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            For Nenna.

            You’ve been so patient.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            Harper

         

         The door signaler flashes. I look up from the hospital’s extensive patient counseling materials and glance at my clock. Had I really been studying for three hours straight? With my pharmacy clinical rotation at St. Louis Children’s Hospital starting next week, I plan to be more than prepared; I want to be at the top of my game. I’d have to be. If that means spending hours reading and rereading the hospital pharmacy’s patient counseling literature, then so be it. I’ll gladly give up my Friday night.

         Tossing the binder to the floor, Bobby—my little white-haired West Highland terrier lifts his head, not pleased that I interrupted his twentieth nap of the day. He is the laziest dog I’ve ever met, and I love him for it.

         I stand and stretch, climbing my hands up an invisible ladder, my back realigning.

         LED lights flash again. Someone’s at my door.

         Reaching for the knob, I pull it open. My roommate, Chloe stands on the other side, a beatific smile on her face and her hands on her hips. Wearing a tiny denim skirt, cowboy boots, and a hot pink shirt that hangs off one shoulder, it’s no mystery she has big plans for the evening. She’s braided her hair to the side so the dramatic transition from the black tresses at the top of her head transform into a trail of blond perfection near the end. How she gets away with such an extraordinary dichotomy, I’ll never know; I couldn’t pull off an ombré look if I tried.

         The way she’s dressed and the look on her face, she’s up to something…and I’m certain she means for me to be involved as well. “What?” I sign, palms up.

         Bobby uncurls himself from his bed and trots to the door, greeting Chloe. Crouching on her heels, she scratches Bobby on the head as he sneaks in a few licks on any patch of skin he can reach. Glancing up at me, Chloe stands back up, leaving a tail-wagging Bobby dancing at my heels.

         Chloe raises her arms, and in a flurry of motion, her hands form words in impeccable American Sign Language. “Don’t say no, okay? Promise me you won’t say no. There’s this hot band playing at Mississippi Lights tonight. They’re my new favorite, and I really want to see them. Will you come? Please?” She juts her lower lip out and bats her eyelashes. “Oh, and I heard T-R-E-Y is supposed to be there tonight,” she adds, sticking her tongue out. “If he sees me having a good time, maybe it will make him realize what an idiot he was for breaking up with me.”

         I love Chloe. She’s my best friend. We’ve been roommates for the last three years, but to be honest, she falls in love with a new band every other week. Her enthusiasm over this new group doesn’t have me psyched to give up on the intriguing world of hospital protocol and patient care. And the fact that she wants to make her douchebag ex-boyfriend jealous doesn’t light a fire inside me either. I’ve always known Chloe is too good for his cheating ass; I only wish she could have beaten Trey to the punch and dumped him first.

         I cock my head, irritated. Why is she such a softie for him? “Chloe, we’ve been over this, you can do so much better than T-R-E-Y.” 

         “Yeah, yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “I just want him to see that I don’t need him. That I’m getting along just fine—better even—without him.” 

         Yes. Yes she is. I just wish she believed that.

         “Mississippi Lights?” I ask. There are worse places to see a band. At least the venue is small and they crank the volume. If I stand near the side of the stage, right in front of the speakers, well, I still wouldn’t be able to hear the band, but at least I could feel the music’s pulse.

         Chloe’s eyes widen, waiting for me to cave. She is the master of the sad Puss in Boots face. When she brings out the eyes, she could persuade the Pope to commit homicide. Hand against her chest, she makes a slow clockwise circle. “Pleeeease?” Her lower lip pops out again.

         “I guess.” I drop my hands to my sides and let out a long breath.

         An enormous smile breaks through the pleading look she just heaped on me. Bouncing on the balls of her feet, she throws her arms around my neck and squeezes. When she pulls away, she’s beaming. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she repeats, tapping her chin with the tips of her fingers.

         I nod. “I’ll be ready in a few.”

         “Great!” Turning around, she bounds down the small hallway and disappears into her room.

         I shut the door and turn around, sighing. “What did I get myself into, Bobby?” He may not know sign language, but my little guy gets me. He cocks his head, his ears perked up in understanding. As much as I didn’t want to go out tonight, I know Chloe needs the distraction, and knowing Trey will be there, it’s best that I go, just to keep Chloe as far away from him as possible.

         Walking back to the bed, I bend over and pick up the hospital’s book and toss it onto my desk before heading to the closet. Flipping hangers from one side to the other, a blue, mid-thigh bodycon dress catches my eye. I yank it off the hanger and lay it on the bed. As I wiggle out of my yoga pants and T-shirt, I reach for the dress and bring it over my head, mourning the loss of my comfy clothes.

