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      This is an updated release for Haunted’s 10th Publishversary! This was my first self-published title and I’ve released more than sixty titles since then. I’ve done a few rounds of revisions of this book over the years, and though there are parts that I would do differently if I were writing the book today, I love that this book still resonates with new readers, and it still makes me incredibly proud.

      

      There is at least one more story to be told in this world, and I will get to it, but if you can’t wait, be sure to check out my release in the Road to Rocktoberfest 2024 shared world, Feuds and Interludes, for a little teaser.

      

      The Haunted Series, Teacher: Hollywood Rock ’n’ Romance Trilogy, and the Rock ’n’ Romance Series are some of my favorite stories that I’ve written, and I look forward to revisiting those worlds in the future, so stay tuned for more…
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      December, 2011

      

      Blood throbbed in time with her heartbeat against her tender skin, making this the most uncomfortable plane ride she’d ever experienced. It was even worse than the red-eye from L.A. to Japan she’d taken a few months ago while getting over a bout of bronchitis.

      She’d known it would be painful getting a tattoo, and had heard the aftermath wasn’t easy either. She’d followed the artist’s directions for aftercare, but she still felt like she had a third-degree burn on her right hip. Thankfully she’d brought a loose skirt for the trip, although it was still clinging to her raw flesh.

      The artist had been so patient with her, reassuring her that the pain would be worth it in the end. She was really nice, too. Someone she could have been friends with under different circumstances. They’d talked about many things, and she almost felt like she could have told her anything.

      It got her thinking that maybe it was time to get some help.

      When the flight attendant announced they could take off their seat belts and deplane, she was thrilled. She grabbed her overnight bag and briefcase and stood in the aisle. It had been a long couple of days, but she was so glad she’d been able to see Mama and get away from the insanity here. Tomorrow night was the big release party the Bones latest album, and she had been planning on flying home just before, figuring the party would take the focus off her little trip. Her husband was having fits, though, which was why she was home a day early.

      It was worth it, she told herself. The yelling, the threats… She could take it for a taste of home. For how much longer, though, she had no clue.

      She loved him, so very much. But he was dangerous—and the danger was not only emotional. She also didn’t know how much longer she could take the pressure of putting on a happy face for everyone without breaking down. She had to make it appear that everything was peachy but inside, she was crumbling.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      These were the words that greeted her when she got home.

      “What the fuck was I supposed to tell everyone? Who were you with? Were you with someone else?”

      These were the usual questions. She’d grown so tired of them.

      “You better not even think about leaving me. I won’t let you. I won’t let some other guy touch you, not as long as you’re still breathing, do you hear me?”

      She was beginning to think the threats were real.

      She was so tired. If only she didn’t love him so much. If she could just get him to see that there wasn’t anyone else…

      

      “Haunted”

      

      Her eyes our lens

      Her smile our light

      Her laugh our applause

      Her death our tragedy

      

      April 2012
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      “I told you not to engage in oral sex right after getting your piercing! It was explicitly written in the directions. If the ball has disappeared into the flesh of your tongue then I suggest you go to the E.R.” Mackenzie slammed down the phone with a huff, completely flustered. “I don’t care how hot the guy is who wants to get blown, if you just got your tongue pierced the day before, you say ‘hells no.’ But they never listen.”

      I blew my bangs out of my face and chuckled. “How many of those calls have you gotten this month?”

      She threw up her hands. “I’ve lost count. Between this, and the guy who lost his piercing inside his girlfriend’s swath of forest…I’m very clear about the fact that I am not a medical professional and they shouldn’t call me when they have medical emergencies. What will it take for these people to get a lick of sense?”

      “Well, she tried to have a lick a something, maybe dat’s the problem,” laughed my client, Daryl. He was enjoying our exchange. I think he came in so often because he liked our company. The tattoos were just souvenirs.

      I smoothed the soapy spray across his arm with a paper towel. A few more passes of my needle and his daughters’ portraits would be done.

      I reached up with the back of my arm and wiped the sweat from my brow. The air conditioning being on the fritz was not helping matters tonight. The AC was just another thing nagging at me from my endless list of “Shit to Do ASAP.” Being a shop owner was far less glamorous than most people assumed. Besides getting to tattoo to my heart’s content, I also had the added bonus of having to maintain an old building on the edge of the French Quarter. But this is what I told myself I wanted to do with my life, so bitching about it was not allowed.

      “What’s a ‘swath of forest’ anyway, Kenzie Kitten?”

      Mackenzie shot Daryl an annoyed look. “Think of a word your less-enlightened sex likes to use to refer to a vagina.”

      He appeared deep in thought. “I’m stumped,” he finally said. “Besides, it’s not like I should be using that kind of language around ladies such as yourselves.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Doesn’t stop most of the dudes who come in here,” I muttered.

      Mackenzie was full of spit and vinegar tonight. “Well it should, dammit. I mean, shit. Don’t nobody got any fucking manners anymore?”

      She had us in stitches. I could tell she was tired, though. She’d had a busy day today, piercing a few navels and parts farther south, and selling our shop merchandise to a surprisingly large amount of foot traffic. Plus, it took a lot of energy to be her.

      “Jay, you got any more appointments tonight?” Mackenzie was up front looking over the books. She was a Jill of all trades; she could pierce, massage, do professional makeup and create masterpieces with hair. Thank the gods she was also much better with numbers and seemed to love handling the business side of this venture, because it was totally frustrating to me.

      “Not tonight. I’m calling it quits after I’m done with Daryl here.”

      The large man grunted and wiped the perspiration off of his bald dome. It was unseasonably warm for an early April afternoon. Soon the humidity would blanket New Orleans like a hot towel at a barbershop and the tourist crowds would thin for the summer.

      “Aw, come on now, sugar,” he purred in his Cajun drawl. “I wanted to take you out for a drink after dis. You owe me after five hours of my blood, sweat and tears.” He gave me a wink and then a grimace as I finished the last of the sky-blue shading. Daryl’s piece featured his two daughters dressed up like little angels having a tea party. I based it on a gorgeous candid he’d taken of them a few weeks ago. After he’d had it developed, he’d dashed straight over with it so I could start drawing.

      The incongruence of this burly biker with two cherubic princesses in pink popping off his biceps would have been laughable, but A) no one laughed at Daryl; and B) everyone knew how much the president of the local motorcycle club, The Righteous Riders, loved his little girls.

      Daryl Doucette was in his mid-fifties and built like a lumberjack on steroids. He shaved his head but had nearly a foot-long reddish beard. He scared the shit out of most people. However, if he chose to let you into his circle, you were treated like royalty.

      I’d been lucky enough to meet him shortly after my arrival in town, and through him, I’d acquired most of my now admirably sized client base. It seemed someone who could do traditional-style tattoos as well as color portraits and surreal subject matter was hard to find in the area, so my appointment book filled up quick. I’d met Mackenzie along the way and we’d decided to get a place together. That was a year ago, and our little shop, Pins and Needles, was keeping its head above water.

      “You’re sweet, Daryl, but I have a long day ahead of me tomorrow and I need to get some shut-eye.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me and then nodded. “You got visitors tomorrow, yeah? How long dey here for?”

      I sighed as I pulled off my gloves and sat back to give his piece a last glance. I was pleased with my work; the girls’ tiaras sparkled just the way I wanted and their blue eyes really looked alive. It was almost as if you could reach out and pinch their cheeks. Of course, if you made that mistake, Daryl would knock you on your ass.

      “They’ll be here two days. They’re just flying in to check on me. They’re probably convinced I’m selling my body to support myself since ‘tattooing will never make you any money’.”

      My stepmother, Shannon, and my grandma were supposedly flying out from California to celebrate my 26th birthday. In reality, I knew they were coming to make sure I wasn’t starving or resorting to illegal activity. It’d been a year and a half since I’d left my home in Northern California, and I’d never looked back. That didn’t mean that family ties disappear, however. It was less painful to just focus on my new life here in N’awlins than to dwell on the circumstances of my leaving.

      “And after dat, you’ll let me take you for dat drink now, won’t ya?”

      I gave Daryl a big hug, loving the way he and his papa-bear beard and big belly made me feel appreciated in a way so different from my own father.

      “I will see you after that, Daryl, but only to come visit those beautiful daughters and that wife of yours, to see how they like your new ink and to make sure you’re taking good care of it.”

      He blushed and chuckled his agreement. Working around mostly male artists and clients meant having to dodge come-ons, hands, and whatever was unwelcomely thrown your way.

      “Yeah, yeah, just rain on my parade. Can’t an old man dream?”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Not when those dreams will have you singing soprano. Now get home and go to bed. Drink water and take Ibuprofen.”

      He waved goodbye and climbed on his Harley. The motor growled to life and shook the windows as he revved it up and pulled out onto the street.

      I went about cleaning my station and setting up for the next day. Shannon and Grandma weren’t due in until four and were taking a cab from the airport to their hotel, so I’d have time to maybe take a walk-in or two before meeting up with them. Keeping busy was how I was going to make it through their visit in one piece.

      A few minutes later, Daryl’s Harley pulled up out front again, and I frowned and looked around to see if he’d left anything but came up empty.

      “What’s up, Daryl? You want your money back already?”

      He laughed out loud and stepped up to the counter to give Mackenzie a hard time. “Nah, chère, I figured I’d come back and take Kenzie for a ride.”

      Mackenzie rolled her eyes. “Don’t tease like that; you know I want your bike. You might not make it back, old man. I might dump your ass in the swamp and take your bike for a nice long ride. No one would ever find you.”

      He pulled a lock of her cotton-candy-pink hair and whispered something to her that resulted in her socking him in his good arm.

      “Hey, now. I’m wounded over here.” He rubbed at his good arm with mock suffering.

      “You’re gonna be wounded when I call Katie,” Mackenzie warned.

      This back and forth was Daryl’s favorite pastime, but it was completely innocent and both Mackenzie and I knew it. He loved his wife desperately and just got a kick out of being a dirty old man with his favorite two hot young things.

      “Now now, tame yourself, Kenzie Kitten. I remembered I got something to tell Jaylene.” He looked over at me, suddenly all business. “My nephews and their band are coming to town for a bit. Dey rented an old place here in the Quarter to work on dey new album. Dey want to get tattooed while dey here, and of course I told dem you’d have to do it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You didn’t promise my hand in marriage to any of them, did you?”

      He chuckled again, his shoulders shaking. “No way, chère. None of dem could make you happy like I could. Dey just boys, you need an experienced man.” He waggled his eyebrows at me and it was my turn to roll my eyes.

      “Ha ha, funny guy. You better watch out or the next time you ask me for a tattoo, I’m going to let Katie at you with my machine.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “No way. She’ll tattoo ‘Property of’ on my man parts and that wouldn’t feel none too fine. On my honor, Jaylene, I told my nephews you are the best and to come and see you. Dey seen your work on me and my boys, and dey wanted me to set up an appointment for dem to come in and talk to you.”

