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Prequel




August 11th 1995
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The crowd parted ways at the concert in Henry Park. It was a hot summer, the humidity noticeable on the skin of the huge crowd. If you looked close enough at the midnight sky you could see a dark storm brewing. He knew it wouldn’t be long before all of the bands were hurrying to pack up their equipment and hit the road. He was sure there would be some trying to score some drugs, or maybe a lady for the night, and even more of them hoping to make their night just a little more exciting. 

Jumping down from the stage, he gained his footing. Paying close attention to winding up the wire, he worked quickly, his tattoos apparent at each swift swing of his arm. He wasn’t an innocent guy. He was just as much a part of them even if he never liked to admit it. 

One swift shove sent the plastic container into the side compartment of the tour bus—he was done for the night and only looking forward to getting a couple hours of sleep. But as soon as the screams of hundreds of fans broke through his mindless thoughts, he knew that would never happen. He gave a powerful sigh, one that proved just how tired he was getting at this gig. He shoved the task at hand aside, jumping out of the way just in time as the whole stage crashed beside him, metal and  stray grass spilling out before him, smoke looming off in the distance in quiet little clouds.

They were there. There to destroy everything in their path. He knew it was ill will to think anything that they did would ever turn into anything more than just a disaster. And as he watched the sick, twisted ‘beast’ suck the life of their victims, he tried to hold it together. It was part of life after all. No, he took that back. It was part of his life, his sick upbringing.

Looking down at his arms pained him. His throat constricted with the horrifying realization that he was the same. Dropping his cigarette on the gravel he took in the twisted metal, scraping and whining as it hit the ground. 

Taking off into a sprint, he crept across the grass like a well-trained athlete. His shirt becoming a little bothersome so he shrugged it off carrying on. 

That’s when he spied her, a young girl. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen at the most, probably experiencing her first live concert. But all he felt on the inside was searing rage, a hunger that crawled out from someplace so dark he didn’t even recognize it. Her eyes grew large as he approached and her deafening scream filled the air. Minutes later all was still and a peculiar stillness settled back on the park.

He shot up in bed. All was silent, the music in the park barely audible from the bus. The rain started falling steadily against the window. It had been a nightmare, an eerie dream that had been replaying in his mind for months. 

He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to get himself motivated enough to start packing up the band. Just because he wasn’t at his best didn’t mean he could get out of his job as stagehand.
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August 

Present Day
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Dolly Parton’s “Jolene” blasted throughout the car. I closed my eyes, resting my head in my palm as my dad sang along to the lyrics. It was a little difficult to take him seriously when he sang along to a song about a woman taking another woman’s man. He was a man for Pete sakes. 

“Almost there guys,” Dad said, digging into the bag of chips nestled between the two of us in the front seat. 

I sighed. I wasn’t at all looking forward to the move, or the new house. Even if Dad said it was right next to the beach. I just wanted my old home and my previous life.

“Dad, can we buy surfboards as soon as we get there?” Elliot, my younger brother, asked. 

He was fourteen and only cared about himself most days. I was the oldest in our family at seventeen, and I was counting down the days until I made it out of my house and into whatever college would accept me. I hoped it would be a decent school. I wasn’t the most studious of kids my age, but I really did worry about my education.

Dad ran his hands through his mop of brown hair. “Anything you want, sport.”

Elliot was pleased and I knew that was enough to keep him quiet the rest of the ride to Cherry, California, where our beach house awaited us all. I rested my legs on the dashboard of Dad’s beat-up van, staring out the window as we passed the green sign on the freeway. Fifteen miles left it warned me in passing. 

I felt Dad pat my leg as I pretended to sleep, he knew I wasn’t happy and he would try everything to make me that way. That is, of course, until later on in the night when he started drinking, then he wouldn’t have a care in the world. And then it was a fend-for-yourself arrangement.

He cranked the music back up, howling along to the lyrics of Fleetwood Mac’s “Dreams.” I couldn’t help but open my eyes at this one. This one had become a favorite of mine. My mom had a habit of singing it when she cleaned our house back home. 

I started singing along to the music, shouting it out as loud as I possibly could to beat Dad’s voice. He chuckled, shutting up and letting me do a solo. I swayed back and forth, my hands drumming a beat along to the music, Elliot and Easton in the back seat taking a break from acting like typical teens to enjoy the antics of Dad and I.

Dad turned the music off, growing serious. “You’re going to enjoy this school.”

I nodded, my smile fading away rather quickly. “What’s it called again?”

He dug around in his shirt pocket, pulling out a slip of paper, and handed it to me. “Ashwilder School of Performing Arts,” I read aloud, brushing my hair behind my ear. 

I guess when I thought about myself, I was a bit different. I was blessed with a great singing voice, the ability to dance, and long, slender fingers that loved grazing piano keys. So if anything sounded a bit hopeful, it was Ashwilder, a place I could pour my passions into while studying the normal classes. I did hope that one of my many talents was enough to turn a college on to me. But I wasn’t sure if I was exceptional, or just ordinary. There were lots of kids with great abilities. That was why they made a whole school for them.  

We were coming to Cherry from Jonesville, Georgia. My life, my friends, they all were there while I was whisked away to California. Dad had promised it would be good for us all after the torment we had been through because of him and my mother. 

It was no secret that our mom decided she had enough of Dad. She got tired of all his drinking and late night gambling with friends from work. And soon enough she just packed up her things and took off. 

About a week later we found out she was dating someone. Pete. He was the TaeKwon-Do instructor in our neighborhood. My youngest brother, Griffin, who actually was still living with my mother, well, he was Griffin’s teacher. That was when Mom must have fallen for him, during all the sessions. 

I wasn’t that hurt that she left. I had always been partial to my father in some ways. He was the nicer one. He liked to listen to us kids and he wasn’t too worried about the typical things most parents worried about with their children. 

So Mom took Griffin and moved away with Pete. She said Griffin needed her, and she gave us the choice. I didn’t like the idea of any other man in my life but my dad so I decided to stay with him. I felt he needed me more. As for my other two brothers, they were boys—twins—and Elliot and Easton both agreed that the only place they would be happy staying was by our dad’s side.

A month later was when Nona, my eccentric grandmother, told my dad about her old beach house in California. Nona had moved to Cherry years before. She once ran a ballet studio and finally decided to retire. And with retiring came Cherry and Claude, her French boyfriend. Claude was twenty years younger than Nona, and it was a bit disturbing. 