         After touching up my makeup and taming my red curls, I’m presentable and club-ready…well, at least I look club-ready, my mind-set anything but.

         The door signaler flashes again—Chloe’s subtle way of telling me to hurry up. I grab my keys and purse from my desk, give Bobby a goodbye pat on the head, and open the door.

         “Ready,” I sign, before she has a chance to chastise me for taking too long.

         Her smile grows and her eyebrows pull up as she takes in my outfit. “Holy shit, girl! Why didn’t you tell me you’re looking for a man?”

         “Is it too much?” I gesture to my ample assets and cringe. There is no hiding in this dress. If my parents knew I had a dress like this, I’d get a lecture on modesty and be sent back to my room to change. I bought this dress because I knew my parents would disapprove if they ever saw it, not to draw male attention.

         Chloe shakes her head. “No freaking way! You look hot! I’d give my right arm to have boobs like yours.” 

         I roll my eyes and squeeze past her, walking down the stairs. Once we’re in the living room, I turn and face Chloe, “And I’m not looking for a man,” I tell her. I do not have time for a man.

         “I hate to break it to you, sweetie, but that dress is going to be like a lighthouse in a dark sea.”

         “Well, it’s a good thing I have you by my side.” I smile. “You and those sexy boots, and your legs that go on for miles will distract all the guys before they even lay eyes on me. I pale in comparison.”

         “You’re delusional.” Chloe rolls her eyes this time and picks up her keys. “I’ve been dying to see Mine Shaft!” With a little shimmy of her hips, she opens the door and I follow behind.

         I walk to the passenger side of Chloe’s purple Jeep Wrangler and wait for her to unlock the door when I notice she’s waving her hand, trying to get my attention.

         I adjust the thin strap on my purse and sign, “Yeah?”

         With a sincere look that melts my heart, she says, “Thanks for going out with me tonight. I know you’re worried about starting your clinical rotation next week, and I know you didn’t want any distractions, so this means a lot to me.”

         I walk around the backside of her Jeep and stand beside her. I won’t vocalize how much she means to me, as I gave up trying to verbalize a long time ago, but I squeeze her in an all-consuming hug. I hope she knows that I would do anything for her.

         Four years ago, I was a deaf girl in a sea of hearing pharmacy students. So many people told me I’d never make it, and I’ll be the first to admit, nothing about school has been easy. But, Chloe was the first person who believed I would make a great pharmacist, and she told me so on a daily basis our first year, after I’d had three different interpreters quit before the end of the semester. She also learned to sign for me…something my own parents struggled to do. If putting down some boring hospital procedural textbook in order to support my best friend and help her find her confidence again, then I was glad to do it.

         I pull back and look into Chloe’s eyes, letting her shoulders go. “You know I’d do anything for you, Chloe.”

         “Yeah, I know. Now scoot.” She directs me back to the passenger side with a hip-check and a smile. “I want to be close to the stage. Have you seen these guys?”

         I shake my head as I climb onto the passenger seat.

         “Well, I have.” Chloe drops her hand to the ignition, and I feel the Jeep rumble to life. Before she pulls out onto the street, she adds, “And let me tell you, we have some serious eye candy to consume this evening.”

         I squint my eyes and give her a questioning look. “What are you waiting for then? My sweet tooth is hurting!”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Harper

         

         The last remnants of Indian summer linger as a warm breeze tosses my curls into my face. I swipe them back as Chloe and I come to a halt at the end of a long line. The line in front of Mississippi Lights.

         Chloe faces me and pouts, irritated. “What are all these people doing here?” Her hands fly.

         I shrug. “You said the band was hot.”

         The line inches forward and Chloe shuffles ahead of me. “Yes, but…” She throws her hands up, not finishing what she was about to say.

         “But what?” I ask.

         “But they’re my hot, new band!”

         I grin and shake my head. “I hate to break it to you, Chloe, you have to share them.”

         “I liked Mine Shaft before all of these”—she gestures to the gathered crowd—“poseurs.”

         It’s a good thing our conversation transpires in ASL, I don’t think this crowd would take kindly to being called poseurs.

         I point over Chloe’s shoulder and she turns around—it’s our turn to go inside. We hand the bouncer our IDs, along with the cover charge, and he waves us through the door.

         Taking in the number of people packed into the small club, it’s safe to assume everyone had Chloe’s idea to arrive early.

         I grab her hand, so we aren’t separated in the massive crowd, and we weave through the dance floor toward the bar.

         Leaning against the wooden bar top, I read the bartender’s lips. “What can I get you?” he asks.

         Opening the note application on my phone, I type, Cosmo, please, and turn my phone around. He leans closer, squints at the text, and nods. He directs his attention to Chloe, takes her order, and gets to work.