      “Of course I’ll meet with them. When did they want to come in?”

      He rubbed the back of his head and gave me that boyish smile of his that I could never resist, not when it meant he needed me to babysit, or when he needed me to go check on Katie if he was on the road. I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms in front of me.

      “Well, the thing is…I told dem you could meet tonight. I meant to tell you about it before we started and, well, I was just too excited about my new ink.”

      He knew I’d never say no to him, so I heaved an exaggerated sigh and said, “What time will they be here?”

      At that moment, a black Hummer pulled up out outside, music blaring from partially downed windows.

      I looked over at Mackenzie, whose eyes were wide with excitement. We were both currently unattached, and while I was completely satisfied with that arrangement, she was always looking for Mr. Right-for-the-time-being. And rock ’n’ roll boys were her weakness.

      Mine too, if I was being perfectly honest.

      The doors opened and out poured five sunglasses-wearing, denim-clad, tattooed and pierced rock ’n’ roll boys.

      Mackenzie grabbed for her pink lip gloss without taking her eyes off the men about to enter our shop and applied said gloss expertly, screwed the cap back on and placed it under the counter. I glanced at her outrageous outfit of the day—a light teal bustier decorated with black ribbon, black above-the-knee ruffled skirt, white tights and matching teal four-inch stilettos. With her pink hair, false eyelashes and expertly applied makeup, she was a knockout. Her style decorated most of our shop, and somehow avoided clashing with my black-and-chrome, heavy metal influence.

      I smiled and shook my head, hoping none of these men were a walking heartbreak for her.

      My appearance of the day consisted of well-worn and torn Levi capris, a black tank and low-top red Chucks. My blonde and black hair was piled on top of my head in a messy, half-pulled ponytail. It was desperately in need of some TLC.

      The door opened and our welcome bell chimed. The first one in walked directly over to Daryl, who was in front of me at the counter, and the two embraced warmly. The others shook hands and hugged him. It was obvious they all respected and probably feared him. I saw out of the corner of my eye that a couple of the guys had picked up my portfolio and were glancing through it, exclamations coming out at each page’s offerings.

      “I gather this is one of your nephews?” I smiled professionally at the man currently hugging Daryl. His black hair was stylishly spiked all over the place and he had pleasant hazel-brown eyes. He was a few inches taller than my height of 5’8”, lanky, and wore a white tank undershirt and black denim, tight-fitting jeans over black leather motorcycle boots.

      “Jaylene, dis is my nephew, Marcus Lambert, singer for Maggie’s Bones. Marcus, this beautiful lady is Jaylene Charles.”

      Marcus took my hand and leaned in for a kiss on the cheek. I was only sort of used to this typical Doucette greeting. Most of the people Daryl introduced me to greeted folks like this.

      “So pleased to meet you, Miss Charles. You do amazing work and my uncle gave you the highest of recommendations.” His eyes crinkled when he smiled in a way that probably made most young women lose their panties in a heartbeat. If that didn’t completely slay them, his slight Cajun drawl would finish them off.

      “Thank you, Mr. Lambert. Daryl is too kind. He tells me that you all would like to get some work done?”

      He nodded and immediately he lost some of his playfulness. “Yes, ma’am. A tribute piece. But let me first introduce you to my mates.” He gestured to the rest of the ragtag group.

      They had been chatting quietly, with the exception of a tall guy who still had his aviator shades on and was looking out the front window. I couldn’t see his face but he was imposing even from across the shop. His toned arms were crossed over his chest and both were covered in black and gray sleeves spreading out from under his snug white t-shirt. He was wearing black board shorts with Vans, a chain hanging down from his belt loop.

      Marcus introduced his band mates and I had to focus on breathing as I was presented with each one of these otherworldly handsome men.

      “This is Mage, our bass player. My brother Jade, our rhythm guitar player. Star, our drummer. And that over there is D, our lead guitarist.”

      The man looked over and nodded at me. His shoulder was touching the window, giving me a perfect view of his profile once he’d turned away and continued to stare out the window from an angle. My line of sight was immediately drawn to his mouth, perfect lips that were held in a barely perceptible pout. Beneath his tattoos, his skin was very fair, making his black hair that much more dramatic.

      I had to tear my gaze away from this D guy to say hello to the others. They all greeted me as Marcus had and I went through the motions, head spinning. Damn. Too much male presence and cologne can make a gal heady.

      Mage was around six feet with long, curly brown hair, rich tawny skin and pale green eyes. He and Jade were similarly built, but Jade’s jet-black, straight hair hung down to his waist and he had the same hazel eyes as his brother Marcus.

      Star was the lone blond in the group, with hair that stuck up all over, tan skin and dark brown eyes. He was a little shorter than the others and leaner. He moved like a boxer, quick and dangerous.

      “It’s nice to meet you all. Do you have reference material or ideas?”

      They all looked at each other uncomfortably. Mage and Jade actually put their heads down. D was rubbing the heel of his palm against his chest. Even the air felt heavy.

      Marcus spoke up. “Actually, we had something a little unconventional in mind.”

      I frowned. The artist in me was intrigued. “How unconventional are we talking?”

      Daryl laughed out loud. “Chère, don’t you go worrying your pretty little head. These boys are harmless.”

      Marcus made a show of giving me his most innocent smile, complete with fluttering eyelashes. My eyebrow rose even higher, although why I was surprised this man-child would resort to juvenile gestures is beyond me.

      Daryl put his arm around Marcus’s neck and pulled him into a headlock. “Let me put it to you dis way—if dey don’t behave, I’ll tear dem limb from limb. I don’t care how many millions dose limbs are worth.”

      The guys laughed nervously, all except Mr. Mysterious, who was still staring out my window with a thoughtful look on his face.

      Double damn.

      Daryl pushed Marcus away and Marcus ran a hand through his hair and chuckled. “Now, Uncle Daryl, would I ever be anything other than a gentleman?” Daryl narrowed his eyes at him and the others snickered. “Alright, would I ever be anything other than a gentleman with a woman you had under your protection? No, absolutely not. I value all my, ahem, body parts.”

      They all laughed at that, including me. Then I suddenly remembered Mackenzie and turned to see her talking animatedly with Star over at the other counter. He was looking at her trays of body jewelry. It appeared Star was intimately familiar with a piercing needle. He had wide gauges in his ears, a stud through his bottom lip, a ring through his nostril, and one ear was speared with a barbell. As he smiled and spoke to her, I could see light glinting off a tongue stud, something Mackenzie seemed to be studying seriously.

      “So what do you think, Miss Charles?” Marcus was smiling at me expectantly. It was obvious he was the voice for the band. “Are you willing to work for us? We’ll pay you generously for your time away from the shop.”

      I started at his words. “Away from the shop? I’m sorry, just where do you expect me to work?”

      Marcus looked questioningly at his uncle. Daryl put his hands up. “I hadn’t told her yet, son.” He turned to me with a serious look on his face. “These boys will be staying at the St. Germaine house for the next few weeks. They’d like you to come and stay with them, hear their stories, and help them design their pieces.”

      I’d been by the St. Germaine house, it was on one of the haunted tours Mackenzie and I had taken a few months ago. I had been utterly entranced by its beauty and the chilling stories the tour guide had told us. One of my favorite authors was rumored to have tried to buy the house, as it had inspired her writing.

      Shaking myself, I questioned Daryl. “And how am I supposed to be gone from my shop for that long?” I’d never denied Daryl anything. How was I supposed to say no? But our shop was only in the black because I worked my ass off five, sometimes six days a week. “I’ve got appointments scheduled.” I looked over at Mackenzie for help, but she was too busy making eyes at Star.

      “I had our attorney draw up a contract for you to look over, Miss Charles. Please, if you would be so kind, take tonight to look it over and we’ll be in touch tomorrow. I really do hope we can work together. It would mean a lot to us.”

      I could sense a profound sadness from Marcus when he spoke. He looked over at Mr. Mysterious, who had taken off his sunglasses and was looking at me with the deepest blue eyes I’d ever seen. His beanie covered all but the very front of his black hair, which was pushed back from his forehead. The bottoms of his ears were visible and both were adorned with thick silver hoops.

      My breath caught in my chest and I couldn’t help but stare as he moved gracefully over to stand next to Marcus. He looked to his bandleader, who he towered over, then to Daryl, who patted him fatherly-like on the back.

      He swallowed and spoke in a low, quiet voice. “I understand you’re very busy, Miss Charles. But we need the right person if we’re going to do this. It’s time, and we really need to move on. So please, think about it?”

      Such sadness. My mouth went dry as his blue eyes held mine.

      “I will. Think about it. I’m sorry; this just isn’t something I’ve ever done.” I glanced again over at Mackenzie and this time she was looking at me, nodding excitedly.

      “Can I call you tomorrow evening? I just…I need to figure out if it’s even possible.” I glanced down at my appointment book. I was booked solid this weekend and most of next week. I gulped. That money would get us through the slower months until the weather cooled and the tourists poured back in.

      Marcus appeared relieved I wasn’t just shutting them down and showing them the door. “That would be just fine, Miss Charles. We’re getting settled in over there so here’s our manager’s card.” He handed me a gray card with an embossed black skull taking up the entire left side. It had the name Sherry Jordan on it with a Los Angeles area code.

      I looked up at Marcus and then to D, who was looking down and nodding while Daryl talked to him quietly. He glanced up at me and the faintest of smiles lifted his lips. Then he looked back at Daryl, embraced him, put on the sunglasses, and walked out to the car to wait for the others.

      Mackenzie batted her glittered lashes at Star, who seemed ensnared and had to be physically removed from the premises by his band mates, one hand dramatically over his heart.

      The men filed out and Daryl followed them to the door, shut it, then turned on me as the Hummer blasted to life and pulled out onto Frenchmen Street. He smiled at me, confident he was going to get his way. He might have also noticed my gaze following the men out. They looked as good leaving as they had coming in.

      Well, shit. More than my inner artist was intrigued.

      “So what do you think of my boys, eh? Their music is a bit screamy for my tastes but their hearts are good. They’ve had some heartache, them. You can help them heal, Jaylene. You know you can. Working with them might send your business into the big time; these rock stars, they all be comin’ to you then.”

      I smiled at his assurance.

      Daryl somehow sensed I had daddy issues and did his best to subtly play the part for me. “What other reservations you got?”

      “Who’s got the Master’s degree here? Geesh, I think you make a better therapist than I ever would have.”

      He laughed deeply. “Dahlin’, what do you think my job is? All I deal with is head cases.”

      He was right. Daryl’s club was full of men and women who were all damaged and derelict, but they paid complete allegiance to him. During their time with Daryl, they all worked toward becoming upstanding members of society. He hadn’t gotten to be their president by shying away from a challenge.

