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            For my Darlings.

            Always follow your dreams.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         The headlights flashed across the PENNSYLVANIA WELCOMES YOU sign just as my playlist ended. Reaching for my phone, I scanned through others. I needed music to fill the growing hollowness inside me. Moving my best friend, Jillian, to design school was one of the hardest damn things I’d ever had to do.

         With the cruise set at eighty, I watched the odometer tack on mile after mile. Jillian snored away in the passenger seat, her head against the window, legs stretched out, bare feet resting on the dashboard. Every now and then, I’d sneak a quick peek at her and smile, years of friendship playing on a highlight reel in my head.

         Twelve years ago, after Jillian’s parents died during the 9/11 attacks, she came to live with her grandparents—my neighbors. The day she arrived, she refused to get out of the car. I climbed into the backseat with her, offered her my hand, and promised to always make her smile. I’d never leave her. Now I was driving her a thousand miles away, so she could leave me.

         When she’d been offered a scholarship to an elite design school in Rhode Island, I was thrilled for her. Jillian had always dreamed of being a designer. After everything she’d been through, losing her parents at such a young age, and then blaming herself because she’d asked her parents for a souvenir, which in turn prompted them to meet a friend at the World Trade Center that morning. Not to mention her struggle to overcome her self-harm tendencies as she got older. It was time something positive came her way. But it wasn’t until now that I’d realized just how many miles stood between Rhode Island and Illinois…between Jillian and me.

         “Uhhh,” I groaned, pressing my feet into the floorboard, stretching the best I could. I needed some tunes to liven up the drive. The lonely, dark road was fucking with my state of mind. With the pad of my thumb, I swiped through countless artists on my iPhone, finally deciding on the Red Hot Chili Peppers. I needed something heavy, loud, and bass-driven to pull me out of my current funk. Letting my head fall against the headrest, I fingered Flea’s bass riffs along the steering wheel.

         Jillian sighed and moved her head from the window, placing it back onto the seat. Wisps of blond and orange hair covered her face and her neck slumped at an odd angle. No way was she comfortable. Hell, I wasn’t comfortable. It was almost eleven. I was tired and hungry, and I really needed a restroom.

         Holding the wheel steady with my left hand, I used my right to rock her gently. “Jillian. Jillian, wake up.”

         She blinked a few times and sat up, still half asleep. Her hair was a tangled mess on top her head, like a pile of vanilla ice cream swirled with orange sherbet. I ran my palm over her head, smoothing some of the pieces back where they belonged.

         Jillian looked out her window, then back to me. “I’m sorry,” she croaked, her voice thick with sleep. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you. What time is it?” She lowered her pale legs from the dash and raised her arms high, stretching.

         She wore a faded t-shirt featuring the name of my band, Mine Shaft, and as with any red-blooded male, it didn’t escape my attention when the t-shirt rode up, exposing a small patch of skin above the waist of her yoga pants. She wasn’t the scrawny little girl who used to play in the dirt with me.

         I removed my hand from her head with a sigh and adjusted the volume knob, reducing Anthony Kiedis to background noise. “It’s just after eleven.”

         “Ugh, I hope there’s a good yoga class on campus.” She yawned, arching her back. “Where are we?”

         I took the next exit, getting off the turnpike, following the blue signs to the nearest hotel. “We’re in Pennsylvania. Do you want to keep driving or call it a night?” It was up to her; if she wanted me to keep going, I would. But I hoped she didn’t. I was beat.

         “Shit, I’m sorry. I should have taken over the wheel a hundred miles ago.”

         “It’s all right.” I flashed her a smile. “You looked too peaceful to wake up.” More than peaceful, she’d looked gorgeous. Many times throughout the night, I’d fought the urge to run my fingers through her hair, or touch her porcelain cheeks.

         But then I’d reminded myself, friends didn’t get to touch.

         Three months ago I’d had my chance. Back in May, the easygoing friendship Jillian and I had had as children was obliterated the second she kissed me. In that moment I wanted to do a whole hell of a lot more than kiss her.

         A light wind whistled through the doorway, causing Jillian’s long hair to float on the breeze. Without a second thought, her hand came up and she swiftly tucked the flying strands behind her ears. I would have liked to do that for her…but it was too late. I kept my hands in my lap.

         Stretching out my legs, I leaned my back against the wall of the little old cabin. Jillian did the same, resting her head against the dusty log walls. This cabin had been our place in high school. Off the beaten path, in a forested section of the state college campus, the miniature cabin had become the home to many late-night talks and songwriting sessions, and countless other memories. Where most childhood friends have tree houses, Jillian and I had a tiny cabin in the woods.

         After having dinner with my parents and sister, Jillian had insisted on coming out here. Since she was leaving for college in three months, it seemed fitting that we say good-bye to “our cabin.”