         With our drinks in hand, Chloe and I make our way back across the dance floor. Chloe knows I like to be near the front, close to the speakers.

         I take a sip of my drink, and keep my eyes glued to the stage. A guy with sandy blond hair is busy adjusting the height of the cymbals on the drum set.

         Turning to face Chloe, with my free hand, I quickly sign, “Is he one of the Mine Shaft guys?” I point in the direction of the drums.

         Chloe’s dark eyes widen and a know-it-all grin blossoms on her face as she bobs her head up and down. “See? What I’d tell you. H-O-T!” she spells. “Wait until you see the rest of them.” She nudges my shoulder with hers and puts her beer bottle to her lips, taking a generous pull. As she swallows, she adds, “In my opinion, the lead singer is the hottest. G-R-F-F-I-N. Oh my God.” Her eyes roll back in her head and she fans herself. “I wonder if I can get him to come on Sweet Nothings?” She wags her eyebrows.

         Sweet Nothings is Chloe’s—and sometimes, her sister Megan’s—massively popular YouTube baking show. Having just surpassed fifty thousand subscribers and gaining a slew of new advertisers, she’s making a killing. I wonder why she’s still in school, and when I ask, she just shrugs and signs, “I’ve made it this far, why quit now?”

         I shake my head and smile. I bet she’d love for any one of the guys in Mine Shaft to join her on an episode of Sweet Nothings, that’s the Chloe I know and love.

         Glancing back up at the stage, I watch the drummer tinker with the different instruments in his drum set. I stare, fascinated by each calculated adjustment he makes.

         I’m sure all the careful fine-tuning is what separates good bands from great ones, ensuring the music will sound its best. For me, if there’s a decent bass line or a heavy drumbeat, I can usually find the rhythm of a song through the vibrations of the sound waves. I love watching the people who make the music, especially when they’re in caught up in a song. It’s like being privy to a secret, or sharing a deeply intimate moment.

         The drummer finishes his adjustments and looks over his shoulder. Seconds later, three more guys join him on stage. The fine hairs on my arms rise, excitement tingles in my veins. There’s nothing like a live concert.

         The band members take their places on stage. The lead singer, Griffin, I presume, steps toward the microphone and begins moving his hand over the strings of his bass guitar. He’s as gorgeous as Chloe mentioned. For a guy to even register on her radar, they have to be taller than her five eleven. By the looks of it, Griffin Daniels is well over that mark.

         I watch Griffin’s lips move, trying to decipher a few words to the song, but I’m not close enough. Then, I feel it. I’m engulfed by waves of sound. I sway my body in time to the rhythm. I take note of the vibrations under the soles of my feet, rising up through my legs. Closing my eyes, I “listen” the only way I know how.

         The skin on my cheeks prickles as each crest of sound washes over me. My heart finds the beat, and I know I’m in the same place as the guys on stage. A place where you can’t tell where your own body ends and the music begins, they’re one in the same.

         When the intensity of the pulse fades away, the song comes to an end. I open my eyes and notice the guitarist for the first time. Yes, Mine Shaft lives up to the eye-candy status Chloe had billed them as, but damn, the guitarist is in a league all by himself.

         I still my body and watch him, mesmerized. Every now and then, he shifts his weight, licks his lips, and presses his mouth close to the mic. I can’t read his lips, but that doesn’t mean I can’t pull my eyes away either. The way they move…the way he moves. His body, the way his fingers roam over the strings of his guitar…he’s enchanting.

         My gaze drifts from his mouth, upward, following the five-o’clock shadow of his square jawline…and then his eyes. Intense, focused, he stares at something far away, lost in the music.

         Watching him, I wonder what he sees…what images the song conjures in his mind. He blinks, shifts his body, and locks his eyes directly on mine.

         Holy crap! I suck in a breath and hold it, almost tearing my eyes away from his in embarrassment—he caught me gawking. But I can’t. I can’t look away.

         No longer in profile, I have the perfect view of his whole gorgeous face. And he’s staring right at me.

         Stunned, I hold his gaze for one beat…two…three…long enough for the heat blazing in my core to work its way to my cheeks. It’s impossible. There’s no way he can see me, not with the stage lights beaming down on him. But, I’ll be damned if it doesn’t look…feel like he’s looking straight into my deepest, darkest thoughts.

         His stare is so consuming, if I don’t look away, I may burn up.

         As I pull my eyes away I catch the corner of his mouth turn up in a subtle half smile.

         Now I know I’m imagining things! Turning to Chloe, I tap her on the shoulder. When she looks at me, I ask, “Who’s the guitarist?” 

         Her fingers work over the letters of his name. “T-H-O-R-I-N  K-L-I-N-E.”