      Not like me. I’d graduated Magna Cum Laude from California State University, Hayward, with a Master’s degree in Counseling Psychology, ready to begin my career. Life had other plans for me, and now my place was here. I knew I’d made the right choice for me, but echoes of others’ expectations made me question my decision regularly.

      Not Daryl, though. He believed the best work was done on the front lines, and he considered my chosen profession as reputable as they come. Gods bless this man.

      Again, I was faced with the dilemma of how I could get out of this situation without damaging my relationship with him, a relationship that went beyond professional to more like family.

      “Daryl, I can’t just walk away from my business for weeks. I’m booked almost solid and I need the money to get through the summer. Not to mention, some of my appointments are friends of yours.”

      He nodded, a smug look on his burly face. “You just be sure to read dat contract. I think dem boys will take care of everything. And if anyone gets upset, you just tell dem to come and see me, y’hear?”

      Sigh. Daryl could just snap his fingers and things were taken care of? Okay, he probably could—but I didn’t like being beholden to anyone, and as much as I trusted him, I could never ask anyone to bail me out. And it wasn’t just me that was a part of this decision.

      “What about Mackenzie? I can’t just leave her.”

      Mackenzie put her arm around me. “For that, Jay? You’d better leave me. I will never forgive you if you don’t leave me for them. You must go stay with that fine-looking bundle of male specimens.”

      Leave it to her to be ruled by her hormones. I shrugged her arm off. “Kenzie, I can’t base my business decisions on a bunch of hot guys.”

      She looked at me as if I were her slower younger sister. “Um, duh. Yes you can, and you’d better!”

      I glanced at the contract; it read like legalese blah-blah. Then I peered up at the Metallica clock over my station—7:30. I still needed to clean my flat and do laundry before I could even get to bed, not to mention I needed to clean myself up before my family arrived. I needed a haircut, I probably still had yesterday’s eyeliner on, and my nails were a mess—and don’t even mention my feet.

      I pulled back my long blonde and black-streaked hair and blew my bangs out of my face. Then I made my excuses and told Daryl I’d see him soon. He reminded me to read the contract and he stepped out the door.

      Mackenzie locked it behind him and then turned on me with a challenging stare. “You’re thinking up reasons why you shouldn’t do this. Well, unthink them. Do you even know who they are? Maggie’s Bones are huge. They toured with Avenged Sevenfold. Remember when I went to that show? They totally rock.”

      Mackenzie and I shared a love of rock music, but mine was entrenched in music pre-1995 and hers started about that time. I was forever trying to school her, and she would bring stuff in to play for me that was okay, but lacked the soul I found in the older stuff.

      “That’s great, Mackenzie. Why don’t you go tattoo them?”

      She crossed her arms over her generous cleavage. “Girl, be real. You know this is a great opportunity. Go read that contract and if it’s for enough money to get you by, then do it. Even if it’s not, hell, it’s enough eye candy to get you by for a lifetime. Damn, they are fine-looking men.”

      I shook my head as the number of upcoming appointments swam in front of my eyes. It had been a long day and this proposition had me overwhelmed.

      “Go upstairs and get your head together. Read that contract.”

      Mackenzie was doing her best to wear me down. I shook my head at her again and waved good night, reminding her to set the alarm and turn out the lights after she did her orders and answered shop email.

      She and I both had flats upstairs, a perk to this shop space. We were sort of roommates but had our own spaces as well. And I needed my space tonight. I checked the back door, found it locked, and then trudged up the stairs. I had been going since eight this morning, worked through lunch and then ate a protein bar around four. My stomach was growling so I heated up some leftover spaghetti and sat down at my little dinette with the contract.

      

      Contract of Temporary Employment between Jaylene R. Charles and Maggie’s Bones, LLC.

      Period covered: from April 13, 2012, to May 1, 2012

      Place of employment: St. Germaine House, Rue Royale, New Orleans, LA.

      Description of Duties:

      Embed with members of organization and work with them to design a memorial tattoo to Margaret Boudreaux. Conduct interviews and planning sessions with each member individually and as a group. When design is agreed upon, complete memorial tattoos.

      Amenities: Room and board will be provided on the premises. Wi-Fi, computer, drawing station, table, and all other necessary items for work will be provided.

      Restrictions: No visitors allowed. Personal phone calls will be limited by work schedule. Employee may not discuss the nature of this arrangement, nor the memorial, with anyone in the press or anyone not deemed need-to-know status. All drawings will be approved by the members of the LLC and will become the property of the LLC upon completion of the contract. No alcohol or controlled substances will be allowed on the premises, nor is the employee to partake of said substances for the duration of the contract.

      Compensation: Employee to be paid a sum of $17,000, with separate payments for each of the completed memorial tattoos, with amounts TBD by employee.

      Any questions or issues with the contract may be discussed with LLC representative Sherry Jordan.

      What? The? Hell?

      Isolation? My art would become the property of the LLC? No controlled substances?

      Well, that last one wouldn’t be a problem. I didn’t drink much, especially not while I was working. Never did drugs; they had no appeal for me. And it sounded like I’d be working ’round the clock.

      I picked up the phone and started to call Daryl—then realized I probably shouldn’t discuss any of this with him, in case he wasn’t on the “need-to-know” list, although he probably was. But how much did he know? If he trusted these guys, I assumed I could too, but holed up with them for two and a half weeks?

      And $17,000? That was a hell of a lot of money, more than I’d make in the shop. And that wasn’t including the actual pieces I tattooed. Damn. That would go a long way towards keeping us afloat. It would be a safety net.

      I blew my bangs off my forehead with a huff and read over the contract again. So many things could go wrong with this situation. What if these guys were all assholes and I wasn’t inspired to draw anything for them?

      And that’s exactly when inspiration hit.

      Mr. Mysterious, or D, whatever his name was. Something about him spoke to me.

      I picked up my pencils and opened a sketchbook lying on the shelf next to me. From memory, I drew him as he was standing in front of the window. It was amazing how I could recall so many details. From my perspective at the counter, I’d seen his profile behind his sunglasses. His lashes curled back against heavy eyelids and deep, furrowed brows. Wasn’t there a scar in his left eyebrow?

      I stood up quickly and stepped back from my drawing. He was staring up at me. I’d drawn him looking out the window with his shades on, but his reflection faintly showed those sad eyes. I traced my finger over his face and wondered what could have made him exude so much sorrow. The memorial must be for someone he cared deeply about. They had all seemed so uncomfortable talking about it.

      “Well, those counseling skills I paid so much for just might come in handy,” I said to myself as I walked over to my window. Things were just starting to get moving outside. With the window open, I could hear a guitar playing soulful blues. The music was pouring from the doors of the club across the street and it sounded sweet to my ears, so I left it open while I ran a bath. I figured after I’d soaked for a bit, I could attack the house and get it in decent shape for my visitors. My appearance would never meet their standards but then hey, what about me did?

      My stepmom and grandma loved me dearly, but my tastes had always crossed the border of what they found acceptable into completely out-there territory. A lot of folks couldn’t understand the draw of tattoos and I gave up trying to explain it to them.

      I had them because they were pieces of my life, my experiences, people who were important to me. I’d been into drawing from the time I could remember. I’d shirked art class assignments in favor of doing what I wanted to do, the one area I could be myself and not conform to what others thought I should be doing. I spent so much time trying to please others that my drawings were the one place I could please myself.

      The summer after my freshman year at Cal State, I walked into my first tattoo shop and walked out with a sun tattooed on my lower back, to light my way.

      Unfortunately, when tattoos went mainstream and every other girl was getting a lower back tattoo, it was dubbed the “tramp stamp” and I was once again trying to dig my way out of others’ expectations. Guys thought tattoos meant easy access. A few well-placed punches put an end to that reputation, and I was considered unapproachable from then on. All because I didn’t want to be groped. Which was perfect; I didn’t need that kind of attention.

      That first trip not only branded my skin, it landed me a job that I absolutely loved. I was a shop girl for the rest of college. Eventually I showed my boss Stephen my drawings, which led to him insisting upon me becoming his apprentice.

      I was leading two lives: college girl by day, tattoo artist by night and weekend. My coursework was tough but I somehow managed to get through a bachelor’s and then a Master’s degree. I’d always wanted to help people, loved being a sounding board to others, but I pushed forward with the degree because my family insisted I’d starve if I depended on tattooing for a living.

      Never mind that my boss was very well known and respected, and made a comfortable living with his art. The thought that I was letting my family down nagged at me so much that I left the tattoo world and threw myself into an internship. A professor hooked me up with one of his colleagues, who gave me his undesirable clients, and I soon grew to loathe it.

      My father was pleased, though, and all I’d ever wanted was his approval.

      But then I got the early morning call.

      Grandma asking me to come home. Me dropping everything. My father in the ICU with more tubes in him than I could count. A horrific week of watching him, waiting for a sign he would make it. And then saying goodbye.

      That was it for me. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I found a place to rent in New Orleans, a city I’d fallen in love with during a Spring Break trip I’d taken with some folks from the shop, and I bailed.

      I hadn’t been back since, and didn’t plan on it. Shannon and Grandma said they understood, but they’d been shocked and frankly a little pissed I was “running away from my problems.”

      As far as I was concerned, I was running away from a life I dreaded and running to a new start.

      My father’s shadow was always there, making me doubt myself, but the longer I was in New Orleans, the easier it was to put those doubts in a lockbox and hide them away. Real healthy for a therapist-in-training.

      “Brrrr!” The water had gone completely cold and I had a chill that was only remotely connected to the temperature. I got out and dried off, cursing when I realized I’d forgotten to shave my legs. I threw on a robe and stepped out of my cozy bathroom.

      My flat wasn’t much, there was one wall separating my teeny bedroom from the tiny living room. You entered into the kitchen, the bathroom was off to the right, and you had to walk through the dining area to get to the bedroom. My apartment and Mackenzie’s mirrored each other. They were old but had character, and we had worked for a solid six months trying to make them livable. I owed her a lot. She’d kept me sane when I’d doubted we could pull off the shop.

      The blues music was gone and in its place I could hear the thump of hip-hop, so I quickly shut the window. On a whim, I walked over to my computer and Googled Maggie’s Bones. Their website had a decent design, lots of skulls, which I dug. They had an audio feature, so I hit play and was immediately bombarded with screeching guitars. I adjusted the volume and then let it play. I was just doing research, not stalking. This is what I told myself.

      I grabbed some black nail polish and decided I’d redo my nails and toes. The first song ended and a second one started up, this one with a definite classical influence.

      

      Why do I care? Why do I let it hurt me?

      Your words, like glass, slice me to the bone.

      I’m helpless, you’re there in all your glory

      Me here cut to pieces, it’s all I’ve ever known.