Anyway, Nona talked Dad into taking off to Cherry to be closer to her. She offered up her old beach house and even secured Dad a job working for Claude’s company. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was Dad would be doing, but he swore the pay was great so I didn’t ask many questions. He did offer up it was along the lines of advertising, which Dad had previously done in Georgia. 

So there we were, minutes away from our new home. One I knew nothing about, really. And one I was sure would take some getting used to. 
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Welcome to Cherry
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Our van came to a stop in front of Nona’s old beach house, old being the key word. I threw open my door stepping out onto the sandy ground, sand immediately filling my tennis shoes. Elliot and Easton raced off, quickly climbing the front porch. I took my time, not in a hurry to make it inside. I was nervous to see my new living quarters. Staring up at the cracked dark wood porch, I was sure it housed a bee’s nest of some kind in one of the corners. 

Dad put his arm around me giving me a soft squeeze. “We will have it looking better in no time.” 

I nodded, staring at the tan paint and the two slanted roofs. Two picture windows adorned the front of our home with a sliding door centered in between. I sighed, deciding that I did like the white pillars that made me think of Julius Cesar whenever I looked at the door. Old flower beds lined the bottom of our porch. At one time there probably were beautiful flowers planted, but not anymore.

I opened up the back of the truck pulling out my suitcase. One thing was missing, and that was my dog, Crawford. He had been around nearly as long as me, an old speckled Great Dane. He was my sanity on most days. But Crawford was so big we had to ship him down separately and he awaited my arrival at Nona’s. He was the first thing on my list of things to do once we arrived. I was sure Nona was probably driving him crazy.

Walking into the front door I wasn’t surprised to see a dingy kitchen with an old wooden table and four chairs. I peered into the sink and scrunched my nose at the old sponge. Dad opened and shut all the cupboards, taking everything in at a glance. I wondered if he was looking for bugs, or maybe drugs that we kids didn’t need to see.

“What do you think, Hope?” he asked, opening up the refrigerator. It glowed and rattled and I shrugged. I wasn’t sure what to say as I stared down at my tennis shoes. 

“Like you said, Dad, we can have it looking better in no time,” I offered, slinging my bag over my shoulder. 

I headed down the only hallway in the house, four doors calling out to me—one for me, one for the twins and another for Dad. There was a single bathroom to accommodate the four of us and I was glad I was the only girl. 

I knew the drill: the boys always got the biggest bedroom. So, after kicking each door part way open, I secured my small room at the end of the hall. Stepping inside, I was glad to see a window facing the ocean. At least it was scenic, I thought to myself. 

I dropped my bag on the floor, looking at the skeleton frame of what would be my twin size bed once my mattress arrived with the movers. I gave it a kick and it let out a screech that sounded like a dying animal.

“A little oil!” Dad called out from the kitchen. I smirked, knowing he was trying to keep me from having a nervous breakdown. He also knew how much of a light sleeper I was.

“I’ll be right back. I think the truck just passed us!” Dad yelled again. I said okay, peering out the window. Easton and Elliot were walking the shore, chucking rocks into the water.

“Hello?” an unfamiliar voice called out. I was bit startled that he sounded to be in our home. Pushing my fear aside, I headed into the kitchen. “Hello,” I said.

The guy smiled a big, white, very welcoming smile. He rubbed at his neck acting a bit nervous to be barging in on me. “Julia told me to head over and see if you guys arrived.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Julia? We call her Nona. She’s my grandma. And, yes, we’ve arrived.” 

He gave a nod. “Well, welcome to Cherry. I live next door to Nona’s and do yard work at their house all the time. She’s a neat lady.”

I smiled at the word usage. Neat was nothing to describe Nona. Nona was as wacky as they came. But I was sure he was just trying to be polite. He stepped forward, extending his hand to me. “Jesse Capone.”

“Like the mob guy?” I asked, grinning. He tossed a sheepish grin my way, enjoying my humor. 

“I’m Hope,” I told him, letting my grasp on his sweaty hand go. He was so tan—probably something typical in California. His hair was black and messy with way too much pomade for my liking. It had a natural feel, I was sure of it, but I was also sure it probably withstood the wind or even a hurricane.

I was a simple enough girl. Having grown up a family of all boys and a mother that didn’t have to try to look beautiful, I learned very little about makeup. I had big brown eyes. Actually, big was an understatement. Nona never went a day without telling me how radiant my eyes were. I wasn’t sure if radiant was fitting, but I let it slide. It was better than hearing her high pitched squeal of annoyance with me. I also had dark chocolate brown hair that was long and did what I asked nine times out of ten. Long and straight, I wished for a perm when I was younger, but once I got older, I learned to live with its natural state. That and my best friend, Karsen, had told me about layers and that dramatically changed my hair for the better. I never looked back after that. 

I had also learned to deal with being small. It wasn’t that I was something freakish, like way under my height. I was almost five-foot eight. I was just petite. My dad always joked the wind would blow away with me one day if I didn’t eat more. But he and I knew that was ridiculous because most days I ate more than all the guys in the house. I thanked the lucky stars for my great metabolism, because Karsen had showed me pictures of her mom once and it was scary the transformation she underwent after popping three kids out. She went from a small, dainty beauty to a giant pineapple blob of a body. We always swore we would never be like that.

“Well, Hope, I hear you’re going to Ashwilder this fall. I have to admit, I am also part of the population,” Jesse told me with a proud smile on his face. 

“What got you in such a school? Let me guess.” I raised a hand to stop him from giving it up. I looked him up and down. He was tall and muscular. He looked older than his age, which I wasn’t sure of at the moment. His arms were firm and showcased quite the muscular physique. “I’m going to go with an instrument of some kind.”

Jesse smiled before shaking his head. “Nope, ballet.” He waited for my shocked expression.

“I love ballet,” I breathed, giving him a smile instead of a dropped jaw.

“You mean you’re not going to give me a hard time? Wow, you are from a whole new world.” He crossed his arms, still unsure of me.

“Don’t you know that most football players use ballets as a form of practice? It increases their abilities and makes them more agile on the football field. Ballet is no joke,” I offered.

Jesse seemed a bit relieved. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and lifted his chin, waiting for my explanation on why I was going to school now. 

“I play the piano, sing and dance as a hobby most days,” I told him quickly. 