         I set my eyes back on his whiskered, brooding face. His eyes are closed now, giving me the chance to resume my ogling without getting caught in his seductive stare. I don’t know what passed between us in those few seconds, but whatever it was, it left a current of electricity running through my veins. My insides are still buzzing like a live wire, which is completely ridiculous because I know he couldn’t have seen me. There’s no way.

         I trail my gaze downward, across his broad shoulders, over his well-defined biceps, wishing I could get a close-up look at the intricate sleeve tattoos winding down his arms. I settle on the sinuous movement of his hips—a counter rhythm to his right hand stroking the strings of his guitar. I bet those fingers can work all kinds of magic. I shiver at the thought.

         Despite my lusty thoughts, something else about him catches my eye: the play of emotions across his face. Usually, I can tell when one song ends and another begins, because the vibration of the music changes. I know if a song is fast or slow by the tempo of the beat, and if the song is popular—getting lots of radio exposure—I can usually guess the title. Each song has its own pulse; its own identity. But tonight, I don’t have to rely solely on what I feel. Thorin Kline, whether he knows it or not, tells a story when he plays his guitar. I may not be able to hear the words to this melancholy song, but thanks to him, I understand it just the same.

         And then, there’s a shift in the tempo, and he’s smiling and happy.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Griffin, the lead singer, lifts his hands in the air and says something into the microphone. Chloe, standing beside me, jumps up and down in response.

         With a little nudge from my hip, I get her attention. “What did he say?”

         “We’re the best crowd they’ve ever played for,” she signs quickly, turning her attention back to the stage.

         I glance around the club, watching all the cheering bodies, when my eyes fall on Trey, Chloe’s ex. I’ve never truly hated anyone, but Trey Carver is in the lead to earn that distinction.

         Dammit! I hope Chloe hasn’t seen him. I’ve got to get her out of here before she does. Trey is Chloe’s personal brand of meth. I don’t know what it is about the guy, when they were together, he treated her like shit and she always took him back.

         I knock my hip into her side again. When her dark eyes focus on mine, I tell her the most convincing lie I can think of. “I’m not feeling well. I really want to get home.”

         “Really?” She raises an eyebrow, confused. “The band’s finished, but we could get another drink, mingle a little.”

         No mingling. Mingling is bad. That is exactly what I’m trying to avoid. I shake my head and repeat myself. “No. I want to go.”

         With a dramatic sinking of her shoulders, she signs, “All right. Let’s go.”

         I know she’s disappointed, but what I’m doing is for her own good.

         As we turn to leave, I sweep my eyes across the stage one more time, hoping to catch a final glimpse of Thorin Kline. This time, my shoulders deflate like a popped balloon. The stage is bare. Thorin’s gone.

         I pivot on the heel of my shoe and nod to Chloe to go to the right side. The last time I saw Trey, he was behind us, but toward the back. Standing on my tiptoes, I scan the crowded room but don’t see him.

         Chloe moves right and we press through the crowd. We’re almost to the exit when a heavy hand presses down on my shoulder.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            Thor

         

         Shit, sweetheart, where’s the fire? “Hey, Red, hold up,” I say, trying to get her attention. I don’t want to startle her, but it’s no use, she can’t hear me over the noise of the club. If I don’t stop her now, she’ll leave and I won’t get her number. I drop my hand onto her shoulder and she goes rigid under my touch.

         Smooth, Kline. Way to scare the poor girl. 

         Very slowly, she turns around, almost as if she’s expecting to see the Grim Reaper standing behind her. When our gazes meet, her shoulders relax and she lets out a deep breath. Up close, she’s even more beautiful. And Jesus…her eyes. When I caught her gaze for a few seconds on stage, I knew there was something special about her eyes; I just couldn’t see them clearly. Up close, they’re extraordinary. I’ve never seen eyes like hers before…the color of emerald sea glass. A long forgotten memory surfaces, one of my earliest…walking along the beach as a kid…with my dad…before everything went to hell.

         I shake off the phantom thought and focus on the girl. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just…I…” I stumble over my words like I’m a thirteen-year-old boy. What the hell’s my problem? She’s not the first chick you’ve ever talked to. Spit the damn words out, Thor. “I saw you while I was up on stage, and I was hoping to get your number, I’d really like to take you out sometime.”

         There. I said it. Not hard.

         She smiles widely and nods. Lifting her hands between us, I notice her fingers move. Graceful and deliberate hand motions. Is she using sign language?

         “She can read your lips.”

         I glance to my right. A tall girl with long, half black, half blond hair flanks her side. Pretty, but pales in comparison to her friend.

         “Read my lips?” I shake my head, not understanding. I point to the redheaded beauty and direct my question to her friend. “She’s deaf?”