      

      Whoa. Whoever the lyricist was, he obviously knew a little about pain.

      

      Why do you keep me? Why do I stay?

      Your kisses, like acid, burn me to the core

      I’m helpless, you’re there in all your glory

      Me here burned to ashes, it’s all to settle scores.

      

      I figured it wouldn’t hurt to read a little about them while my nails dried; just doing my research.

      The bio section just said they were family and friends who had been playing together since high school. They went to L.A. to hit the big time and were discovered by a major label. They stated their influences as metalcore, classic heavy metal, and Cajun and blues artists from New Orleans. Nice. Then I skimmed over some of their song titles…

      “Mystikal Stick”? “Sin on My Face”? “Loving a Stranger”?

      Those certainly sounded more Spinal Tap than Cajun and blues. What the hell sort of music was this?

      Their cover photo was a close-up of Marcus, smiling wickedly with his hands outstretched. The other four were behind him: Star and Jade stood back to back with smirks on their faces, Mage was looking up, and D (the D apparently stood for Devon, according to the site) stood off to the side looking down and to the right like he didn’t want to be there. Their most recent album, put out in December, was called Burns Like Ice.

      O-kay. Not the most uplifting stuff I’d seen, but then this was the new age of metal. To be fair, the ’90s grunge movement had certainly influenced this pessimism.

      Another song started and it was mellower than the first. They weren’t bad, actually. No Sabbath or Metallica, but better than a lot of the more current metal bands Mackenzie tried to get me to listen to. Marcus had a nice, clear, melodic voice, when he wasn’t growling or screaming. They were good. Especially the guitar solos…

      I smacked my forehead. This wasn’t about Devon. It was about doing a job and getting paid handsomely for it. From what the contract said, I was supposed to help these guys deal with their loss, something to do with Margaret Boudreaux, and hopefully create some meaningful artwork for them.

      Definitely this was a request within the scope of my expertise. But why was I feeling apprehensive? Maybe it was the whole “embedded” and “property” and “need-to-know status” that had me feeling a little creeped out.

      I left the music playing, did a half-assed job cleaning up my flat, and collapsed on my bed with the weight of my thoughts pulling me under into a deep sleep.
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      A loud sound woke me with a start the next morning and I practically fell out of bed, trying to remember where the hell I’d left my phone the night before. It was always on my nightstand when I went to bed. Apparently in my stupor, I’d gone to bed without it. I scrambled into the bathroom and found it, still chiming away in my pants pocket.

      I was too late to answer and I didn’t recognize the number. A few seconds later it buzzed to let me know I had a voice mail.

      “Good morning, Miss Charles. This is Sherry Jordan, I represent Maggie’s Bones. I wanted to discuss the contract you received yesterday and see if you had any questions for me. The band would like your answer by this evening, if possible. Call me, let’s talk. I’ll be available off and on this morning. Bye now.”

      Hmm, professional but friendly. I took a moment to collect myself and looked at the time. Ugh, nine. I needed to open the shop at ten, work until five, and then meet up with Shannon and Grandma at their hotel.

      I hit redial and the phone rang twice before she answered. “This is Sherry.”

      “Hi. Sherry, this is Jaylene Charles. The tattoo artist?”

      “Great. Hello, Miss Charles. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there in person yesterday to meet with you. I had to fly back to L.A. to handle some business with the band’s label. I thought maybe woman to woman, we could discuss the arrangement. I’ll admit that as much as I love those guys, they aren’t always the best at dealing with folks.”

      I liked her already. She talked about the band as if they were her bratty little brothers. “They were fine, they had a great negotiator with them.”

      She laughed heartily. “Do you mean Mr. Doucette? Jeez, he’s worse than they are, but I understand you’re friends with him, so you must know what I’m talking about.”

      My turn to laugh. “He’s a force to be reckoned with, that’s for sure. And they seem to know their place with him.”

      “Absolutely. So did you have a chance to read over the contract?” I admitted I had and she was quiet for a moment, her tone growing more serious. “And did you have any questions about it?”

      I didn’t know where to start. “I’m assuming the band wants their privacy and that explains the no-visitors or talking-to-the-press parts. I have no problem with that; I certainly respect the confidentiality of my clients. I guess I don’t see why I need to stay with them? It’s only a few blocks from my place.”

      “Part of the privacy is keeping their comings and goings private, including those who work with them. If folks knew they had a tattoo artist working on them, the tabloids would be all over that. Not to mention, they keep odd hours and want you to be available whenever they’re ready. This is a personal thing for them. They’re trying to get past an extended period of writer’s block by coming to New Orleans, coming back home, and Marcus came up with the idea of the memorial as a way to maybe get them past it.”

      “A memorial for Margaret Boudreaux,” I stated, and she confirmed.

      “Yes. I’m not at liberty to discuss her with you. The guys want to tell you the story themselves. Can you work around that?”

      “Sure. I guess so. This just isn’t something I’ve ever done. I’m also concerned about my clients. I’m not sure what to do with my full schedule. I’d need some time to work that out, perhaps be allowed to leave occasionally?”

      “I’m afraid that won’t work, there’s already quite a crowd hanging out in front of St. Germaine, trying to get an idea of who’s staying there. As it is, we’ve got to come up with a plan to get you over there undetected.”

      I choked out a laugh. “This is beginning to sound like some cloak-and-dagger operation. Are you sure they’re just a rock band and not superspies?”

      I bit my tongue, what the hell was I doing, cracking jokes about this with her? Luckily for me, she laughed.

      “You’ll soon see just how covert our operations have to be sometimes. The only reason they could come over yesterday to see you was because Mr. Doucette arranged the car for them, something he borrowed from a member of his club.”

      That’s where I’d seen that damn Hummer before. “Rudy’s! Of course. Rudy’s been in here a lot lately, trying to decide what to get for his next tattoo. He’s a little sweet on my coworker too, but I think she finally told him they wouldn’t be dating. He left quite defeated.”

      Sherry laughed at that. “Men—they are forever little boys. Listen, I’ve got a meeting in about five minutes, is there anything else I can answer for you? Anything I can say to persuade you? They’ve got a lot riding on this, Miss Charles. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be asking so much of you.”

      “I understand. Thanks for your time, Miss Jordan⁠—”

      She stopped me. “Sherry, please. And you are very welcome. I’d do whatever it takes to keep my boys happy, short of kidnapping you.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about the kidnapping remark; hopefully that was off the table.

      “It’s a very generous offer, Sherry. Let me look at my schedule down in the shop today and I’ll let you know my decision.”

      She thanked me, let me know again how much this would mean to the band and to all involved, and we said goodbye.

      Wow, no pressure there. Yikes.

      I’m not a miracle worker. I’m an artist—a tattoo artist. Sure, I’ve got a background in counseling, but if these guys were dealing with some heavy shit, why not go to a therapist? Metallica did it.

      When I got downstairs, Mackenzie was playing the same album I had listened to last night by Maggie’s Bones.

      I shook my head. Definitely no pressure. “What do you think you’re doing, turncoat?”

      She turned, startled, and held a hand to her chest.

      “Moi? Turncoat? Surely you jest. I have only your best interests at heart, Jay. And how much more interesting can this job opportunity be?”

      I hesitated at what to tell her but I figured I’d need to explain my whereabouts. “Mackenzie, they want me to stay with them, twenty-four/seven, for seventeen days. That means no Jaylene at the shop. How can you be encouraging me to do this?”

      She gave me an evil laugh and pointed a long silver nail at me. “Because, sweetie, you’ll be with them and they are hot and it will rock.”

      She was so not seeing the big picture. “Do I have to remind you that we have customers? Ones who rely on me to be here? Who pay us so we can keep up our little love nest?”

      She just shook her head, grabbed me by the upper arms and plopped me down on the stool in the counter. “Jaylene, for the love of all that’s holy, you need to relax. It’s only a couple of weeks. Think of it as summer camp—with really good scenery.”

      I groaned louder and she tried to assuage me by giving me a shoulder rub. In another life, she’d been a massage therapist, and a really good one.

      “And I really can handle things,” she was saying. “I already called Troy Lewis up in Baton Rouge and he said he’d come down with his apprentice and cover for you.”

      I jerked around, almost getting gored by a gigantic flower ring on her left hand. “You called Troy? Damn, Mackenzie. You could have talked to me about that first.” Troy Lewis had sold the shop to us a year ago. He said he was tired of the tourists and wanted to move on and travel for a while. He’d offered his services if we ever got slammed or wanted a little variety. He was a solid artist, good with traditional, well versed in Japanese style. He could certainly cover the walk-ins.

      I’d have to reschedule my regular clients, though. I had a couple of large pieces I was working on that the clients were coming in to get finished.

      “Fine. I’ll make some calls, see if I can free myself up.”

      I looked up at her. She was positively vibrating with excitement. Why wasn’t I that worked up? Oh I know, because I was having some gigantic doubts.

      “Kenz, you sure you’re okay with this? You won’t give the shop back to Troy, will you? I want to come home to our little love nest when this is all over.”

      “See, this is exactly what I’m talking about. You need to be nesting with a really nestworthy cock, not me.” I smacked her ass before she was out of reach. “I’ll be fine, Jay. Honest. But if you care about me at all, you’ll save some for me?” She ran her hands over her breasts and licked her lips.

      I threw a pen at her and she turned to help our first walk-in of the day.

      I spent the next half hour making calls and was able to reschedule all but two of my clients, both of whom were on the second Saturday I’d be gone, and they had already bought plane tickets to come out here. Maybe I could get a day pass? I thought I’d run it by Sherry, so I called her but got her answering service.

      “Hi, Sherry. I’m looking at my schedule and I can’t get free on the twenty-first. I don’t know what that does for the arrangement. Call me if you’d like to discuss. Thanks.”

      Unable to do anything else about it, I got to work cleaning up and setting out some new flash I’d done recently. Maggie’s Bones was still blaring—Mackenzie was obviously not going to let up—so I gave in and listened, maybe bobbing my head just a little.

      

      You pretend not to notice

      You’re breathing faster

      I creep up behind you

      You’re breathing faster

      I whisper my intentions

      You’re breathing faster

      One lick, one bite, one taste of you

      I’m moving faster, I’m moving faster

      

      Don’t it make you want to scream

      Don’t it get you on your knees

      Don’t I make it so obscene

      Don’t you want it, beg me please

      

      Alrighty then, that’s how it is with these guys. I wonder who wrote these tasty little morsels? What would I learn from my time with these guys? If I didn’t have Daryl’s assurance that they would behave, I’d be freaking out right now. I was freaking out, definitely. Mackenzie was right. They were an incredibly good-looking group of guys. Especially Devon.

      I looked down and realized I was drawing him again. I wadded up the picture and threw it in the trash.

      Okay, mind on the task at hand, Jay. Must focus.