“Wow, a girl of many talents. I’m sure you’re a very dedicated person then.” He lingered in the kitchen as an uncomfortable silence wafted the room. I scratched at my arm trying to think of something to fill the air. “So, what do you do around here?”

Jesse ran his finger across the countertop. He gave me a quick look, really thinking about my question. I waited. Maybe he wasn’t sure what to say to me because he thought I would think less of him. I wondered if that meant he was really wild. He didn’t look too wild.

“Surfing. That’s what every kid here does all year round, basically.” He exhaled.

I turned up my nose instantly. The thought of being stuck on a surfboard in water that could possibly have sharks waiting to attack me wasn’t sounding too pleasant.

“Come on. I know Georgia is sitting by an ocean. You aren’t fond of the water?”

“I was too busy with singing and dancing and friends to care about the water,” I reasoned. 

Dad opened the door for the movers. Two burly men came in carrying my personal boxes. This made me happy and a bit sad. Jesse and I moved out of the way as more and more stuff starting coming indoors.

“Hey, you want to take a walk down by the water? I can show you there is nothing to be afraid of,” he offered, ducking as the couch almost clipped him. The kitchen was not big enough for lots of people. 

I shrugged. “Who said I was afraid? I just said I didn’t have anytime is all.” I made a quick escape past the movers, making it out to the porch. Jesse followed just as quickly, his black flip-flops making soft taps against the wood. Everything always sounded as if it was being dragged through sand here. It was a bit agitating.

“So, you didn’t answer. Was that a yes, Jesse, or a no, go home?” Jesse questioned. 

I weighed my options. I could stay inside and wait for my room to be filled to the ceiling with boxes that I probably would never be able to put away in a night, or I could take a walk and get to know a future classmate. I gave a nod, jogging down the stairs.

It didn’t take long to make it to the water from our house, so it was a quick trip. I was sure if I ran the next time I would be to the water in probably a minute. 

The sand was bleached. Tiny sand dollars speckled the sand along with sea weeds and bits of seashells. The ocean was brutal as waves quickly tickled the shore, almost making it to my shoes.

“I hope you have some flip-flops,” Jesse commented, pointing at my feet.

“Of course. These were just better to travel in.” I picked up a stone, brushing away the sand.

“So, Hope, do you have a boyfriend?” Jesse asked. He immediately concentrated on me, no longer looking forward as we walked. I hoped he wasn’t trying to flirt with me. He wasn’t my type. I really didn’t have a type, but I knew it when I saw it and he was not it.

“No, I don’t. What about you?” I asked back. 

He shrugged, kicking at the rocks as he walked. “Her name is Lydia. We’ve dated for six months. She plays the violin and does ballet.”

I nodded, grateful he was taken. It wasn’t that I sensed he liked me—I wasn’t even sure he did—it was just something I didn’t want to dive into with the first boy that showed me he was friendly. Besides, I honestly had never had a boyfriend of any kind. 

Back home boys showed me all kinds of attention. Some even asked me out on dates. But I always found a way to just make a comfortable friendship with all of them, and they grew to accept it. I had never even kissed anyone. 

Well, I had slightly kissed Harvey my freshman year. He’d invited me to a bonfire at his home. I accepted because Karsen was busy for the weekend and I didn’t want to stay home bored. And while we roasted marshmallows and all that fun stuff, Harvey leaned in, his luscious lips connecting with mine. It would have been magical, I was sure, if I hadn’t caught my marshmallow on fire and dropped it on his shoe. It had been a disaster, and Harvey quickly took me home, limping the whole way.

We came to a stop by a pile of rocks. There really wasn’t any way around them unless you wanted to run halfway up the sand. “What’s over there?” I asked, pointing at the large tour bus. Jesse turned away, heading back the way we came, but I was still intrigued. I was a big fan of music.

“A local band is all.” He looked back to see if I was following, then jumped onto one of the boulders, leaping from one to the next in long, elegant strides. I could really see his ballet training in action, I thought. 

“What kind of music?”

“Rock, I guess.” He shrugged, acting as if he didn’t know, but I was sure that he did. He leapt gracefully to another rock. 

I decided to give it a try and made it onto the first giant rock. I glanced back at the tour bus. From where I stood I could just make out the words “Evil kings” in bold letters along its side. 

Jesse pulled me down. “Evil Kings of Ink. You wouldn’t like them.”

I gave him a bothered look. He had gotten kind of grumpy. Suddenly I didn’t feel like hanging out with him anymore. “Well, I need to get back home. I got lots to unpack.”

Jesse nodded his head and began trudging back toward the beach houses. He pointed at a house several houses over, light blue in color with a similar Julius Cesar entry way.

“That’s where I live. If you ever get bored come on over,” he told me, taking off.

I wiped my hands on my jean shorts, starting back toward my own house, alone now. 

A familiar dog bark called out to me stopping me in my tracks. I spun around just in time to be knocked over by Crawford. Grandma and Claude trailed behind him at a slower pace.

“Thanks for bringing him, Nona,” I exclaimed, petting Crawford roughly to get my enthusiasm across to my furry friend. Crawford licked my hands, completely happy now. Nona and Claude snuggled close to each other as we headed up to our house.

“You’re welcome, sweet pea. So, isn’t this just amazing?” Nona gushed, her red hair fluttering in the wind, her hands flapping dramatically to get her point across. 

Claude smiled as she gushed about the house and the water and anything else she could squeeze in. I nodded my head, acting like I was listening. I continued petting Crawford’s head as I climbed the porch steps.

Dad was busy unpacking dishes in the kitchen, a pile of newspapers gathered at his feet. “Hey, Mom.”

Nona whisked across the room like a damsel in distress. She grabbed him, nestling Dad into her barely-there bosom, her hand stroking his thick hair. “I’m so glad you all made it in one piece. Now where are my boys?” She looked around the room as if expecting them to jump out.

“Elliot and Easton went down to the shore store to by surfboards,” Dad told Nona, tossing some plastic forks in a drawer. Nona sighed.

“You know, Hope is also rather interesting, there’s just not two of her,” Dad teased Nona. Nona clutched her chest, egging him on.

“Munchkin knows I love her. Hope, did you get to meet Jesse?” 

I gave Nona a nod, looking into the box Dad was working on. I hoped there was a scrap of nonperishable food to get my hands on.

“Jesse is a good guy, although I don’t understand the infatuation with the spandex he is always running around in.” She furrowed her brows, staring off in confusion. 

