gone for almost three weeks, but damn, why couldn’t I have actually met her before now?

Correction, I did meet her, but I was the idiot who didn’t ask Mary for her number.

BETHANY


I can’t believe that Christian Sucato is walking around the health fair with me. He could do anything, go anywhere, or even visit with Mary, but he is with me! The fan girl inside me is giddy as hell, and I’m not sure my pulse has returned to a normal rhythm since he first approached the booth, but I hope to hell he can’t tell. 

“Eye check?” he asks.

“Yep, and dental services. We offer what we can for free to the starving students.” We’ve checked in with every booth and he’s helped me carry boxes to replenish supplies a few times, but for the most part, there’s not much more for me to do except supervise and be here if anybody needs anything.

“Hungry?” he asks.

With that my stomach grumbles. The last time I had anything was about six hours ago. “Sure. Let’s get something.”

In keeping with health, the food tent only has healthy stuff. “I hope you don’t mind fruits, salads, and lean meats.”

“I’m good with whatever.” He smiles and follows me into the tent. We both grab chef salads, dressing and bottles of water before finding an empty table.

“So, Bethany, besides running health fairs, what else do you do?”

He really wants to know about me. “I’m a nursing student and will graduate in May, but I won’t be done with school.”

“Are you going to work on your masters? Get a doctorate?”

“Not really.” I push the salad around on my plate. Even though I’m starving, my nerves have gotten the better of me since I still can’t believe I’m sitting with Christian Sucato, and he actually seems interested in me. “I didn’t realize until I was almost done with my education that what I really want to become is a physician’s assistant.”

“They are more than a nurse and not quite a doctor, right.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Something like that, but I’d always work under the supervision of a doctor. Unfortunately, it’s more school and I’ll need more hours working in the medical field, like three years, before I can complete the degree.”

“Is that so bad?”

“My parents agreed to pay for the BA and I’m really lucky that they can, but anything beyond that is out of my own pocket, or through school loans, so I’ll need to work while going to school.”

He tilts his head and studies me. “Where are you from anyway? I detect a little southern in your tone, but I don’t think you come from too far down south.”

“Kentucky.” I laugh. “Not quite the south, but more so than here.”

“Will you be going back to Kentucky after you graduate?”

Was there more than curiosity to his question? I really hope there is. “No. I’m going to stay in New York. I have a good shot at getting on at the ER with Mary. Working there will help build clinical hours.”

He nods and takes a bite of his salad. 

“What about you? Do you do anything besides play the saxophone?”

“I’m boring. Let’s talk about you instead.”

My face heats. I am so much more boring than he is. The man has two songs out and I hope there will be more. What the hell can he find so fascinating about me?
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CHRISTIAN


I want to know everything I can about Bethany… Hell, I don’t even know her last name, but that isn’t important right now. 

“So, why the ER?”

“It has everything.” She shrugs. “From traumatic injuries to sore throats, and everything in between. Everywhere else in the hospital you are treating basically one kind of thing. Not that everyone on the Ortho Floor has the same exact injury or treatment, or Labor and Delivery doesn’t have unusual and sad situations, but you never know what is going to come through the door when you are in the ER.”

“So, you like variety.” Does that mean she gets bored dating one guy? I hope to hell it’s not like that, not that I’ve asked her out yet, but I fully intend to once I get back from Oregon.

“That and it will help me prepare for my career choice.”

I don’t get the connection. “Isn’t being a physician’s assistant like working in a doctor’s office, not much variety.”

“It would be, if I wanted to work in an office, but I want to be in a clinic.”

Clinics would offer a variety, I guess, and there are all kinds of them out there. 

“A free clinic,” she says.

This surprises me. Why would a sweet young thing from Kentucky want to work in a free clinic?

“There is one that I volunteer at not far from my apartment and they need all the help they can get. For all the talk about people having health insurance, and all of that, there are still a lot of people who can’t afford care or know where to begin. Too often people wait until it’s so late when something is wrong that they end up in the ER and a lot of times are in for a hospital stay. Prevention is everything.”