      An alarm beeped on my phone and I remembered I needed to check the flights and make sure Shannon and Grandma were on their way. I had an email from Shannon with the flight information, and another one from this morning that said they were getting ready to board the plane, couldn’t wait to see me.

      “Jay, Troy said that it’s fine, he rescheduled some of his clients to come down here. He’ll be here on Thursday to meet you and go over the schedule.”

      So it was a done deal. My schedule had been cleared and a replacement brought in. No sweat.

      “Thanks.” I looked down at my split ends, and then I looked around at the quiet shop. “Kenz? Think you might want to give me a quick haircut, dahlin’?”

      My attempt at a drawl had her rolling her eyes. “You Californians just cannot imitate our sensual way of talking.”

      Mackenzie had grown up in the Garden District, gone to private schools, participated in Mardi Gras parades and the whole nine. Was a bit of a beauty queen. Then she’d opted out of her scholarship to Tulane and ran off to New York with a boyfriend. When he ran off on her, she’d enrolled in the Paul Mitchell Academy to learn the tricks of the beauty trade. She came by it naturally anyway and had decided it was her God-given duty to bring beauty to all who desired it.

      She accepted the fact that beauty and I were passing acquaintances and did her best to encourage but not smother me with it.

      “Of course, love. But you need more than just a trim. Your color is a mess. Want me to do that, too? You want Surfer Girl or Shop Girl? I can do you however you like.”

      She kept a station in the shop for the occasional makeover so I let her give me the works. She loved to do it, I loved her, and therefore it wasn’t too much of a sacrifice.

      When she was finished with me, my natural blonde was back, the black erased with a little help from our friend bleach, and she’d even added some darker blonde highlights. My brows were perfectly shaped and I didn’t have to resort to bodily harm when she tried to go lower with the wax stick. I assured her that my grooming down below was up to date.

      “Oh, you natural blondes, you just don’t know how lucky you’ve got it. If I don’t wax, it looks like dust bunnies are creeping out of my panties.”

      That was just too much of a gnarly visual for me. Thankfully she was done adding a touch of makeup before I jumped out of the chair.

      “Thank you for that parting note.” I looked over in our full-length mirror—and gasped when I saw the magic she’d worked on my hair. It looked natural but still edgy. I kept the back all one length, stick straight down to my waist, with just a bit of bangs. The darker highlights brought out my dark brown eyes and the natural-looking makeup added a glow to my face, a glow that had probably been missing for a while.

      “Your outfit is a total drag on my makeover, though. Can I dress you, too?” She smiled sweetly.

      I took one look at her, in her red leather hot pants with zippers, thigh-high fishnets, white satin blouse…

      “Thanks, really. You’ve spent too much time on me today. And frankly,” I gestured to her outfit, “you seem to have a lot going on there yourself.”

      She looked at me, puzzled—it took her a minute to catch on sometimes—and then she threw her hairbrush at me.

      I ducked out of the way and scooted upstairs before she threw something harder or got better aim.

      I looked in my wardrobe and decided on plaid board shorts, a black, fitted Metallica t-shirt and my Converse. I figured I’d better not push my luck. Too many changes and people might get strange ideas.

      It’s not that I didn’t take pride in my appearance. I loved my artwork. I had a sleeve on my left arm with the classic movie monsters, skulls and crows, and both calves had large color pieces I had designed and my former boss had inked. I had yet to get my back done, that was going to happen soon, but I was still looking for the right person and thinking of the right design.

      I heard the bells chiming as I came back down the stairs and as I emerged in the shop, I saw Katie, Daryl’s wife, coming in with flowers.

      “Jay! I’m so glad I caught you.” She came past the counter and swept me into a huge hug. “Daryl’s piece looks amazing. You made them look so beautiful.” Joyful tears were pouring down her face, and Mackenzie came over with the tissue.

      Katie handed me the bouquet of Gerbera daisies and lavender and dark purple irises. They were lovely and I placed them on the counter.

      “Katie, I had great material to work with. That is one of my favorite pieces I’ve done yet. Your girls are so photogenic. They make good art. How are Grace and Allie?”

      “They’re perfect, Jay. Really. They are growing up so fast, and now I have them immortalized on that big old lug. My only complaint is that now I have to be careful where I smack the bastard when he pisses me off. Can’t be touching my babies in anger.”

      She sniffled and we all laughed. Katie was in her early thirties with long, bleached-blonde hair. She’d definitely had some cosmetic work done, but not to the extreme, and she made jeans and a tee look like haute couture. She was a tough chick, but was just as welcoming and warm as her husband. I’d eaten many home-cooked meals at their house over the past year. They were especially fond of strays like me, and for some reason kept me around.

      I loved their little girls. They were three and five, and were so damn cute and charming that they had all the adults in their lives eating out of their hands. Perhaps that’s why they liked me to babysit. I didn’t fall for it and the girls loved a challenge.

      “Jay really did a great job. And speaking of jobs…”

      I gave Mackenzie a warning look and slight shake of my head. Which she ignored.

      “Where have you been hiding those nephews of yours and the rest of that holy-hot-as-hell crew? I mean really, we’ve known each other for how long and you didn’t introduce us?”

      Katie rolled her eyes and said, “If you’d cleaned up their drunken puke so they didn’t get busted and been forced to wash their nasty, wet-dream-covered sheets, you wouldn’t think they were anything but the snot-nosed brats they are. But I do love those guys. They’re like little brothers to me.”

      She stopped suddenly and the tears threatened to come back, only this time, not out of joy.

      “So you’ve known them a while?”

      She nodded. “I met them when they were probably twelve or thirteen. One of their sisters was my best friend. So…your stepmom gets in this afternoon, Jay?”

      I nodded, completely aware she was changing the subject and completely willing to do the same.

      I looked at the clock and saw it was three already. “Yeah, I should get over to their hotel in a bit. Did Daryl take care of his arm like I told him to?”

      “Of course. He listens when you tell him to do something. Next time I need him to change the oil in my car, will you tell him for me?”

      I giggled. “Is it really that bad?”

      She nodded. “Hell yeah, it’s that bad. I sometimes think I have to remind him to take a shit.”

      I loved her foul mouth. It made me feel better about my penchant for profanity.

      “I need to go pick up the girls from their gran’s. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks?”

      Okay, guess she was in the need-to-know club. I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Why, are you guys going away?” I asked her, playing along with her game.

      She smiled conspiratorially. “No, but I hope you are. See ya.” She winked at me and her sashaying hips swayed her right out the door.

      “Well if that wasn’t a ringing endorsement, I don’t know what is.” Mackenzie grabbed my arms and forced me to face her. “What are you afraid of?”

      Her tone was concerned, not sarcastic, so I answered her honestly. “It’s a lot of pressure, and I don’t want to let anyone down. I’m not a miracle worker, and it sounds like that’s what they’re expecting. I don’t know if I can do this, Mackenzie.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think miracles are part of the deal. What you are is an incredibly talented artist and a trained psychotherapist. You are a beautiful and funny woman who lacks fashion sense but makes up for it with her quick wit. Daryl loves you, and he obviously recommended you because you are the best for the job. Sure, it’s out of your comfort zone, but wasn’t moving to New Orleans? And you haven’t been eaten by a gator or run over by a Mardi Gras float, have you?”

      I giggled with her and pulled her into a hug. “And you, my Pink Lady friend, are too good for my ego.” I grabbed up my keys and wallet and turned for the door. “I’ll think about it on my walk over to the hotel.”

      She groaned and continued to chastise me as the door slammed shut behind me.

      Oh Fates, what do you have in store for me?
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      The walk across the French Quarter to the Maison Dupuy Hotel was the perfect length of time for a debate between my internal angel and devil, but not too strenuous that I ended up sticky and sweaty.

      I said hello to the bellhop. He’d been by the shop before with his friends, and he opened the door graciously for me.

      “I’m still coming to get a tattoo from you, Miss Charles. I’m just a little chicken.”

      I smiled at him. “I promise I’ll be gentle. Come on by anytime…uh, make that in a couple of weeks. I might be out of the shop for a bit.”

      He nodded, looked surprised, but knew enough not to ask.

      I texted Shannon and she said they had been taking a short rest and would be down in a few minutes. I checked my email on my phone and found one from Sherry Jordan.

      “Hey Jaylene! Good to hear from you. I talked to the guys and they said we can work something out for that weekend. If anything, we can have Mr. Doucette create a diversion and sneak you out. If that’s the only holdup, I hope we have a deal? Please call me tonight and let me know. Thanks.”

      I blew out a breath, unsure if this was good news. It would have been easier to say no if I had the excuse of my out-of-town clients to use. Now I had no excuse.

      I just didn’t know whether I could handle all those men. What if they had certain “appetites”? Rock stars were notorious for that kind of thing, and being locked up with them for seventeen nights was totally pushing my luck for sure. I guess all I’d have to do is pull the Daryl card. He definitely seemed to have their respect. Could I really pull this off?

      “Well hello, sweetheart.” Grandma walked gingerly toward me with a cane in one hand and her other outstretched for a hug. My grandmother had the best hugging skills on the planet. She was soft and warm, smelled sophisticated, and squeezed you ’til you thought you’d burst.

      Shannon was right behind her, eyes bright, with another big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      “How are my two favorite Silver Girls?” When they’d moved down to the desert after my father’s death, I’d called them the Silver Girls, claiming with their gorgeous locks they’d give the Golden Girls a run for their money. The two ladies were friendly to all walks of life and could keep you in stitches with their stories. I enjoyed their company, even if I was perpetually frightened that I’d use the wrong fork or knife. “How was your trip?”

      Grandma launched into a litany of her aches and pains, but when she was through, she said how happy she was to be around all the French cooking here in New Orleans, second only to France.

      “Are you up for a short walk or would you rather stay here and eat at the Bistreaux?”

      Grandma didn’t feel up to a walk but wanted to visit so we rounded the corner and went into the restaurant. The Bistreaux was mostly empty on this weekday and it was early yet. Most folks ate late here, a habit I’d had to get used to. We made small talk while we ordered, they asked about the shop and my flat. I asked them about their new house and their activities. We ate quickly—and then the questions started.

      “You look well, but are you sure you’re alright, sweetheart?”

      Grandma sounded very sincere, but then Shannon snapped, “Oh, Mom, she’s where she wants to be.” She didn’t sound even remotely happy for me.

      “I am happy here, I love this place. An artist can’t ask for a more inspiring environment than this.”

      Shannon smiled at me condescendingly. “Yes, Jaylene, but art alone does not pay the bills. Unless you count that branding you do as ‘art’. It’s certainly not what your father would have wanted to see you doing with your college education.”