I started laughing. “Nona, he does ballet.” I curtsied to demonstrate.   Claude whispered something French in her ear. Nona lit up, shaking her head that she now understood. “Well, I guess I picked wrong then. Jesse doesn’t like girls.” She shook her head again. Claude laughed too now.

“Jesse said he has a girlfriend,” I told her, emphasizing the girl part, trying to let Jesse off the hook. He did do her yard work, after all. I could just imagine the torture he would go through on a daily basis now.

Dad stopped going through his box, shooting me a surprised expression. “You know all this from a twenty-minute walk?” He shook his head. “I think someone has zoned in on a new potential girlfriend.”

I groaned. “He has a girlfriend, and he’s not my type.” I started down the hallway. There was only so much embarrassment I could take. 

I overheard Nona talking about my little buds and how she remembered back when she was developing into a woman, and that was enough for me. I probably would never have anything other than ‘buds’ in her eyes.

I crawled onto my mattress that was now resting on the bedframe. Crawford plopped down at the foot of my bed, managing to squeeze between a tower of boxes and the wall. He let out an animalistic sigh, and the room went quiet. I put my hands behind my head staring up at the ceiling and the dingy paint. I could hear the ocean from my room. Its peaceful flow was very settling.

I hoped this place was all Dad made it out to be. 
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Wandering off
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I shoved the last of my shoes into my tiny closet. I had managed to unpack my entire room, down to the last picture frame. My walls were now covered in all my friends back home, photos of Karsen being her silly self and photos of Mom looking so beautiful like always. It almost made me feel at home. 

I turned the snow globe on my nightstand, the white flakes rocked gently at the bottom. It was a gift Karsen gave to me right before we left. She knew how much I loved ballet and she found the perfect snow globe with hot pink ballet slippers and polka dots, because I loved them.

I stepped back, taking in my small but quaint bedroom. It had appeal. It would do just fine, I thought to myself. Maybe this place wasn’t as bad as I imagined it would be. 

I pulled back my lavender curtains, tying them with the turquoise ties, and stared out the window. It was dark and I couldn’t see much. The moon shined against the ocean. The waves crashing against the shore made a dull hush sound, and I breathed in the salty aroma. 

Suddenly there was a big flash of light. Thinking it was lightning, I fixed my attention on a couple of passing kids. They were slowly making their way through the sand, hand in hand. I didn’t know them but it was clear they were a couple. Several more followed shortly behind them, and then I finally realized, it wasn’t just a couple random kids. It was a continuous stream passing by to get to the flashing lights.

I quickly pulled my hair back in a ponytail and slicked on some chap stick. I gave myself a once over before deciding that I looked decent enough to go outdoors. I stopped suddenly in the doorway, realizing I should change into flip-flops. I sniffed my shirt as I kicked my shoes off. I could probably use a shower as well. I smelled like old dusty boxes and sweat. Shaking that idea out of my head, I spritzed a couple extra puffs of Love Spell on and headed out my door.

The television was on in the living room. Easton and Elliot were sprawled out on the carpet, a big bowl of popcorn in tow. They didn’t even notice me taking off. I searched the rest of the house for Dad. “Where’s Dad, guys?”

Easton made the glug-glug gesture with his hand, tipping the imaginary glass to his mouth. That was all I needed to know. Dad had passed out for the night. 

Turning to the kitchen, I saw his drink of choice sitting on the table. Jack Daniels. I rolled my eyes, taking off out the door. There was no one to worry about my wandering off. Dad was wasted and Easton and Elliot were young—they only cared about what was on the television, so I knew I was free. 

The sky lit up with another flash, and then a loud boom. It was music. The bass from music, I realized. As I walked faster across the sand I felt my insides growing more and more excited. I loved music and this would be the perfect way to get used to my new home. 

I gave Jesse’s home a quick glance, hurrying past. I hoped he wouldn’t spot me on my late night adventure. It seemed he wasn’t too fond of Rock music from his bitter tone when I had questioned him about it earlier. 

I slowed down at the sight of the crowd in the entranceway. A metal sign was attached to the chain link fence. Henry Park. I hurried through, squeezing past all types of people. There were big burly men with black clothes and chains and girls with short skirts and bikini tops. The theme was black—that was very apparent. Black or bathing attire. 

I looked down at my pink tank top realizing I stuck out like a sore thumb. I shrugged the thought off as I continued to squeeze through the crowd, the music becoming louder as I made it through trying to find and opening.

“Wow,” I said to myself, finally in front of the stage. A giant flash of light went off from the side of the stage, smoke wafting past my nose. Pyrotechnics, one after the other, went off as the heavy rock music played. EKOI hung on a black backdrop in white letters; the words tattered for a more dramatic effect. The stage lighting flashed to the beat, making everything in its path flicker all the colors of the rainbow. 

I stared down at my skin as it glowed along to the lights and music. I had never been to such a thing. I’d had my fair share of concerts, but never something so powerful and alive.

“Let me hear you scream!” the singer yelled into the crowd. In seconds the crowd was roaring. I covered my ears, the sound deafening. It was another world. I couldn’t believe the small walk took me to such a place. 

More and more people poured into the already congested crowd, eventually I had nowhere to turn. My body was pinned between a guy with overpowering muscles and tattoos galore on his arm and another guy holding a giant beer and wearing an Evil kings of Ink t-shirt. Neither of them realized I was in between them. They only cared about the music. 

I was starting to feel claustrophobic. I needed to leave. Suddenly this wasn’t feeling like the best idea. The feeling intensified once the crowd started shoving each other. A giant mosh pit erupted out of nowhere and my body ping-ponged off the muscle of the man in front of me. I tried to stop myself from being shoved to the ground, but it was no use. I let out a terrified scream, begging them to stop and notice me.

“Hey! Hey, hey, back up!” a male voice ordered. 

I kept my hands over the back of my head trying to keep from being smashed. The crowd parted but I stayed where I was afraid, too move. The music continued in the background.

“Now stand up,” the voice commanded. 

I dropped my arms, looking over my shoulder at him. He was wearing a black cutoff t-shirt, a silver chain around his neck and carried a wooden baseball bat in his hands. I stood up, deciding it best to regain my footing before he left me to fend for myself.

“Are you okay?” he said loudly, his voice carrying over the music perfectly. 

I shoved my flip-flop back on my foot. “Yeah, I think I’ll be okay.”