         There’s a tap on my shoulder and my eyes snap back to Red’s. Moving her hands again, she signs something, and I’m clueless. Her lips move, but she doesn’t speak. And apparently, I’m shit at lipreading. But at least her expression is playful. That’s a plus, right?

         She lowers her arms and smiles. Damn, I love how the right side of her lips pulls up higher than the left.

         Since Griffin and I started Mine Shaft, I’ve never had to chase down a girl. For some reason, chicks dig guys in a band. They’ve always pursued me. But, the one time I see a girl so gorgeous, and take the time to run after her, she can’t even hear me.

         I look at her friend. “What did she just say?”

         Red’s friend folds her arms over her chest, wearing the same beatific smile she did when I stopped them. “She answered your question. Yes, she’s deaf. She also asked if you still want her number.”

         I stare at the girl. With wild red curls framing her face and a mischievous smirk, she waits for my answer. Hell yeah, I do. I want the opportunity to get to know this woman. There’s something about her…I don’t understand what…but I know want to find out. And damn, I want a chance to run my hands over the curves of her body.

         I look her square in the eye, “So, what about it, Red? You gonna give me your number?”

         She cocks her head, glances at her friend, makes some complicated movements with her hands, and holds her phone out to me.

         This whole situation is so damn weird. Red’s friend laughs and says, “She isn’t going to give you her number, but she’ll take yours.”

         I scrutinize Red’s face. Is she serious? “You want my number?”

         She nods, again.

         My lips pull up at the corners. Huh. This is a first. No girl has ever denied me her number and asked for mine instead. “Sure thing, Red.”

         I look into her eyes and deliberately fold my hand around hers, lifting the phone from her fingers. I’ve been dying to touch her ivory skin, and now that I have, I want more. Even beneath my callused fingers, her skin is silky and warm. I can only imagine what she would look like with that dress on my floor, and I sure as hell want the chance to find out.

         She nods, green eyes flashing.

         I wink at her and look down at the phone in my hands. Behind the apps a little white dog peeks out the side of a purse. “Cute mutt.”

         The friend chuckles. Smirking at both ladies, I tip my head in the direction of her screen and tap on the phone app. Adding my name and number to her contacts list, I go a step further and add myself to her “favorites” list, and put myself on top. Then, dammit, images of her on top of me in bed pop into my head. Shit! Calm yourself, Kline. 

         I click the button on the side of her phone and the screen goes dark. Holding it out to her, she reaches for it, this time, wrapping her hand around mine, just like I’d done. That small gesture, the heat of her touch, and the infinitesimal connection of our bodies has mine aching for something deeper.

         Dropping her phone into her purse, she glances up at me. Pressing the tips of her fingers against her chin, she lowers her hand, pulling it away from her face.

         “She says, ‘Thank you.’”

         I mimic the gesture. “Thank you,” I say in return, keeping my eyes glued to her brilliant green ones.

         The girls smile, then turn to walk away. With their heads bent low, I can see the conspiratorial glances, hear the friend’s hushed giggles, and see Red’s fingers move.

         “Hey!” I call after them. “What did she say?”

         Over her shoulder, Red’s friend says, “Harper will let you know.”

         Harper. She had me so flustered, I’d forgotten to ask her name. I am such a douche.

         Harper and her friend make it to the back of the club and slip out the door. The second they’re out of sight, I turn and make my way back to the stage. Pauly, Griffin, and Adam have the mess well contained.

         I blow out a long breath, lift the last cabinet, and start down the hall to the back exit. Images of Harper play on a continuous loop in my head: her lips…her eyes…her freckled, ivory skin…the way she moved her skillful, elegant fingers. They’re so long and slender. I bet she’s good with her hands.

         Kicking open the propped back door with my boot, I see Griffin in the back of the van arranging the equipment. “Hey, man. Got one more.” I walk over and pass the amp to him.

         “Where’ve you been?” he asks.

         “Just talking to someone.”

         “Yeah? The Hammer arranging a post-concert hookup?” Griffin hops down from the van and lands a punch to my shoulder.

         “Nah. Not tonight.” I think of Harper. Why hadn’t I insisted on getting her number? Damn, she’s got me all fucked up. “I promised my mom I’d stop by tonight.”

         “She doing okay?” Griffin throws the van doors shut, the echo of slamming metal reverberating down the small alley behind the club.

         For the first time in twenty years, I can answer with a confident, “Yeah. She’s good.”

         “That’s great, man. If anyone deserves some peace, it’s your mom.”

         Damn straight she does. “Thanks.”

         Griffin locks the van. “I’m going to give Pauly the keys, then I’m heading back to the apartment. I need some fucking sleep. That drive from Rhode Island was a bitch.”