Ah, so she is a do-gooder. Not that there is anything wrong with that, depending on the motivation. I just hope she isn’t a rich, idealistic girl who is doing this to make herself feel better about her privilege. She did say her parents paid for her education, and I really hope her career choice is more than that. 

I know I shouldn’t jump to that judgement, but I’ve seen a ton of young, privileged kids trying to help, to feel better about themselves, without a fucking clue about where the real world people who are forced to use free clinics actually live in. “New York clinics must have been an eye opener for a girl from Kentucky.” 

Bethany stops eating and frowns at me. “Why?”

“Well, I don’t know much about Kentucky, but I know a lot about New York, since I was born and raised here.”

“Kentucky has poor people like everyone else.”

Shit, I didn’t mean to offend her and maybe I did get a little judgy. 

“I thought Kentucky was all rolling green hills and horses.” I admit, maybe I am a bit ignorant about the state.

“A lot of it is,” she shrugs. “My family lives near Louisville, which has some pockets where people are really suffering from unemployment, poverty, crime, and so on, just like every other major city in America.”

“So, why aren’t you in Kentucky?” Why would she come to New York when Kentucky as a whole still sounds a lot nicer than the city? 

“As beautiful as it is, I don’t want to live there and have my mother constantly trying to fix me up with the new local vet.”

“Veteran?” What’s wrong with that? Though I’m kind of glad she’s here. No, not kind of – I’m really glad she’s here.

“Veterinarian,” she corrects with a laugh. “He’s new and I met him over Christmas, and she thinks he’s just young enough that I should automatically be interested.”

“Veterinarian and Kentucky can only mean one thing—horses?”

“Yep,” she answers. “Mom and Dad have stables and board horses.”

“Racing?”

She shakes her head. “We like the races, of course, but we don’t own any racehorses. At least, not anymore, but back in the day my granddaddy sure hoped to have a Triple Crown winner.”

She is so out of my league. We come from two completely different worlds. 

“Kentucky is beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but I want more than settling down on a horse farm. And frankly, it can be boring as well.” She pushes the tomatoes around on her plate. “I wanted to get out and see something, and as soon as I arrived in New York it felt like I’d come home, if that makes any sense.”

I never grew up in a real home, not like Bethany, but I get what she’s saying. Though Baxter Academy of Arts, where I ended up at school, wasn’t home per se, the friends I met became almost instant family and that’s where I found my home--where I belong. Home isn’t always a place. Even though I now live with Alex, Dylan, Zach, Sean and Ryan in the same place, a brownstone that we’ve been fixing up, for over a year, it won’t always be that way. I’m pretty sure that Alex and Kelsey will marry one day, and possibly Dylan and Mary, but even when we no longer live under the same roof, they will always be my home.

“School was just supposed to be school, be out on my own somewhere different, and then go home. I won’t be going to back to Kentucky, though. I belong here.”

BETHANY


For a while there I felt like I needed to defend myself and my decisions, which I’d never had to do before. Was Christian judging me? How the hell does he know enough about me to judge anything? But then, his attitude kind of shifted, so maybe I just read him wrong.

“So, when you are all done with school, you want to work in a clinic?” He returns to the topic of my education.

“Not full time, even though I wish I could, but those positions don’t pay enough to survive. Hopefully, I can still work in the ER and make enough to pay rent, and still work at the clinic, where I’ll really be needed.”

“Don’t they have enough staff? Or are they always short because of money?” 

He seems really interested in my plans when I really want to know more about him. “They are usually short on nurses and doctors. As a PA, I can bridge the gap, if there is always a doctor on call, and with a nursing degree, I’d be able to cover more bases in meeting the needs of the patients and clients. What the clinics need, or at least the few I’ve volunteered at, are more PAs because there aren’t enough doctors willing to work for so little or volunteer their time.”

Christian wrinkles his brow and studies me. “You’d volunteer?”