I turned to leave as another mass of people crowded my way. This place was a zoo. I sighed, trying to squeeze through. Finally realizing I was no match for such giant thugs, I gave up, turning back to him for assistance. He perched the bat on his shoulder, giving a nod that he understood I needed his help. With one loud yell and a couple swings of the bat, he cleared me another path. Extending his hand in front of him he gestured for me to start walking.

“I take it you wandered over here from the beach houses,” he commented, following me out the gate.

“Yeah, I was just curious.” I concentrated on my footsteps.

“Yeah, well, next time you think about stepping into rock concerts you might want to bring a bodyguard.”

I stopped and turned around. I brought my hands to my hips, a bit offended. “What is that supposed to mean?”

He dropped the end of the bat into the sand. “It means you’re small.” There was no hesitation in his voice. He wasn’t one bit concerned if he offended me.

I stared up at him. “Yeah, well, you’re big.”

I felt him following me as I made it past the rocks now. I really wasn’t sure if I wanted this guy knowing where I lived. After all, he was wielding a baseball bat, and I had just seen him strike several people with that bat. What if he struck me?

Turning back around I said, “I think I’m okay now, thanks.”

I moved past a group of guys and cut past a couple of girls, my feet crunching down on seashells and sand.

“Which house is yours?” he asked, ignoring my resistance. I swallowed hard, shoving the gate open. I had three males living with me; I hoped that was intimidating enough for him.

“This one. Now you can go. You’re really kind of creeping me out.” I shut and locked the gate quickly, throwing a barrier between us. He rested his hand on the fence, the baseball bat draped over his shoulder again.

“You were just in a mosh pit being trampled by thrashing head bangers all dressed in black, but I am creeping you out.” He surveyed my house. I wasn’t sure if I should just run inside or warn him again to leave.

“I said thank you,” I told him, crossing my arms. He laughed, but it wasn’t a pleasant you’re funny kind of laugh. The moonlight caught the glint of his lip ring, which he was now fondling with the tip of his tongue as he stared down at me. It was a bit awkward.

“Well, you’re welcome girl-with-no-name.” He raised his eyebrows.

I debated even giving that information up so easily. But his eyes had lost their intensity and I felt less like I was going to be beaten to a pulp with his baseball bat. “Hope Zigler.”

He took it in, leaving me to wait for some sort of response. Finally, he extended his hand. As I went to reach it, Crawford started furiously barking at the door. He thrashed and growled doing his best to tear the door down. 

“What the hell is that?” he asked, backing away from the fence. He gripped his baseball bat a little tighter. I shook my head at him. It would be the last thing he did if he beat my dog. Even if I was just a flea compared to this towering inferno. “That’s my dog, and I guess he doesn’t like you.” Which was odd. Crawford liked everyone.

“More like a horse,” he muttered. I gave him a dirty look. His arms were covered in tattoos from shoulder to wrist and he was calling my dog names? He was a circus freak.

“Well, I’m not into purse puppies,” I shot back.

Dad turned the kitchen light on. He knew enough not to let Crawford outside and slowly squeezed out our door, scolding Crawford to be quiet. “What’s going on, Hope?” he asked groggily. He swayed as he walked down the steps.

“Nothing, Dad. I was just about to come in the house,” I said, taking his arm.

The mystery boy watched me carefully as I tried to steady Dad back up the stairs.

“Your daughter was nearly trampled over at the concert, I helped her get home.” 

I sucked in my breath, agitated. Who was this guy ratting me out to my drunken father? It would have been nice if he just thought I was outdoors. Not running around doing whatever I wanted.

Dad turned back around. He gave him a look over. “Why are you carrying a bat?”

“Safety reasons. The crowds get rowdy,” he told him point blank.

Dad scratched his head. “What’s your name, guy-that-saved-my-daughter?”

He stared at us before reluctantly saying, “Slade,” then finally walked away, leaving me to tackle Dad back up the stairs.

“Stay away from that guy. He looks like a career criminal.” Dad hiccupped, falling into the railing.
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Morning came quickly. I hurried to shower before any of the men woke up, taking my time to brush and blow dry my wet hair before Nona came to take me school shopping. She knew Dad was rather broke at the moment, so she offered to get me and the boys some new clothes before school started in a couple days. 

I slipped into some old jean shorts and a yellow tank top. Seconds later, Nona was bellowing out some old show tune at the door, Crawford barking a greeting in the kitchen.

“Hey, Nona,” I said, coming into the kitchen. I grabbed water from the refrigerator and followed her outside. She lit up one of those long skinny cigarettes and dusted off our patio furniture before plopping down.

“Elliot and Easton, are they awake yet?” she asked, not bothering to greet me this morning. She looked worn out.

“I gave them a ten minute warning.” I looked at my pink watch. “Ten minutes ago.”

Nona sighed. “Nona needs a very dry martini. Does your Dad have anything?”

I shook my head. She knew by now Dad only drank Jack Daniels.

“So, Hope, tell me how you feel about school starting so soon?” She fanned her face, leaning far back, enjoying the sun.

“I’m curious, kind of excited, and a bit nervous,” I offered. Elliot and Easton came out the doors interrupting our conversation. Nona told them to help her back up, and we were off to the store.

––––––––
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“THIS WOULD LOOK SMASHING on you,” Nona said, pressing a bright red turtleneck against me. I moved away, disturbed in her taste in wardrobe. She dropped the turtleneck on a chair, going around to the other side of the rack. “What about this one? Purple looks grand on you.”

I eyed the purple tank top. It had a dark flower printed on the side. I allowed Nona to sling it over my shoulder. She smiled, pleased, lighting up another cigarette. “Nona, I don’t think you’re supposed to smoke in here.”

Nona exhaled a large cloud of smoke. “Nona keeps their lights on. A little smoke won’t hurt them.”

I shrugged, going to the next rack of clothes. Two girls giggled across from me. I assumed it was at Nona. “Isn’t he so hot?” the blonde girl gushed. I turned my head, spotting the bat wielding Slade. He was with a tall girl with long black hair. Both of them dressed in black, her skin milky white, and even she was covered in tattoos. I wondered if that was his girlfriend. And then I wondered why I even cared.

“What about this dress, Hope?” Nona called out to me. 

I shook my head at the polka dot frump she called a dress. “Nona, I think I have enough,” I told her, going to stand in line for the dressing room.