         “How’s Jill?” I ask, knowing it’s killing him to have his best friend halfway across the country. They’ve been inseparable since they were kids.

         Scuffing his foot in the loose gravel of the cracked pavement, he shrugs and casts his eyes downward. A beat later, he pulls in a large breath of air, settles his attention back on me, and says, “She’s going to kick serious ass at that school.”

         I have no doubts. Jillian is going to be a famous designer one day. “Damn, right,” I agree.

         “I’ll catch you later, man,” I say, walking toward the side of the building.

         “See ya.” Griffin steps toward the door, pulls it open, and disappears inside.

         I glance at my watch and pull a pack of cigarettes from my jacket pocket. Slapping the pack against my palm, I take one out and slip it between my lips. With a quick flick of my wrist, the lighter catches. I shield the flame and bring it to the end of the cigarette, inhaling those first glorious puffs of nicotine. The tension in my shoulders ebbs.

         It’s a soundless night. As I make my way around the building, toward my car, all I hear is the crunch of gravel beneath my boots and the faint crackle of burning tobacco when I take a long pull on my cigarette. Once again, thoughts of Harper come flooding back. She can’t hear. To her, the world is truly soundless.

         Am I a complete idiot? Can I really go on a date with a woman who can’t hear? How the hell are we supposed to communicate?

         So many questions have me scared shitless. This is uncharted territory. When it comes to one-night stands, I’m the king. I don’t do relationships. I’m the Hammer for fuck’s sake. My reputation precedes me.

         But with Harper, there’s an inexplicable desire for more than just one night, the glimmer of hope that she might text me, and I’ll get the chance to know her, and for some reason, that silences all of my fears.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            Thor

         

         I kill the Charger’s engine and pull the latch on the door. Stepping out of the car, I glance around the quiet parking lot. A couple of the large security lights are burned out and the lot’s darker than it should be. Mom’s new townhouse isn’t in the best neighborhood, but at least she’s out of his house, and that makes her a million times safer by comparison.

         Walking along the cracked sidewalk, I scan the address numbers nailed into the brick, to the right of each front door, and stop at 12B—Mom’s new place. I’m so fucking proud of her, this move was a long time coming. She should have left my drunken asshole of a father years ago—why she stayed so long, I’ll never understand. He beat the shit out of her…out of the both of us, for years. But, nine months ago was the last straw—when he put her in the hospital with a handful of broken ribs and a concussion. The police tried to track him down, but he skipped town. I begged her to file a restraining order and leave him. She agreed it was time to move out and start fresh, but didn’t want to get the courts involved, content that he was truly gone this time.

         I press the doorbell and hear its faint chime inside, followed by Mom’s footsteps. I glance at my watch and notice it’s just after one in the morning. Why did she insist that I come over this late? What’s going on?

         “Who is it?” Mom calls from the other side.

         “It’s me, Mom.”

         She turns the deadbolt and I can hear her sliding the chain off the latch. With a yank, she opens the door and smiles. “Thor,” she says with a sigh. “Thanks for coming.”

         “Sure thing. What’s up?”

         She opens the door wider and I step inside, locking the deadbolt.

         Mom stands in front of me, smiling from ear to ear like she’s won the lottery or something. “Ma? You okay?”

         She stretches her arms out wide. “Come here. I just need a hug.”

         I step into her arms and swallow her tiny, five-feet-four-inch frame with all of my six feet two inches. My height comes from his side of the family…the Kline traits dominating any of Mom’s Gilbert genes.

         Mom rubs her hands up and down my back, squeezing me as tightly as she can. “So glad you’re here. Love you,” she mumbles against my chest.

         I tighten my biceps, squeezing her closer. “Love you, too. But what’s so important that you needed me to come over in the middle of the night?” I break our hug to give her a sidelong glance. I know she has an ulterior motive, but hell if I know what it is.

         “Can’t a mom just want her only son to stop by?” She gives my arm a squeeze.

         “I know you, you’re up to something.” Walking over to her couch, I plop down and toe-off my boots; my feet are killing me.

         “You’re right. I do need you to do something. I need some pictures hung.”

         Pictures? I pull my eyebrows together. “I don’t think your neighbors would appreciate me driving nails into the walls in middle of the night. I could have come tomorrow and taken care of the pictures, Ma. What’s really going on?”

         With a heavy sigh, she falls into the oversized armchair. She’s quiet for a moment, avoiding my eyes. When she does finally turn her gaze back on me, her eyes are shiny with fresh, unshed tears. “You got me.”

         I sit up. “What is it?” Anger boils in my veins, and as much as I hate to acknowledge it, so does fear. For so long, it was fear of what he could do to the both of us, now it’s fear of what he can do to her. I can take care of myself. “Is he back? Did he come here? Did he hurt you?” We haven’t heard from him in nine months, but that doesn’t mean he won’t come back. He’s like a horrible disease you can’t get rid of.