“If I can make enough at the hospital, yeah.” That’s never been a question that I’d volunteer if I could, but I wouldn’t be much help to anyone if I didn’t make enough money to rent a place and feed myself. “Mom and Dad may be great in helping me out financially, but that all ends on graduation day, especially since I’m not coming home. I think they believe that once I start to starve, I’ll return where I belong and then they’ll be generous again.”

“Financial manipulation?”

“Yep!” They still think it will work, but I’ve been saving and planning, so I don’t have to move back. “But they keep forgetting about Uncle George, or they haven’t forgotten and have probably been working on him too.”

Christian frowns at me. “Uncle George?”

“Dad’s brother who also left Kentucky. He moved to Paris a year ago January, working for a major bank, and is letting me live in his loft. Uncle George promised not to kick me out no matter how much Mom and Dad want him to send me home, and he doesn’t expect to move back here for at least a year, if not longer, so it’s a win-win, for the two of us at least.” I laugh because Mom was so pissed and betrayed by my uncle. But he gets why I want out of Kentucky because he did too. “I pay utilities, but he won’t let me pay rent, so I’ve been able to save a lot of money.”

“Sounds like a good deal you’ve got.”

It’s the best, but I am also so done talking about myself. “Your turn. Tell me about yourself, Christian.”

He pushes his plate out of the way and leans back in his chair. “Not much to tell. I play music.”

“Just the sax?” 

“Keyboards, but badly.”

“Sing?”

“Um, no.”

I prattled on all about my life so he should at least give me answers that require more than a couple of words. Why the hell doesn’t he want to talk about himself? Most of the guys I’ve met won’t shut up about their accomplishments. Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration, but at least conversations were usually two way, instead I feel like I’ve just been interviewed, given he isn’t as forth coming.

“Hey, there you are,” a guy calls and I turn to look. He’s tall with short blond hair and walking toward us. He has a sucker in his mouth and is grinning. “We’ve been looking for you.” He sits down next to Christian than picks up a slice of bell pepper from Christian’s plate and eats it after taking the sucker out of his mouth.

“I always knew you liked sucking dick,” Christian says.

“Especially when they are as delicious as this.” The guy grins and twirls the sucker. 

“Zach, this is Bethany. Bethany, Zach, my obnoxious roommate.”

Mary said that Dylan lived with six guys, and I already knew that Christian was one of them and the sax player. What I don’t know is if Zach is the tattoo artist, photographer, constructions worker or female impersonator. 

Dylan comes in next, followed by three guys and a girl. One has a camera so if I’m introduced to them all, I might be able to figure out what Zach does by process of elimination, since photographer is now off the table. Not that it matters. I’m not interested in Zach or the others. Just Christian, and he won’t tell me a damn thing about himself.

They all stop at the table and Christian makes the introductions, except to Dylan since I’ve already met him.

So, Ryan is the photographer and I assume Sean is the construction worker, since he’s kind of burly, though I shouldn’t make that assumption. Alex is holding Kelsey’s hand and since the one guy with a girl living with him is the tattoo artist that leaves Zach as the female impersonator. 

Really? I sure as hell can’t see it, but it makes more sense than Sean being one, though I could be surprised, and often am.

“Mary’s shift is about over, and we were going to head out,” Dylan says.

Christian glances at me and I’m not sure if he wants to stay or is ready to leave. Maybe he didn’t like what I said about myself, or my plans, or whatever, and is ready to go. He sure didn’t share anything with me so maybe he was just being polite until he was rescued.

As disappointed as that may be, I’m not really surprised. Why would Christian Sucato be interested in a nurse from Kentucky when he could probably have anyone he wanted?

“Sure,” he finally says and stands. “It was nice talking to you, Bethany.”

Except, I was the one doing all the talking, not him. Shit! He was just being polite. 

I watch as they head out of the food tent, wishing I could be more interesting or attractive, but Christian is not interested in me, or he would have stuck around.

Just as they reach the exit he stops and turns, then starts heading back in my direction.

My pulse picks up. Maybe I haven’t screwed this up. 

“Hey, my band is playing at the Poison Apple tonight. Why don’t you come by?”

Hell yes.