“Out again without a bodyguard,” Slade said in passing. The girl he was with raised her eyebrows in confusion, then settled her eyes on me. She was pretty, dark red lips and jet black hair.

I kept my clothes from slipping out of my hands. “Does my grandma count as a bodyguard?”

They both stared at me, confused rather than amused or willing to crack a smile. My cheeks felt warm. Apparently the whole city lacked any sense of humor.

“I think that was a joke,” the girl said, still not smiling. Slade rubbed the back of his neck. She took off inside the now free dressing room. I sighed, doing my best to wait in line patiently as he took a seat in one of the chairs outside of the dressing room.

“That’s some interesting clothes you got there,” he pointed out from his chair. I stared down at my clothes. “I’m not into gothic. I like to dress like a girl.” I stared straight ahead, willing one of the curtains to come open so I could hide away for awhile.

He kicked back, crossing his legs at the ankle. “Maybe for the next rock concert you should get something black.” 

I was looking his way now. “I don’t plan on stepping foot back in there again.”

He shrugged. “Too bad. I’m sure it would be a learning experience on good music.”

I pursed my lips, looking at him angrily. “I know a lot about music. Jeez, you’re really judging and all-assuming.”

He sat up, interested now. “What could you know about rock music? Give me three facts.”

I took a breath, rolled my eyes and then said, “Rock music originated in the United States. It evolved around the 1940’s and 1950’s, primarily from blues, country and jazz, and it wasn’t until the 1960’s that it achieved worldwide popularity.” 

“You’re just a regular Wikipedia aren’t you,” he told me. “Name three rock bands that are your favorites.”

I couldn’t believe I was still being questioned on my realness. Who was this guy? Because I didn’t have a set of tattoos with blazing skulls or bleeding hearts I wasn’t allowed to enjoy his kind of music?

“The Doors, Lynyrd Skynyrd and The Ramones,” I spouted. 

“What song is your favorite song by The Doors?” he asked, genuinely interested suddenly.

“People are strange,” I said without a second guess. My dad and I sang it all the time. “I also like Alabama Song.”

He nodded, letting a small grin escape. “That’s mine.”

I crossed my arms. “Well, I’m glad I meet your approval. Although I wasn’t looking for it, or even concerned with coming back around such a disaster you people call music.”

He stood up. “Ooh. That really hurt. You don’t think I hear that all the time. All bark and no bite.”

I clenched my teeth. I was about to show him bite. He smiled in amusement at my temper trying to rear its little head. 

“I doubt you even got to hear any of it with all the boots smashing your body on the ground.” He crossed his arms, staring me down.

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” I searched the store for Nona and her trail of smoke, not finding it anywhere. She was probably sucking down martinis at the shore bar, I thought. 

Slade’s girlfriend pulled the curtain open. She stepped out in a tight black dress. If I wasn’t mistaken, I was sure it was leather and part metal. It stopped at the top of her thigh and she wasn’t at all bothered by this.

“You like?” she asked Slade. He gave her a head nod and she vanished back behind the curtain.

“That’s my sister,” he said, pointing at the closed curtain. 

I shrugged. “I’m glad you guys are so close.”

He shook his head. “Look, if you want to catch some good music around here maybe I can safely get you inside the park next time. I might need to encase you in some type of bubble wrap and a helmet, but at least you could enjoy the band.”

I searched his eyes for sarcasm. It seemed he was being honest. “When’s the next gig?”

“Tonight at ten. Are you going to lock up that horse?” he asked. 

I grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“No, I mean it. I don’t like dogs and dogs don’t like me that much.” He bit his lip ring.

“Fine.” I gave a wave going into the dressing room. Once the curtain was closed, I exhaled. Had I just made a date with a tatted up bat wielding miscreant? 

––––––––

[image: ]


I GATHERED MY CLOTHES from the dressing room. Slipped my shoes on and flung open the curtain. Slade and his sister were long gone and Nona sat in his seat. “Did we find some new threads? That is what the kids are saying, isn’t it?”

I threw her a disturbed look. “I’m not sure what the Californians are calling it, but not back home.”

She gave a kick, standing up. “Well, just get used to it, because you’re a long ways away from Kansas, my dear.” She actually started singing “The Sun Will Come Up Tomorrow” as she traipsed to the counter. 

I cringed as several teens gawked in shock at her crazy performance. If only they knew how normal this was in our family. Nona had been bonkers since I could remember. Dad said it was menopause, but I had looked that up once, and I highly doubted that was the case.

––––––––
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I STUFFED THE LAST of our bags in Grandma’s trunk. She drove a jaguar. Well, her boyfriend did when she didn’t have her hands on it. I couldn’t figure out how loaded he was, but it was apparent he was well off.

“Thanks, Nona,” I told her, getting into the front seat. She patted my leg, backing out of her parking spot.

“I want my munchkin to look gorgeous.” She smiled, flying into traffic. My body bounced up and down as we hit the curb. She quickly straightened out the wheel and let out a sigh of relief. “That would have been bad.”

“Nona, do you know anything about the rock band down the beach?” I asked suddenly. Nona had lived here long enough to know something, I was sure of it. Anyone that was living within a ten mile radius she knew all about. I heard her gossip all the time to Dad.

“Well, I hear they have quite the following. I’m not into noise. I enjoy thoughtful music.” She threw her hand up ending the conversation. I didn’t bother pushing the topic any longer. 

We came to a stop in front of our beach house. Nona bid me farewell and promised to drop the boys back off later. Elliot and Easton had decided to stay at the arcade rather then come home.

As soon as I hit the door Dad was handing me the phone. “It’s your favorite girl in the world,” he teased, taking his sandwich and plate outside to give me some privacy. 

I pulled myself onto the counter. “Finally, you call me!”

Karsen laughed her familiar laugh. “Hope-Hope, I miss you.” She added extra sadness to her words. But if anyone knew anything about Karsen, they knew she wasn’t so dramatic. In fact, she kind of reminded me of a beautiful Daria from that television show. Karsen was as serious as a heart attack most days, but she would always be my best friend. She understood me and I understood her.

“How are you doing?” I asked her first before she could ask me.

“So far so good. I miss our talks on your old roof. I’m actually staring at it right now from my roof. I was debating on jumping and ending my despair over losing my best friend, but I decided to call you instead.” She fell silent.

“Have you tried asking again about visiting for break?” I asked. Her parents were totally against her flying so far away. This only further upset me. I wanted my friend, I needed her.