         She’d been quiet since we’d gotten here. “What’s on your mind, Jillibean?” I nudged her with my shoulder. 

         “Hmm,” she hummed. “Nothing. Just enjoying the night. It’s always so peaceful out here.”

         “Yeah, it is.” I closed my eyes and listened to the crickets chirp. In the distance an owl hooted. 

         “Griffin?” 

         “Yeah?” I answered, but kept my eyes closed. I liked the way her voice mingled with the sound of the wind. 

         “Griff.” 

         At a tap on my shoulder, I rolled my head in her direction and opened my eyes. Our faces were less than an inch apart. My pulse went from zero to erratic in a matter of seconds and the cabin grew stuffy. Jillian’s midnight eyes searched my face. 

         My eyes fell to her mouth. As so many times before, I wanted to kiss her. What would her lips feel like on mine? What did she taste like?

         I moved my head closer…the tips of our noses touched and Jillian sucked in a tiny breath. 

         What noises could I elicit from her? How loud could I make her scream my name?

         And while my mind conjured a dozen and a half erotic scenarios, Jillian closed her mouth on mine. 

         I shivered at the memory and readjusted in the seat, trying to accommodate the bulge in my pants.

         It had taken every ounce of energy I possessed not to push my hands through her long, rainbow-dyed hair, press her against the cabin wall, and show her exactly why she couldn’t leave me at the end of the summer.

         Her lips were hot and full, and I wanted to devour her. My hands itched to explore the curves of her tiny frame. With just one kiss, she’d released a flood of emotions I’d never felt for another woman.

         And it scared the shit out of me.

         Jillian was my friend…my best friend. If we ventured down that path, I feared she’d give up on her dream to stay with me. I didn’t want her to blow off design school and stay in Illinois and end up at the junior college. She was too talented for community college. I wanted more for her. I’d spent so many years trying to protect her from every pain and sadness life threw her way, I worried she’d grown too reliant on me. She needed this opportunity to spread her wings and find herself.

         With one infinitesimal nudge—all I could muster—I pushed her way. When our lips parted, I could still taste her, and like a starving man, I wanted more. Energy crackled between us. Jillian stared at me, desire and confusion pooling in her dark-chocolate eyes. Her expression begged me for an explanation. Then I told her the biggest lie of all: I only wanted to be friends.

         And now she was leaving…without knowing the truth.

         She yawned loudly, snapping me out of my thoughts. “I’m such a slacker.” She scrubbed her hands along her face. “I don’t think I can make it any farther tonight. Let’s get a room.”

         That’s my girl. “That’s what I hoped you’d say. My ass hurts, and I really need to piss.”

         Not familiar with the area, I didn’t travel too far into town, sticking close to the freeway. I pulled the car into the nearest hotel parking lot and killed the engine.

         The second I got out, I stretched my hands above my head, rising onto the balls of my feet. My body was stiff. What I wouldn’t give for a workout about now.

         Jillian got out on her side and mimicked my stance. When she stretched, the bottom of her shirt came up again. My eyes were drawn to her tiny waist and flat stomach. Damn it, Griffin.

         Attempting to keep my thoughts pure, I dropped my hands and went to check on the trailer carrying my motorcycle. Since Jillian was keeping her car at school, I’d need a set of wheels to get back home.

         “Everything good?” she asked, coming to stand beside me.

         I yanked on each of the chains securing my bike, checking for any weak links. “Yep. All good.” I gave one last tug and turned to face her. She smiled up at me with droopy eyelids. Dusting my hands on my jeans, I brushed a wayward strand of hair out of her face.

         “Thanks,” she said sleepily.

         I smiled. “I’ll get our bags.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Once we checked in, the desk clerk handed over our key cards. I hefted Jillian’s backpack onto my shoulder, and scooped my bag off the floor. “Ready?”

         Jillian nodded.

         I led the way, keeping watch for our room number as we walked down the hallway. Not too far from our room, I heard Jillian laughing behind me. I stopped and turned around. “What’s so funny?”

         Jillian pointed at the wall. “The wallpaper. It’s the same stuff Jennifer has on the walls in the guest room…my room.”

         “Leave it to Jennifer to troll cheap hotels for interior design inspiration,” I said, laughing.

         Jennifer was Jillian’s older sister and guardian. When the girls’ grandparents had become too ill to care for them, Jennifer, being in her early twenties at the time, assumed guardianship of Jillian. Something Jennifer’s resented ever since.

         Jennifer was always cold and distant to Jillian, never kind. She wasn’t a fan of me either, and the feeling was mutual.

         Five years ago Jillian started cutting herself, a way to cope with the loss of her parents. She kept it a secret from everyone, until I found her unconscious and bleeding on her bathroom floor.