“Mary will be there too,” he says before I can answer, as if I need Mary as incentive to see him perform.

“Sure, I’ll be there. Looking forward to it.”

At that, he gives my elbow a little squeeze and looks kind of relieved like he was afraid I’d say no. 

Maybe I do have a shot at the sexy saxophone player.








  
  
Four




CHRISTIAN


What the hell was I thinking? Bethany is so not for me, no matter how much I want her. She’s a privileged Kentucky girl, raised on a horse farm. A family, mom and dad included, and an uncle who lets her live in his loft. She may want to work in clinics and help those not as lucky as her, but that doesn’t mean she wants to be involved with someone who came from that world. 

It’s probably best that she didn’t show up tonight. Of course, she still could, but we’ve already played half of our sets and the chair Mary has been saving for Bethany is still empty.

Bethany is not coming, and I don’t blame her. I didn’t exactly impress her today with my conversational skills, and I sure as hell wasn’t forthcoming about myself. She wanted to know more about me, which was nice for a change, but what the hell could I tell her? As soon as she learns I grew up on the streets she’ll be long gone. 

Hell, she’s already gone because she sure as hell isn’t here now.

I’m not the only one watching the door, but so are Mary and Alyssa, who is behind the bar. Not that Alyssa knows what Bethany looks like, but Alyssa lives with Mary and my guess is that Mary told her that I’d asked Bethany to come here tonight. That information must have spread like wildfire since Mia, their other roommate, is also at the table with Mary, along with Joy, Kate and Zoe, the rest of my family from high school. Even if they hadn’t planned on being here tonight, they would have canceled all plans to meet the girl I invited. 

I should have just kept my mouth shut, then if Bethany did show, Alyssa would be the only one who knew and assume I just picked up a girl at the bar.

Except, Mary and Dylan always planned on coming. Dylan only cancelled when he found out the others were going to be here and didn’t want to be the only guy at the table.  

“Sure you don’t want anything in that orange juice?” Alyssa asks me.

She knows I don’t really drink when playing. “I’m good.”

She glances around at the crowd. “Are you sure she’s not here? The place is packed.”

“I’m sure.” There could be twice as many people here and I’m sure I’d still be able to find Bethany.

“Maybe something happened,” she offers sympathetically.

I so don’t need her feeling sorry for me or the girls suddenly thinking that they need to take care of me. And, if Bethany doesn’t show, that is exactly what they will be like. Thank God I’m leaving town on Monday. Their mothering is the last thing I need.

“Or maybe it didn’t.” Alyssa slowly starts to smile and nods past my shoulder. 

I turn and see Mary standing and waving toward the door. I hold my breath and turn toward the entrance. There she is! Beautiful Bethany is here and is now walking toward Mary.

How come every fucking time I see her my breath is sucked from my body? Damn, she’s beautiful tonight. Her thick auburn hair is loosely pulled back and she’s wearing what is like an off the shoulder peasant-like blouse, belt and colorful flowy skirt that comes almost to her ankles. Even though her entire body is covered in loose fitting clothing, she is still sexier than the other girls in this place who are either exposing good portions of their anatomy or are wearing skintight dresses. 

I try not to grin but can’t help myself and I duck my head.

“Cute,” is all Alyssa says.

Bethany is a hell of a lot more than cute.

I grab my wallet and shove a twenty toward Alyssa. “Whatever she wants. If she goes over, I’ll cover it.”

The left side of her mouth quirks. “Tip included?”

“Of course.” With that I down the orange juice, grab a bottle of water, take a drink to rinse my mouth and then drink about half of the bottle as I head toward the table where the girls are sitting only to be stopped by a girl who wants an autograph.

Damn! I made a beeline to the edge of the bar after the last set, the section for waitresses only to avoid the fans, unlike the rest of the guys in the band who are embracing, literally, the girls who came to see us. One after another asks me for a selfie and autograph, keeping me from getting to Bethany.

“Hey, Sucato,” one of the guys yells. “Get your ass up here.”