“No, but I plan on starting on them again real soon. Don’t worry, one way or another, I’ll get there.” And she meant it. “So, tell me about the place. How’s Nona?”

I crossed my legs, staring out the door at Dad chowing down on his sandwich.

“It’s not the same as back home, but the beach is a minute away from my front door. And there’s a band down the way. I’m only hoping the school is as great as Loudwell back home.” 

I missed my school already. I had grown up with every single student, no exception. They all knew me from the age of preschool until sophomore year. And everyone honestly liked me. There were no cliques back home in Georgia. I feared what this school meant for me. I was going to be the new girl.

“Keep your head held high and put on that famous Hope smile,” she told me.

“I’m going to try.” I sighed.

“How’s that foxy dad of yours?” she asked, letting out a flat laugh. 

It was an ongoing joke between just about everyone back home. All my girlfriends thought my dad was hot. I tried to drown it out after a while, to me he was just Dad. I would never see him as anything other than that.

“Still the same.”

“Has Jack been around lately?” she questioned. Jack meaning Jack Daniels.

“First night we arrived. I snuck out and wandered down to this concert, and then I was nearly crushed to death by a mosh pit. But luckily I was saved by some guy.” I let it all out. It felt good to dish some news with my best friend.

“See, I told you steel-toed boots come in handy,” she said. I laughed. “So what did this guy look like?”

“Well, tall, dark black hair. Not sure what color eyes. And he has tattoos,” I rattled off. 

Karsen let out an audible swoon. “A hardcore type. I like it. And why is it you don’t recall his eye color?”

I dropped down from the counter, opening the fridge. “I guess I was too busy looking at his lip piercing that he liked to play with so much.”

Karsen let out another sigh. “A lip piercing.” She gasped, the intensity going up a few more notches. “What’s his name?”

“Slade.”

She yelped, sending me into a fit of laughter. I wiped at my eyes. “Stop it.”

“So, do you like him?”

I bit at my lip. It wasn’t something I ever thought about. “You know me, I don’t even know. But he invited me out to the concert tonight. So that’s a start right?”

Karsen agreed with a soft grunt.

“Well, Dad looks like he needs help in the kitchen and this dinner isn’t going to make itself. I’ll talk to you later, Hope.” Karsen hung up.    Dad shut the screen door. He returned his dish to the sink. “Have a good chat with Karsen?”

I turned on the water at the sink. “Yeah, like old times.” I plunked the dish into the hot water, adding soap and sifting for the sponge. “I just hope her parents let her visit for break.”

Dad kissed my cheek. He opened up the cupboard while I busily washed his plate. I didn’t have to guess what he was looking for. And for once I was kind of glad, because in a few hours he would be fast asleep and I could meet up with Slade for the concert. 

I pulled the stopper in the sink and tossed the sponge down. “I’m going to put my clothes away.” I kissed his cheek, taking off down the hallway. I wanted to give him some privacy. The better the chance he would be passed out a lot sooner.

I closed my bedroom door and dropped my bags at my feet. I wondered if I should wear something a little nicer, or if I should just be me. I lifted a black vintage tee from the bag. It wasn’t something I normally wore but I thought maybe it upped my chance of not sticking out like a sore thumb. I only wished I knew what I was doing. 

It probably was just plain stupid to be going out anywhere with a stranger. I didn’t know anything about him. And my first impression wasn’t the best. I sighed. But he had saved me. He helped me get home. If it wasn’t for Slade I probably would have been trampled by the crowd. 

I shrugged, realizing sometimes I just needed to shut off my paranoia and just go with it. I was seventeen and doing a rather poor job at socializing. Most girls my age already had plenty of boyfriends. Plenty of kisses. And plenty of sex, even. I was starting to feel a little freakish. And then I wanted to smack myself for even entertaining these ideas in my mind. Slade had promised me music, nothing more.

I passed the time rather quickly. I made my bed, logged onto the internet, updated my Facebook, and then I brushed my hair. After debating on blush or eyeliner, I slipped on a new pair of flip-flops and spritzed myself with Love Spell. 

Finally done, I turned in the mirror, looking myself over, noticing how my white legs stood out against my jean shorts. I really needed some sun. And I finally figured out why I stayed away from black. I was too busy dancing to get any sun, and black only made me look even more ghostly. 

I pulled the shirt over my head, fixing my hair. Staring around the room at all my clothes draped over my desk and on my bed, I settled on a purple camisole. I bit my lip, adding a silver necklace, and then I was finally satisfied. 

Elliot bumped shoulders with me in the hallway. “Where you going?”

I hurried to the kitchen, checking for Dad, trying to dodge his questioning. It was almost ten. I wanted to be outside before Slade made it up to the door. 

“Just taking a walk down the beach.” I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard Elliot’s door open and close quickly. Crawford nudged my hip wanting to come with me.

“No, you have to stay here,” I told him sternly, pulling him by the collar to my bedroom. 

I gave him a sympathetic smile as he plopped down by my bed, his legs strewn across the floor. I shut my door and opened up Dad’s door. He was passed out, one arm across his face, a bottle of Jack in his free hand. I quickly stole the bottle away, taking it with me to the kitchen. 

There was a soft tapping on the kitchen door. I looked toward the hallway hoping no one had heard. Putting up a single finger to signal Slade to hold on, I shoved the bottle in the cupboard and finally opened the door.

Slade stood before me, his hands in his pockets. He was wearing another black cutoff and shorts with aviators that rested on the top of his head holding his slicked back hair into place. He flicked his lip ring with his teeth.

“Purple is a bit closer to black,” he said, looking me over. 

I smirked, not sure what to say that didn’t sound offensive or rude. It seemed he was always giving me a hard time. 

“Maybe once I get some sun I’ll venture into that realm,” I told him, walking down the steps.

“Don’t do anything that you can’t handle.” He smirked, slowly walking alongside me.

We were nearing the giant boulders and this was slowly making me very tense.

“You never said how old you were,” Slade pointed out to me. He sounded a bit bothered.

“Seventeen. Is there an age requirement?” I asked sarcastically. He yanked the fence, letting me in first.

“You look seventeen,” he said, his eyes fixed on what was up ahead, which was the thick crowd of people. 

Henry Park was already jam packed and I was already super nervous. I squeezed through the crowds of people hurrying to keep up with Slade. He seared through the crowd, no problem, leaving me trailing in the dust. 