      I took a deep breath and counted to ten before speaking. “Shannon, I can understand that you don’t agree with my choices, but I haven’t asked you for anything, have I? I’m not starving. I have a roof over my head. Most importantly, I have friends who appreciate me. I’m doing what I want to do and I’m happy. I co-own my business. I would hope that he might consider that somewhat successful.” My voice was a bit quieter than I’d wanted it to come out.

      She looked away and drained her water glass. Then said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. We all have to make our own choices.” She grabbed my hand. “Your father would have wanted to know you were happy, even if he didn’t agree with your decisions.” She started to cry slightly and we hugged each other. Silently I thanked Mackenzie for the waterproof mascara.

      “Thanks, and I’m sorry too. But you guys are okay, right? That’s what I’ve been worried about.”

      Shannon attempted a smile. “It’s hard. I still cry every day, but I’m doing what I can to take care of myself. And Mom is getting to play bingo and paint. It’s lonely, sure, but we have the dogs and we have each other. We’ll be fine.”

      I leaned over and kissed her cheek. I sucked down the rest of my Diet Coke and prayed for the server to bring us our check.

      When he arrived, I stuck my debit card in his hand and waved off their protests. I asked what else they had planned and they said tomorrow morning they were planning to go to the New Orleans School of Cooking. I wished them well with that. The woman who gave the lessons was a kick in the pants. She could even give my grandma a run for her money when it came to storytelling.

      We agreed to meet for lunch at my favorite restaurant, The Praline Connection, which was just a couple of blocks from my shop. They would come over after, see my place, and then I would get them a cab back to their hotel. They had an early flight out Friday morning so I would say goodbye tomorrow afternoon.

      Then I would pack for seventeen days. Maybe. I still couldn’t decide whether this was insane or a great opportunity.

      I hugged them both in the lobby and was able to keep the tears at bay until I got outside, but that was the best I could do. The walk back home was tear-soaked. Thoughts of my father had me trembling violently. Luckily not many folks were out on the streets.

      When I finally looked up, I was on the corner of Burgundy and Ursulines, just a couple of blocks from the St. Germaine. Which had me curious. I turned in that direction and wiped my face on the inside of my shirt. The buildings on these streets were so lovely and romantic, anything could happen and you’d think it was magical.

      A group of young men in sailor uniforms walked by on the opposite side of the street, pausing to ogle a group of girls in short-shorts and camis. I smirked to myself, grateful I blended into the woodwork.

      I guess I’m not that feminine in my dress, but I do like nice things. I could appreciate a cute dress or a nice pair of shoes with the best of them. I just felt out of place wearing clothes like that, as if someone would recognize me for the fraud I am. I never grew out of my tomboy stage I suppose; I felt more comfortable like that. Besides, getting a guy to notice you was the easy part. It was getting him to see you as more than a nice rack and a piece of ass that was the true test.

      I stopped at the Royal Pharmacy to grab a bottle of water and when I stepped outside, I looked across the street at the St. Germaine. I drank deeply from the bottle and looked up at the balcony. I could hear men’s voices and guitars being tuned through the open window, but the street was empty. Maybe they truly were getting the privacy they desired here.

      I heard someone start laughing loudly and a door on the second-floor balcony swung open. Out stepped one of the guys, lighting a cigarette.

      Suddenly I felt like a voyeur, so I turned quickly and headed across the street towards my shop.

      I was caught like the not-slick person I am.

      “Miss Charles? Is that you?”

      I froze in my steps. I could pretend that I didn’t hear him, but with the lack of traffic, both human and vehicular, he’d think I was either deaf or trying to be rude. I turned slowly and shaded my eyes from the sun.

      “Jade, right?”

      He nodded and yelled to the others, and I had to suck back a loud groan.

      “Hey, guys, it’s Miss Charles, she’s right outside. Hey! Are you going to come stay with us?” His question was so innocent, I was suddenly struck by how “Wendy and the Lost Boys” this situation was.

      “I, uh, I haven’t made a final decision yet.”

      He pouted. Full on stuck-his-lip-out and pouted. “Awww, hey guys. Get out here! She says she’s not sure she’s coming.”

      I heard a chorus of “What? She has to come!”

      The next to emerge was Marcus. He leaned both arms on the railing and looked down at me. “What is it? Don’t you like us?”

      More pouting. Geesh.

      “No! I mean, sure. No, of course, you guys are great. I’m just, well…I’m just not sure I can do what you want.”

      Star pushed Marcus out of the way and said, “Seriously? Your work is amazing, Miss Charles. You have to come. It won’t be right without you. Tell her, D.”

      My heart dropped as they all started yelling for him to come out. So much for covert operations.

      “Guys, really. I’ll call Miss Jordan when I get back to my shop.”

      The four of them leaned down over the railing, their upper bodies almost falling into the street. “But does that mean you’re coming? Please?”

      They were grown-ass men acting like little boys—and for the life of me, I could not tell you what would be more adorable. They were harmless, right?

      They all started in.

      “C’mon, please?”

      “We’ll beg.”

      “God, no. Do you want the whole world to know you’re in there?” I was shouting in a stage whisper. “You guys are supposed to be here in secret.”

      “They’re pretty pathetic when they beg, aren’t they?”

      A deep voice spoke from directly in front of me. Devon had come out the front door and was leaning against the post with his hands in his pocket, shades low on his nose.

      I must have had my jaw close to the ground because I heard a chorus of giggles from the boys up above.

      “Bring her up, D. Don’t let her get away.”

      “Will you morons shut your traps? The whole city will know we’re here if you keep this up.” He turned and gave me that ghost of a smile again and stepped closer. “C’mon, let’s get you back to your shop before they hear them all the way in Mississippi.”

      He gently grasped my left arm and directed me across the street. I glanced back at the guys, who had their chins leaning on the railing, whispering and snickering with each other before they looked around and filed back in the door, crouched down like ninja school rejects.

      I covered my mouth with my hand to stifle my laughter.

      “It’s okay to laugh, they’re often this embarrassing. But mostly they’re just pains in the ass, nothing dangerous or anything.”

      I couldn’t get over how deep his voice was, and how soft-spoken. He slid his hand down my arm, looked at my hand, and then must have thought better of it because he shoved his hands in his pockets. I did the same, feeling oddly like a teenager out on my first date.

      “I was on my way home from seeing my stepmom and grandmother. They’re visiting from California, and I was just walking back to the shop.” It sounded oddly like a confession to explain why this wasn’t stalking behavior. Nervous, I kept talking. “I really was going to call Miss Jordan when I got back to the shop.”

      He nodded and kept walking, eyes straight ahead and unreadable behind his shades. We walked on in silence until we reached Frenchmen Street and turned right. His outfit today consisted of a pair of worn Levi’s and a white shirt with the Ramones logo on it in black. His black hair was combed back and he’d added some product. I tried to sneak looks without being obvious but he seemed really aware of his surroundings.

      Like when I was looking at him instead of paying attention and he stopped suddenly, throwing an arm across my stomach—to keep me from stepping in gum.

      “Didn’t want you to mess up your shoes.”

      I stepped over it, mumbled my thanks, and felt my cheeks burning. He cracked a smile, maybe even more than a ghost this time, and kept walking.

      When we reached my shop, he stepped ahead of me and opened the door. I thanked him again as I walked past and he nodded at me, his eyes following me inside.

      “Hey, how was— Dinner,” Mackenzie faltered as she came out of the back office. Her eyes flared and she pursed her lips. “Who’s your friend, Jay?”

      “Mackenzie this is Devon. Devon, this is my shop mate, Mackenzie McGowan.”

      He shook her hand loosely, murmured, “Pleased to meet you,” and stepped back, putting his hands in his pockets again.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Mackenzie walked over to our fridge—well, more like pranced giddily. “Some water? I bet it’s hot out there.” She grabbed him a bottle, threw me a heated glance over her shoulder, and pranced giddily once more back to the counter to hand it to him.

      “Thank you, Miss McGowan,” he said in that barely audible voice of his. He cracked the bottle open and wandered over to the counter where my portfolio sat.

      Mackenzie reached over, trying to be sneaky, and pinched me hard on the back of the arm.

      “Hey!”

      I glared at her and she started making “What is going on? How did you end up with him? Did you kiss him yet?” faces at me.

      I said loudly, “Mackenzie did my inks get delivered today?”

      She took my hint and totally overdid her, “Yes! In fact, you did get a package today. Let me just go in the back and make sure that everything came in that you ordered.” She skipped back to the office, shut the door, and a few seconds later the music came on loudly. She’d put on her current favorite, Black Tide’s album Postmortem.

      I shook my head and closed my eyes, doing the breathing thing before walking over to where Devon was studying my work intently. I watched as he turned the pages slowly with his long fingers. I noticed that he had lettering on them; it looked like LOVE on one hand and…was that PAIN on the other?

      “I like this one here.” He pointed another long finger at a photo of a portrait of Angus Young from the Highway to Hell album cover. It was one of the first portraits I’d done after arriving here.

      “Thanks. Love Angus. That was done on one of Daryl’s buddies.”

      He looked over at me for a moment, nodded, and went back to looking.

      I studied him and desperately wished my sketchbook was nearby. His movements captivated me, like the way his bottom lip pursed out just a bit farther than the top one. They had me licking my own lips.

      Gah. Stop it. He’s a client, for goodness sake.

      He closed the book and looked around the shop before landing his gaze on me. “Miss Charles, I know this whole situation seems strange. Really, the lawyers insisted on us doing everything so formal. I don’t know who they think they’re protecting…us or the label.” He stepped back from the counter and looked around some more, obviously feeling somewhat uncomfortable.

      I leaned against the counter, resting my elbows on top of my portfolio. “Are you guys having some sort of problems or is this the usual level of intensity?” I was kind of joking, trying to make light of the situation, but I was really unsure how to read him. I was very aware that he was standing only two feet away from me. I was also aware of the fact that my head just came up to his shoulder, and I’d thought I was tall. He was sort of freakishly tall.

      He looked at me again and I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to take the glasses off or not. I thought that maybe his gaze would be too intense for me.

      “We’ve had a difficult year. We’re late on our next album. Our contract had us releasing an album a year for four years. We were supposed to be ready to go into the studio this month and we haven’t even written anything yet. We’ve been stuck, writer’s block or something. Anyway, yeah. So they’re threatening us with financial shit if we don’t get our album at least rough recorded by the end of May. So I guess this is kind of our last attempt at making this work.”

      He looked down at his feet and I could see his brow furrowed. If I had known him better, I would have reached out for him right then. I desperately wanted to ease him somehow.  He was visibly upset, but I didn’t know how he’d react. Some people really didn’t respond well to strangers touching them.

      “And you guys really think I can help?”

      He nodded and took a deep breath, slipping off his glasses. “Uncle Daryl told us how you tattooed his guys after they lost their friend in Iraq, that somehow they were better after, they could kind of put it behind them and move forward. I don’t know if it will work or not for us, but the last idea the guys had sure didn’t.”