Shit! With a last glance toward the table, I meet Bethany’s eyes and kind of wave, then shrug. Hopefully she doesn’t think I was just ignoring her, but I couldn’t get through the crowd without being rude and I’m never rude to the fans. I can’t afford to be. Not if I want to try and make it on my own or with another band one day.

Turning away, I push myself back through the crowd and to the small stage, but as soon as I take my place with the other guys my fucking hands begin to shake. Shit, I haven’t been this nervous since the first time I played in front of an audience. This is so not the night to be missing notes. 

Seth O’Leary, the asswipe and lead guitarist with the band, steps to the mic. I can’t stand him, but I only have a month left before I quit and I won’t have to be around him, or any of the band, again. Not that they know that yet, but these guys want more than I do. They want to make it big and travel the world. I want to just play, write my songs, and stay local. If I wasn’t looking for Scarlett, the one family member from high school and college who went missing, I wouldn’t have even considered the tour coming up, but since they are playing where I think she is, I have to go.

“Thank you,” Seth says as the clapping dies down. “And now, to start off the next set we are going to play the hit song written by our very own sax player, Christian Sucato, called Sleeping Alone.”

Shit! We’re playing that now? 

“Sit back and enjoy ladies, I can guarantee that once he’s done, there won’t be a dry pair of panties in the place.”

I glare at him as I pick up my sax. What the hell? Why does he say shit like that?

I answer my own question before I even finish asking it. Because all the guys love to play, love the attention, and especially love the groupies. Not one of them will sleep alone tonight, unlike me. Actually, they probably will sleep alone but not until after they’ve fucked one of the willing ladies in attendance tonight.

The drummer, Joey, taps out the beat and we all lift our instruments. I close my eyes and just listen to the music and play and try to pretend that Bethany isn’t sitting at a front table watching and listening.

BETHANY


Christian doesn’t even have to play a note for my panties to get damp, not that I tell Mary that, of course. Maybe if we were alone, but the other girls are strangers to me.  

The waitress stops by our table, and I order a glass of Moscato. I’m not really a drinker, especially when I go out at night. Too many bad things can happen to girls when they are on their way home alone. I’ll have one glass and then switch to water. Besides, the last thing I want to be is tipsy when Christian is around. I talked enough today as it was. If I drink more than one, who knows how much more I will say or what will come out of my mouth. 

The song is mesmerizing, haunting, and I wonder what inspired him to write it. Did it come from someplace deep in his soul, or was it something that just came to him? It’s a favorite and I downloaded it to my play list as soon as it was available. It speaks to something deep, like a longing for something. But there’s nothing I really long for. The song just makes me feel like I do. When it comes time for his solo, I can’t look anywhere else but at Christian, with the way his fingers move on the keys, the intensity of his face, his closed eyes, and dark hair falling forward and then back when he arches to play through the strength of his song. 

Damn, wet panty moment definitely. It’s the sensitivity and sexiness of the song. A guy that plays sax like that has got to be one hell of a lover. Even my breasts are reacting, getting heavy as my nipples tighten. If this keeps up, I’ll be giving myself some loving once I get home, that or a cold shower, or both.

When he’s finished, it’s all I can do not to blow out a sigh and fan myself, but I don’t want to give away how much Christian’s playing affects me.

The waitress stops and puts the glass of wine on the table before me. I’ve never been so happy to see a cold glass of wine in my entire life.

“How much?” I pull out some cash.

“Christian will take care of it.” She winks and then walks away.

Now my face is on fire, and I look over at him and mouth thank you. 

He just winks as the patrons in the bar cheer at the performance.

Forcing myself to sip and not guzzle the drink, I listen to the rest of the songs as the band plays and try not to focus on Christian alone, but how can I help it? And then, he sets his sax aside and picks up a trumpet.

“He told me he only played the sax, and the keyboard badly,” I say to Mary.

Each of the girls at the table look at me as if I’ve lost my mind.

“Why would he lie to me?”

“Modesty.” Mia snorts. “He so doesn’t get his appeal or talent.” She looks around. “But every female in the room does.”