I started to become a bit irritated. Why invite someone with you to leave them to fend for themselves still? I kept my eyes pinned to his black t-shirt, trying my hardest to keep up. It finally proved useless once a large man stepped in my way, blocking my path. I tried squeezing past him, but each side held a human wall. The aroma of sweat mixed with ocean water filled my nose, the warmth of the night starting to make my head pound.

“What’s a girl like you doing at a Kings concert?” the scruffy man asked me. He crossed his big arms, staring down at me. I clenched my fist.

Slade suddenly broke through, pushing the man out of my way. “She’s with me Paul, leave her alone,” he told the man. Paul eased up just the slightest, giving me a hard glare now. These people weren’t the friendliest, I thought to myself.

This time Slade grabbed me by the wrist. He tugged me through the crowd, rushing past everyone and everything until he hit a clearing in the grass. Black wires trailed up to the stage and disappeared underneath.

“Isn’t this far enough?” I asked him as he passed the stage. He jumped over a pile of cables and I quickly did the same, following his lead.

“I told you I would show you some real music,” he said, winding around the back of the stage to a giant tour bus. 

Finally, he stopped. I surveyed my surroundings. A red and black tour bus parked in the grass with the band’s name in tattered black letters and a giant skull tattoo emblazoned across its side.

“Won’t the band be mad?” I stammered. I felt like I was in the belly of the beast. 

Slade went to the front of the tour bus. He planted a foot on the bumper. “Not if you’re with me.” He climbed quickly to the roof. I watched in amazement at how agile he was. 

“So what’s so special about you that it wouldn’t matter?” I asked. I craned my head back to set my eyes on him. He dropped to his stomach, dropping a hand down. I reluctantly reached out, then stopped.

“I don’t know if I should be doing this,” I said with a sigh. This was beginning to feel bizarre. A concert in a park, sure. But a secluded rooftop at the back of the stage was just silly. 

“Just do it. What’s it going to hurt?” he asked, looking at me like I was pathetic. 

I took his hand worried he wouldn’t be able to pull me up. In one quick yank he had me on the top of the bus. I carefully took a seat, letting my legs dangle over the edge as the music started up.

Slade leaned back, his palms pressing into the rooftop.

“How long have you been into this band?” I asked him.

He quietly listened to the music, the guitars picking up speed. I wished I could see the band, but all I saw was the lights and pyrotechnics. I stared at the crowd below. They were wild and so dedicated to the music. Maybe it was passion, I thought to myself.

“This band is my family. I’ll always be into this band,” Slade remarked, not taking his eyes off the crowd.

I scratched at my arm. “From what I hear they sound alright.”

Slade scoffed. “Alright.”

I groaned. “Are you always this moody?”

He took his gaze away from the crowd finally. As he looked into my eyes, I realized it was for the first time. 

“Your eyes are blue,” I told him as if he didn’t know. Blue eyes and black hair was quite the combination. 

He gave me an almost dirty look, not amused. “Your eyes are brown,” he shot back. “And, no, I’m not always moody.”

I nodded, looking away. “Seems that way,” I mumbled.

“Where is it exactly you’re from? Seems to me you’re not used to California ways.” He laughed, only making me angry.

“I’m from Georgia. And I really think you shouldn’t try to come off as anything extraordinary. It’s a state with people like any other.” I crossed my arms.

“Not all people are the same.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

That they weren’t, I thought.

Slade’s body jerked along to the music. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. It seemed he was rather passionate. About music, that is. I wasn’t sure about his other passions in life. I wasn’t sure about anything because he left me in a dull silence with only the music to feed the awkwardness between us. 

The band took a break allowing a soft chime of instruments to settle the park. For once I could hear.

“Tell me you’re not impressed,” he said in more of an order then a statement. He turned to face me, his body language not showing the same emotion that his words were. He was cold and distant at all times. His blue eyes held nothing but blankness. And it was a shame because I was sure they would have been great.

“You’re right, they are great,” I said. I crossed my legs Indian style, looking out into the crowd. 

Even if I wasn’t sure if the music fit my bill, I wasn’t about to tell him that. I got this feeling that he would be sorely offended if I didn’t rave about Evil Kings of Ink like everyone else did.

“Told ya,” he said, still staring me down for disapproval. I pushed my hair behind my ear. “Your dad, he’s a drinker.” He leaned back against his palms again. 

I turned my head to look at him, the wind’s soft breeze tousling my hair. I held it away from my face with one hand. “Yeah, pretty obvious.”

Slade poked at his lip ring with his tongue. “Does he ever hit you?”

I dropped my jaw. Who was he to even question such a thing?

“Absolutely not. He’s not that kind of drinker. He just drinks and passes out most nights,” I said, my face slowly growing hot. I didn’t like to talk about my dad and his drinking. I loved him and I wished he would stop, but I also knew he wouldn’t. But that didn’t make me love him any less.

“Every drinker is that kind of drinker,” Slade informed me, sitting up.

I shook my head. “Not my dad. Anyway, what do you know about anyone? You don’t have the brightest personality yourself.”

Slade rubbed his hands together as if he was ready to pick me apart now. Suddenly, I was sure I’d gone down the wrong road with this guy.

“I can take a couple guesses at you for starters.” He raised one slender finger inches away from my face. “One, you moved here with your father, which means you’re a daddy’s girl. No girl leaves their mother unless they are.”

I swallowed. He brought another finger up. “Two, you’re mad that you moved here. It’s written all over your face.”

I rolled my eyes. That anyone would notice.

He shot up his ring finger. “And three, you are musically inclined.”

I made a weird face. “How would you even know that?”

He rested his elbows on his knees. “You’re very careful where you place your hands, most times you walk you’re on your tiptoe, and from what I hear of your voice, you sing like an angel.”

I looked away trying to hide my embarrassment. I wasn’t used to guys making me blush, and I wasn’t sure why he even was making me blush.

“Am I right?” he asked.

“Maybe you are. Now let me take a guess about you.” I sat up straighter, taking him in. 

I wasn’t sure how old he was but most guys my age didn’t have a body like his. His arms housed muscles I only saw the celebrities in movies sport. His tattoos that crept across his muscles so perfectly made me guess he was super hardcore, as Karsen would put it. But something told me there was more of a story there than anyone would guess. The piercing that he liked to play with so much, I believed he added for extra dramatic effect. I cleared my throat, willing to make the attempt. 
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