      I frowned and took a chance by asking, “What was that? If you want to tell me, that is.”

      He huffed out a laugh. “Well, Mage, you know…he has that name because he claims to, I don’t know… Don’t laugh, okay? He takes it kind of serious. He claims his ancestors are witches, like voodoo or something, I don’t really know. When we were kids, he was always trying to get us to try some shit like Ouija boards, voodoo dolls, crazy stuff.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the change in his voice. It had a really nice tone to it when he was talking about his friend.

      “Anyway, he hired some chick to come and do a séance out at my family’s place on the bayou. Almost burned the place down. The lady swore we had a vengeful spirit who would haunt us unless we gave her an extra five hundred.”

      He laughed out loud then, and it sounded like music to my ears. He rubbed his bottom lip between his thumb and forefinger, touching a spot where he had a hint of a soul patch. It was dark like the rest of his hair. His humor changed his posture and he seemed a bit more perked up.

      “So did you pay her? Was she able to exorcise the spirit?”

      He looked at me to see if I was taking him seriously, and the warm smile he gave me when he saw that I was made my heart drop into my stomach. His eyes crinkled a little on the sides, kind of like Marcus’s, but Devon’s seemed friendly. Not, you know…friendly.

      “Actually, we haven’t been back out there since that night. The other guys were scared shitless. They claimed they heard noises and swore we’d be possessed by evil spirits if we went back.” His humor faded at that. He cleared his throat and ran a hand over his hair. “You’ll probably think we’re total freaks after that story.”

      “Not at all. Hey, sometimes you have to think outside the box, right?”

      He shrugged and looked back down.

      “I’m sorry, Devon.” This time I did touch him. I placed my fingers lightly on the back of his hand. “That’s what you guys want me to do, right? Hear your stories? And just from the little I’ve learned about you all, I’m guessing there will be more stories like this?”

      He looked down at our hands and sucked in his bottom lip. I pulled my hand back and he looked at me, giving me his small smile again.

      Wow, I’d just met him and I was classifying his smiles into categories: ghost of a smile, half smile, small smile… He was so beautiful it was almost painful, especially when I looked into those soulful eyes. I felt like I was bathing in his pain. I had to do something to help that.

      I stood up straight and leaned a hip against the counter, crossing my arms.

      That drew his eyes downwards for a moment. Was he checking me out?

      He shook himself. “I don’t mean to keep you. The guys just, well, they wanted me to ask you if you’d come. And I wanted to ask you to come. Please. If nothing else, it will be a fun couple of weeks, maybe we’ll write some songs and you can add some pictures to your book here.” The ghost smile was back and he traced my nameplate on the outside of the portfolio.

      I was so touched that he had asked me like that. Just from this short time together, I knew he didn’t talk much. The few glimpses of laughter I saw from him showed a man who loved his friends and just wanted to see them happy. It was nice to see such camaraderie. I was feeling much less threatened than I’d felt earlier today.

      I couldn’t let them down. I’d make it work somehow.

      “Well, as long as you promise there will be no cutting the heads off chickens or sacrificing virgins, I guess I can make it.”

      He smiled at me and I just desperately wanted to reach out and touch his lip. I tucked my hands back into my pockets to be safe.

      “Of course, Miss Charles. We’ll call those rituals our true last resort. Although I can’t guarantee there won’t be any reading of the tea leaves or tarot decks being shuffled. Is that going to be a problem?”

      I shook my head seriously. But then I thought of something and tilted my head to the side. “You guys just do whatever it is you need to and let me know what you need from me. I do have one thing to tell you…I don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable, but I have a slight compulsion you should know about.”

      His brows rose and he looked startled. “Really? What is it?”

      Smothering a laugh, I said as seriously as I could, “I need to draw, a lot. I always have a sketchbook with me, so I’ll probably do lots of drawings of you guys. Will that be okay? I’ll submit everything to you before I go, as per the contract.”

      It was his turn to smirk. “That’s it? I thought it was going to be something much scarier, like organizing the sock drawers or lining up all our guitar picks by size and color. Don’t laugh, we had a roadie once who did that and it drove Marcus batshit crazy.”

      “No, nothing that serious. I just, um…sometimes it makes people uncomfortable. That’s all. Nothing creepy.”

      He shook his head. “You do realize we’re all musicians? Damaged musicians? We stop mid-sentence to write down lyrics or explain things in demented sound language. I think you’ll find us to be kindred spirits.”

      I smiled and stood straighter. “Well, then. I guess I’d better go call Sherry.”

      He smiled back, looking relieved. He grabbed my hand and put it between the two of his much larger ones, cradling it gently. “Thank you, Miss Charles. Really. This means a lot.”

      His voice cracked at that and I couldn’t help myself. I reached my other hand up and touched his mouthwateringly exceptional biceps. “It’s fine. It’ll be a good time. And please, call me Jay.”

      He nodded. “Okay. Jaylene. It’s a beautiful name.”

      My cheeks flushed at that. I stumbled back, nearly tripping on my feet. “Great. Okay. So…I need to pack. Um. Anything in particular I need to bring?”

      He shook his head. “Just whatever you need to work and whatever you need to be comfortable.”

      Somehow I didn’t think comfy sweats and ducky slippers were what I would be comfortable in surrounded by these guys.

      “Okay. I’ll just go call Sherry.” He stood there smiling at me, looking relieved, and anxious, and pleased. I think. I stepped back and he didn’t move. “Thanks for walking me back, Devon.”

      He smiled and nodded. “We’ll see you Friday…around ten? That seems to be an empty time on the street over there. We’ll try to be up and presentable.” He looked worried.

      I shook my head. “Don’t change anything for me. I’m there to see you guys in your element, right? Oh, wait. You guys should at least be dressed. That would be good. I don’t know what a bunch of guys do when they’re staying together.”

      He laughed at that, his smile growing relaxed again. “You don’t have brothers or anything?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, just me. I’m an only. Guess I was enough of a nightmare, my parents didn’t dare to have more.”

      He frowned and then narrowed his eyes at me. “Or they just realized they should quit while they were ahead.”

      Oh. My. Did he just say that?

      He put his sunglasses back on and smiled his half smile again. “Good afternoon, Jaylene.” He turned and stepped out the door.

      I fell onto my stool. I must have been holding my breath because all of a sudden I felt lightheaded.

      “OMG was that not the cutest thing ever? Jay, he is adorable. And hot, and sweet and sexy, and if I were you, I’d pick the bedroom next to his just so you can dream about him next door.” Mackenzie had her hand on her throat and looked like she was about to swoon.

      “Kenzie! This is work. Remember work? That thing you’re going to have to do all by yourself while I’m gone? Aren’t you even a little bit peeved I’m going?”

      “Of course I’m peeved at you, dammit. You will so squander this opportunity you’ve been given, I know you. You’re living the dream, Jay. Five hot guys—totally unattached, if the Internet can be believed—and you’re there to ‘work’.” Whatever.” She stomped off, cursing me under her breath, so I made my escape.

      But as I neared the steps, I panicked. “What the hell am I going to wear?”

      I could hear Mackenzie laughing at me from down below. Brat.

      I climbed the stairs slowly, my heart pounding in my chest. I wasn’t sure what affected me more, the decision I’d made…or Devon. And he was definitely affecting me.

      I didn’t do well with guys when it wasn’t a joking-around situation. I was never sure if they had the right idea about me. A tattooed chick makes some think “for a good time, call.” Shit, I even dated one guy who assumed because I had tattoos and some piercings, I was into some other kind of lifestyle, which I’m not.

      So I’ve spent most of my potential dating years as “friend material.” Guys poured out their hearts to me on a constant basis about the one who got away, or the one who wanted someone else, or even the one who wouldn’t give them the time of day. I did my best to help them navigate the feminine mystique.

      Perhaps I wasn’t the best one to do that, because I never seemed to be able to get past a few dates, often with wrong-for-me kind of guys. So what did I know? What could I bring to the table? I wasn’t into games of any kind and had no tolerance for people who were.

      I sighed and picked up the phone to call Sherry. I found two missed calls and messages, one from Sherry and one from Daryl.

      “Hey, dollface, just wanted to tell you how much the girls love seeing themselves on their daddy’s arm. Beautiful work, you did. Beautiful like you. I hope you help dem boys of mine. Marcus, Jade and Devon are my blood, and the rest are like family, and you know what dat means. I put the fear of God into dem if they harm one sweet hair on your head. You call me if they do, now, y’hear? Call that Miss Jordan, now, Jay. This is good for you, too.”

      For such a tough guy, he sure could be sweet. It meant a lot to me that he was watching out for me and that he thought I could help “dem boys.” Boys seemed to be a very fitting description for them after their behavior earlier.

      “Hello, Miss Charles. No pressure, I just hadn’t heard from you and wanted to make sure you didn’t have any other questions for me. I also wanted to tell you that I’ve been authorized to pay you whatever you ask in order to get you to sign, if money is the issue. The guys were specific, and I am quoting them, ‘This is priceless, Sherry! Work your magic!’ So this is me, trying to work my magic. I’ll fly there and get on my knees if that’s what it takes. Call me, or I’m booking the flight.”

      A weaker person would certainly take advantage of an offer for more money. More money wasn’t the issue for me, as they were already being generous. And I wasn’t even upset about my drawings becoming their property. Once I got the drawings out of my head, I didn’t need them anymore.

      Sherry picked up after the first ring. “Miss Charles? Jaylene? Is that you? Do I need to book a flight out there?”

      I laughed at her tenacity. “I don’t think so. I’ve called to say I’ll accept the job. I’m sorry I’ve been reticent, it’s just not something I’ve ever done before.”

      She laughed. “You think I’ve ever asked someone to do this before? Okay, it’s true, rock stars sometimes have some strange requests…” Her voice changed, got softer. “But these guys are different. They’ve been through a horrible ordeal, Jaylene. There’s no other way to describe it. I’m afraid if they don’t get past this, it will wreck not only the band and their burgeoning career, but it will destroy them personally. Trust me, I’ve seen a lot of rockers hit bottom, and it ain’t pretty. I’ve never seen anything like this though. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this…but you’re really their last hope.”

      Wow. I was worried about just how deep I was getting into this already. “I don’t know what to say, Sherry. I really don’t. I’ll do whatever I can but like I said, I hope you aren’t expecting miracles.”

      “I don’t mean to scare you. I love these guys and I don’t want to see them hurting anymore, is all. So you’ll do it? That’s so great. I’m so glad. Now, let me give you the details⁠—”

      “Wait, Sherry? I do have two questions for you.”

      She audibly swallowed a drink of some kind. “Hit me. What do you need?”

      “The first one is a little embarrassing, but, uh…what should I bring to wear? I mean, are we talking business casual or formal or anything? If so, I’m totally going to need to go shopping.”