         Mom shakes her head and tries to wave away my panic. “No, it isn’t that. He hasn’t been here.”

         Blowing out a heavy breath, I lean back on the couch, rubbing a hand over my close-cropped hair. If that man comes anywhere near her again, I will tear him a new asshole. Over my dead body will he ever hurt her again.

         “You want some coffee?” she asks, standing, not waiting for my answer before heading down the narrow hallway toward the kitchen.

         I heave myself off the couch, exhaustion washing over me. I’m so fucking tired, I could drink an entire pot of coffee and still fall asleep. “I guess,” I mumble, following her down the hall.

         In the kitchen, Mom’s at the counter pouring water into the coffeemaker, her back to me. Pulling out one of the chairs, I flip it backward and straddle it, watching her. “It’s not the pictures. I can tell something’s up. Talk to me.”

         She busies herself, measuring scoops of coffee grounds into a filter, ignoring my question. Flipping the lid closed, she presses the power button and the machine wheezes to life. I need to get her a new coffeemaker, one of those one-cup pod contraptions.

         Mom turns around and joins me at the table. Sadness is etched on her face, extinguishing the light in her eyes and pulling her smile down. I reach across the table and clutch her tiny hand in mine. “Talk to me.”

         Her eyes catch mine and she gives a closed mouth smile. “It’s stupid.”

         “If it’s bothering you this much, it’s not stupid.”

         She sighs heavily, shoulders slumping. “It’s so quiet here,” she says. “I’m not used to the quiet.”

         I wish I understood what she meant. I treasure the quiet…crave it, actually. When I was younger, Dad’s noise sucked the life out of Mom and me, and now, with Mine Shaft booking bigger gigs, there’s a constant buzz in my ears, like I’ve stood to close to the speakers at a concert. It’s rare that I can escape to my quiet place. “Isn’t it nice to be able to hear your own thoughts for once?” And not get the shit beat out of you for having an opinion? That’s what I really want to say to her, but I’m not here to make her feel bad.

         Pursing her lips, she shakes her head. “That’s just it. I went from living with my parents, right into a place with your dad. I’ve never been on my own, and to be honest, I’m scared. At least when I know you’re going to visit, I’ve got something to look forward to.”

         “Being by yourself has got to be better than living with him.” I bite my lip, tasting blood, trying my damnedest to dial back the vitriol I want to spew. I hate that he still has an effect on her. Even when he isn’t around, he’s cinched around her neck like a goddamn noose.

         “It is. I should have left him a long time ago.” She stands, her chair scraping against the worn linoleum. Turning around, she walks to the cabinet and pulls down two mugs and fills them. Two cups of coffee in hand, she returns to the table, the hint of a smile on her face. “Being alone is hard, too. But, I’ll adjust.” Sliding a cup across the table to me, she sips hers. “I’ve survived worse than loneliness and an apartment that makes weird noises in the middle of the night,” she laughs humorlessly.

         “Ma”—I put my hand on hers, forcing her to look at me—“you are the strongest woman I know. And I’ll always be here for you.”

         It breaks my heart to see her like this, what that man has done to her. There are no words.

         She pulls her hand from beneath mine and sits back, nursing her coffee and grinning widely. “Enough about me and my shit. How was the concert tonight?”

         “Good.” I nod. “Standing room only.”

         “Look at my boy getting all famous!” she squeals while she shrugs her shoulders in rapid succession.

         “I wouldn’t go that far. Hell, we can’t get a record label to give us the time of day.”

         “But, your fans do, and that’s what counts, right?”

         I take a swallow of my watered down coffee, recalling the screaming crowd that had packed into Mississippi Lights tonight. Our biggest gig yet. But it’s Harper’s round face and wild red curls that my brain zeros in on. Could she feel my eyes on her tonight? It seemed like she could. When our eyes locked for those brief seconds, everything around us fell away. It was just the two of us…fucking amazing. And her body. Damn. The sultry sway of her hips as she danced to the music was intoxicating. Won’t get that image out of my head for a long time, not that I’d want to.

         Mom smacks my arm. “Thor?”

         My eyes snap to hers and I’m pulled away from the Harper movie reel in my head. “Yeah.” I clear my throat. “Sorry. What’d you say?”

         Mom’s eyes widen, stretching her lips upward into a sly grin. “What were you thinking about?” She points her index finger at me, circling it around. “I know you, Thorin, only a girl can put that look on your face. Do you have a new girlfriend?”

         “Jesus. No, I don’t.” I bristle at the word “girlfriend.” Wrinkling my nose, I throw back a swallow of coffee.

         “Oh! It is a girl! You always get like this.” Her hands beat a wild, circular path in front of my face.

         I can’t hide anything from her. “Like what?”

         “Like this.” Her hands move faster, making wider circles, as if that clarifies her meaning. “All defensive and brooding. Girls eat that shit up, don’t they?”

         I look up at ceiling and roll my eyes. Inhale. Exhale. Repeat.

         Lowering my chin, I meet Mom’s enthusiastic stare and cave. “Yes. I met a girl.”

         “Ahhhh!” She claps. “I knew it! It’s the brooding, gets ’em every time.”

         I blow out a huge breath, my cheeks puffing. Telling her about Harper was a mistake. She is going to take this news and run with it. Tomorrow, Harper and I will be married. By Sunday, we’ll have a couple kids. “Relax, Ma. I didn’t propose. Hell, I don’t even have her number. Time to lay off the soap operas and Hallmark movies.”

         Mom falls back in her chair like I’ve taken a pin to her balloon. “You can’t ask the lady out if you don’t have her number, Thor.”

         I nod. “Thanks for that pro tip, but the ball’s in her court, she’s got my number.”

         She bites her lip, working over this nugget of information. “Oh. Well, do you want her to call? What’s she like?”

         Fuck yes, I want her to call, she’s sexy as hell. Curves that warrant a caution sign. A sassy, lopsided grin that dares a man to come closer. And let’s not forget about those deft fingers…I definitely want to find out what those can do. “Yeah, I really hope she calls. She’s beautiful. Curly, red hair. Petite. Pink cheeks. Ivory skin. Freckles.” I rattle off the mother-friendly list of Harper’s physical attributes.

         “Sounds like she made quite an impression.” Mom wags her eyebrows.

         You have no idea. I put the cup to my lips and finish off the cold, poor excuse for coffee.

         “Then don’t ruin things with her. You aren’t getting any younger.”

         I give her a dirty look, offended. “I’m only twenty-four.”

         “Exactly. Don’t waste your youth and good looks, they won’t last forever. And you were already five years old by the time I was your age.”

         I roll my eyes. I need a fucking cigarette. If there’s one person in the world that should want me to stay away from anything serious, it’s my mother. She should be first in line to shoot down any potential romances, not the one making a damn love connection. Jesus, and the thought of kids? That makes me want to vomit. No fucking way. I will not be responsible for screwing up a tiny human’s life.

         Relationships aren’t my thing. Never have been. From the time girls hit my radar, I knew I wasn’t looking for more than just a short-lived good time. With my old man as a role model, I wanted no part of anything that resembled a relationship. One-night stands are easier…safer…no one gets hurt.

         But dammit, Harper pops into my head. After a ninety-second conversation with her, I’m itching for a second date before I’ve even been on a first one. What is it about her that’s got me wanting more, tossing aside my strict one-night stand policy? Yeah, she’s different from the girls I usually hook up with, and it’s not because she’s deaf, there’s something else. I felt it when I couldn’t tear my eyes away from hers while I was on stage. I don’t know what it is, but I’m willing to go on a thousand dates if it means I get to figure it out.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

            Harper

         

         I watch the last kid leave, then turn around and survey the mess left behind. The room looks likes a fairy war zone. Glitter everywhere. At the time, making cosmic silly putty sounded like a good idea, in practice, not so much. This is why pharmacy school is a better career choice for me than teaching. The kids have way too much fun and now I’m left with the chaos my crazy idea generated. After working at the YMCA’s Deaf Youth Outreach Program for the last three years, one would think I learned my lesson about messy projects. Nope. The bigger the mess, the more fun the kids and I have. With a sigh, I resign myself to the fact that I’m going to be here all night, up to my eyeballs in glitter, and that’s okay.

         Walking over to craft area I collect the dripping glue bottles and toss them in a basket. I set a trashcan at one end of the table and swipe my hand across its length. A dozen empty glitter containers, paper, and ruined markers plop into the can. I pull my hand away and wiggle my fingers covered with wet glue, multicolored sparkles, and some other unidentifiable gooey substances. Kindergarteners aren’t known for their hygiene skills. Smart, Harper. 

         Clapping my hands over the trash, some of the glitter comes off, but I’m still a mess. I’ll be leaving a trail of pixie dust in my wake for weeks. I turn around and head to the bathroom to wash my hands just in time to see Chloe barreling through the Y’s door.

         Chloe skips over to me, bouncing like Tigger with a beatific smile on her face. Her black-blond braid is wild, pieces coming loose all around her face and sticking out in every direction. I’m not used to seeing her so disheveled. “I’ve got huge news!” 

         “What?” Half-dried clumps of glitter glue fall from my sticky fingers.
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