      She laughed loudly. “Oh, girl, that is a good one. Have you seen them yet? If you showed up in formal wear, they would freak out and think they were going to a funeral or something. Just be yourself, that’s who they asked for.”

      That was so not helpful, and I told her so.

      “Really. As far as I know, the only thing on the agenda is hanging out at the St. Germaine. They may have some friends in to play, they may go out in disguise, you never know with them. They’re quite the pranksters when they want to be, but I’ve warned them that you would probably not appreciate that. Be aware, however, that they only mostly listen to me when it comes to that stuff.”

      “I can handle that, I think. I’ve worked with all guys since I got into tattooing, so I’m sort of prepared. Okay, that’s question one. Question two is kind of a big-picture question: Who is, or was, Margaret Boudreaux?”

      It had been bugging me from the start but I’d been preoccupied mostly with the details of actually deciding whether to accept.

      Sherry was quiet for a minute, her voice solemn when she came back on. “The official answer is that Margaret Boudreaux was formerly the manager of the band. She passed away in December.” She was quiet again, probably thinking about what else to tell me. “That’s really all I should say. They’ll tell what they want you to know when you get there. Okay? I’m sorry, Jaylene, that’s the best I can do.”

      “No, it’s fine, thank you. I guess I wanted to be prepared but it’ll be better coming from them. I should go pack, uh, some clothes.” My heart pounded even harder now that I’d said yes. Maybe I should get my blood pressure checked. Was twenty-six too young to have a heart attack?

      “Thank you so, so much, Jaylene. Now, about getting over there. Mr. Doucette has agreed to pick you up and bring you over with your things. It might be a little secret agent-y, but he’ll be using his company vehicle. Provides good cover.”

      Daryl ran a roofing company. Did that mean I would be going in through the roof?

      “Yes, it does mean you’ll be going up like one of his employees. Another one will be bringing your gear in the front. Just tuck your hair up and he’ll give you coveralls. It’ll be fine.”

      I snorted. “Of course, I’m climbing a roof. No problem. All joking aside, is the press really that bad? I mean, are these guys that famous?”

      Sherry laughed again in disbelief. “Honey, where have you been? Maggie’s Bones have topped the Billboard rock charts three times, have two gold albums, and have toured with Avenged Sevenfold, Papa Roach, and they’ve even toured Europe with Megadeth on their Gigantour.”

      Okay, those bands I had heard of, and I knew they were rock’s recent torchbearers. This was much bigger than a group of guys from Louisiana.

      “I guess I’ve been under a rock? I don’t know…I mainly listen to whatever’s on my iPod, mostly older stuff. I did listen to them a little last night and they have a decent sound.”

      “Some good stuff, for sure. Definitely. I think they’ll win you over during your stay. They are completely irresistible. In more ways than one. I should tell you that although you are safe from harm, you won’t be safe from charm, so be careful.” She snickered as I thanked her again and we hung up.

      Charm? I’m sure they wouldn’t waste it on me. I blew my bangs out of my face and grabbed a duffel to pack my things. My wardrobe consisted of shorts, tanks, boxers and tees to sleep in. I even threw in the two sundresses I owned, thinking I might need them. Nothing fancy, because I didn’t own anything fancy.

      Just then, I heard Mackenzie at the door.

      “Jay, you in there?” I opened the door and she pushed past me. “Okay, what did you pack? Tell me there’s something in there that a girl would wear, for the love of the gods.” She started throwing my clothes out of the bag. “Boring. Boring. Gross!” She turned to look at me when the bag was empty. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were wearing your little brother’s clothes. You can’t go stay with rock star boys dressed like a teenager. C’mon, love. We’re going shopping.”

      “Mackenzie, it’s eight at night. Where the heck do you think you’re taking me?”

      Her grin was completely evil, mischievous.

      Uh-oh.

      “I just got off the phone with Sabrina and she’s meeting us at her shop.”

      “Are you nuts? Her stuff is outrageous!”

      Mackenzie was shooing me out the door and down the steps to the back of our building. “Oh, nonsense. She’s got some great vintage stuff. She’s already pulling some for you to try on.”

      I groaned loudly. “Ugh. What did you tell her, Mackenzie? You’re not supposed to say anything about what I’m doing.” I stomped down the street next to her, sulking. “Mackenzie.” I even tried whining to get out of this. “You know I hate shopping.”

      “You’ll hate it even more if you go over there feeling uncomfortable because you’re dressed like a sweaty, prepubescent boy. You have the cutest shape and gorgeous long legs. What if you decide you like one of these guys?”

      I looked away before she could see me blush.

      “You do! Oh, it’s D, isn’t it? You always go for the stoic types. Oh, he’s sooooo hot. Maybe now you’ll be able to give those nipple piercings I gave you a test run.”

      I socked her in the arm. “Hey! You got me drunk. It was on a dare, or else I never would have let you do that.

      She rubbed her arm but was laughing hysterically. “You’re just lucky I didn’t dare you to let me pierce your labia,” she cackled.

      I swung to sock her again but she jumped out of the way, so I just crossed my arms over my chest and sulked even more.

      The truth was, I actually kind of liked my piercings. My breasts were fairly average and…I don’t know…I guess the tiny barbells I had through each nipple just added a little something. And once they’d healed, they felt kind of nice.

      The only other out-of-the-ordinary piercings I had were my upper ears, my tragus, and a tiny diamond stud through my left nostril. I’d seen Mackenzie pierce some interesting things, but never had the desire to take my body modification any further. The nipples never would have happened if I wasn’t incapable of backing out on a dare. Luckily that’s the most danger I’ve ever been in. So far.

      Mackenzie had me laughing by the time we got to Sabrina’s boutique, French Market Stitch. I loved her style but was always too afraid to try to pull it off myself. Sabrina and Mackenzie had gone to high school together and had quite a collection of stories about their escapades. Sabrina had welcomed me into their circle of friends immediately, making me feel more accepted than I ever had by any girls growing up.

      Sabrina was 5’4” and busty, with fire-engine red hair in a pinup ’do. Like Mackenzie, her makeup was always perfect and her clothes, while covering more skin than my shop mate’s, were just as flamboyant. Tonight she was a little toned down, wearing a black, knee-length pencil skirt, and white blouse with a sweetheart neckline and red polka dots. She gave me a big hug, took in my “hobo-wear,” as Mackenzie called it, and shuddered.

      “My Lord. It’s about time we cure you of your fashion statement.” She ushered us inside, locked the door, and walked me over to her elaborate dressing area, complete with a raised platform surrounded by mirrors.

      I was starting to get into this girlie stuff just a smidge, and then Mackenzie put a glass of champagne in my hand. “What’s this for?” I was more of a cookies-and-milk kind of partier, but I did like the occasional glass of bubbly.

      “A toast. To our lovely Jaylene. May she finally get in touch with her feminine side and finally let a boy touch her feminine side.” The two of them clinked glasses and high-fived.

      I was tired of fighting them so I allowed them to dress and undress me for the next two hours like a very apathetic mannequin, ignoring their continued jabs about my boring cotton undergarments.

      Most of the clothes were okay, not too fancy, and were definitely comfortable. Sabrina knew enough about me to choose wisely. There was an adorable red dress that was too good to pass up. I picked out a couple of halter tops and a couple of pairs of capris. Mackenzie was allowed to pick out two outfits for me, and Sabrina chose two sleeveless button-down shirts.

      I figured I would work in my “hobo wear” and save these clothes for when I wasn’t tattooing. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone. However, I guess what Mackenzie said earlier was sinking in. At my age, there was no reason for me to dress like an adolescent boy all the time. I did like feeling girly sometimes. And being around Devon made me want to feel womanly.

      We stumbled home, still giggling, around one in the morning. After our shopping binge, we went across the street to see Sabrina’s boyfriend Kurt perform in his blues-rock band. I grew a little melancholy when I thought of not seeing my girls for seventeen days. It was strange. I’d never really had close girlfriends growing up, so now that I did, I hated to let them go. I was sure Mackenzie would find a way to text me for hourly updates, and if I wasn’t careful, I’d find her climbing in the back window.

      I woke up early the next morning and tried to remember just how I’d been talked into all the shopping. Sabrina didn’t want money, she wanted to trade work, and so we planned to meet up after my job with the Bones to get started on a design. The barter system was alive and well in the Quarter. It had come in handy when I needed stuff fixed around the building; something Daryl had taken advantage of on more than one instance.

      I enjoyed the walk over to The Praline Connection to meet up with Shannon and Grandma. The morning was cool and misty. The break from the heat was nice. I’d cleared my schedule for the day to spend time with them so I didn’t have to worry about being gone from the shop.

      The ladies thoroughly enjoyed their cooking class. They met me at the restaurant and regaled me with stories from the class. They agreed with me on the quality of the fried chicken and they even tried the alligator sausage.

      We walked from there over to my shop and apartment, which they politely admired. I was proud of Shannon for not finding any dusty spots, or at least not sharing if she did. Mackenzie dazzled them both and they became fast friends. I seemed to be surrounded by women who could dazzle. I felt like a fizzle around them.

      Grandma started to get tired so I called them a cab to take them back to their hotel. She was going to a bingo hall that night and she needed to take a nap. We hugged goodbye and I promised I’d come home this fall sometime, hoping that would appease them.

      Shannon got in the cab last and gave me one more hug. “So you really are okay? You’re happy? You certainly look like you’re in your element.” The last she said with an exaggerated laugh.

      “I’m really happy here. I also just got offered a travelling opportunity so I won’t be in the shop for a couple of weeks, in case you have trouble getting ahold of me.”

      She looked surprised. “What will you be doing?”

      I wasn’t sure how much to tell her, so I said, “Tattooing a group of people in the music business. It’s a good opportunity for me and for the shop.”

      She smiled. “Well, I guess you are doing well then. I love you, sweetheart. Happy birthday.”

      I thanked her and told her I hoped she was taking care of herself. A kiss on the cheek and a slam of the cab door and they were on their way, out of my life for the time being. It had been nice seeing them but now I needed to get my head together for my next adventure.

      Troy came in early that evening to go over plans for the shop in my absence. I told him who was coming in and for what. He looked over my drawings and told me numerous times how happy he was with what I’d accomplished, even going so far as to praise my work and to mention the possibility of me tattooing him after I was finished.

      He was crashing with friends while he was covering for me, but it felt weird to know someone was going to be in my space. I knew Mackenzie would be there, so no funny business would go on, and I’d get Daryl to come by, too. He was a good spy.

      I also had to finish packing my gear. Daryl wasn’t coming over to pick me up until 10 a.m., so I’d have plenty of time to take Mackenzie out to breakfast at The Old Coffeepot in the morning.

      Sleep did not come easily, so I read a horror novel until around 3:00 a.m. before finally shutting out the lights. I dreamt about ghosts and guitars.
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