         I stayed by Jillian’s hospital bed all day long, praying for her to wake up. When visiting hours ended, Jennifer sent a nurse into Jillian’s room and demanded that I leave. That night Jillian was all alone. Even thinking about her waking up scared and by herself made my blood boil. From then on I didn’t give two fucks what Jennifer said or did, she’d never keep me from Jillian again.

         Finding our door, I slid the plastic card into the handle and was denied access. The blinking red light taunted me. I tried again. Access denied.

         I turned around. “Did I ever tell you how much I hate these things?”

         “Scoot over, let me try.” Jillian plucked the card from my hand, threw her hip into my leg, and pushed me out of the way. For a tiny thing, she wielded a lot of power in those hips.

         She stuck the card into the handle and pulled it out quickly, just as I had done. But this time the light blinked green and the latch clicked. Access granted.

         “It’s OK. You can’t help it.” She patted my shoulder. “It’s not your fault you lack rhythm.”

         I swallowed a laugh. I lacked rhythm? That was funny. She never said that when I played the bass or guitar for her. I shook my head and shouldered past her. “Definitely a smartass.”

         I walked into the dark room and tossed the bags on the bed, beating a quick path to the john. I took care of business and hopped in the shower.

         The hot water loosened my tight, sore muscles. I made it quick, though, careful to save some hot water for Jillian.

         Shutting the water off, I pulled the curtain open, realizing I’d left my bag on the bed. “Shit,” I mumbled. Even though I’d known Jillian for years, things have been awkward between us since she kissed me. And I was certain my girlfriend wouldn’t approve of my next move.

         I yanked a towel from the rack and dried off. Wrapping it around my waist, I stepped out of the shower and opened the bathroom door.

         Jillian was lying on the bed, right beside my bag. I crossed the room, doing my best to ignore her, but I felt her eyes on me. My pulse quickened. A bead of water rolled down my neck.

         “Whoa,” she said breathily. “Where did those come from?” She pointed to my arms.

         Ignore her. Ignore her. Remember Erin, your girlfriend? I chanted in my head while I unzipped my bag.

         I pulled out a t-shirt. “What?” My face heated. Being naked next to this girl was bad news. I was thankful she was fully clothed or I’d cross a serious line.

         “You’re looking good, Daniels. Real hottie material now.”

         “Shut up,” I grumbled.

         Keep it friendly, Daniels. Don’t forget about Erin.

         “I’m serious, Griff. Your tat looks amazing now that your arms are bigger.”

         At the mention of my arms, I flexed. My ink did look damn good. Put it back in the friend-zone, Daniels. “Enough, Jillian. I don’t want to talk about my arms. The shower’s all yours.” I snapped my t-shirt at her. “Move over.”

         She slid off the bed, and I took up her spot. I fished a pair of boxer briefs from my bag.

         “Touchy, touchy. Remind me not to give you any more compliments,” she said with a pout. When she leaned over me, I caught a whiff of coconuts…her shampoo. She pulled her backpack off the bed and froze.

         “You didn’t tell me you got a new one.” She leaned over me farther, trying to get a better look. Our close proximity wasn’t helping matters. With my lack of clothing and her tropical scent, my blood went south, fast. “Turn around. I want to see it.” Placing her hands on my shoulders, she guided me around, and I let her.

         My back on display, she drew a hot finger over the lines of the griffin spanning from one shoulder to the other. I closed my eyes, memorizing the feel of her hands on my skin.

         “Griff, this is amazing. When did you get it?” she asked.

         “Um, it was finished up about a month ago.” I wanted her to keep touching.

         “And you didn’t tell me?” Her hands left my back and she swung her backpack in my direction.

         I threw my arms up as a shield. “Sorry, the band’s been busy.”

         Cocking her head to the side, she put her hands on her hips. “Well, you certainly look the part now: Mr. Hardcore Rocker all tatted up and sexy.” She emphasized the point with a little shimmy. Me? Sexy? She was one to talk.

         I pulled my arms through the sleeves of my shirt and yanked it over my head. “I do have an image to uphold.” I smirked.

         One side of her mouth pulled up and she shook her head. “I’ll be out in a bit.” Turning, she headed for the shower.

         I fell back onto the bed and growled, throwing an arm over my eyes. The next few days were going to be impossible.

         While Jillian finished up, I climbed into bed, anticipating her body pressed to mine. I would behave myself. She and I cuddled all the time. We were just friends.

         When she emerged from the bathroom I feigned sleep, wondering what she’d do about our sleeping situation.

         She picked up a pillow and slowly dragged a blanket toward the foot of the bed. “What are you doing?” My voice broke the silence.

         She froze. “Uh…getting ready for bed?”

         “Get over here.” I patted the space next to me.

         She sighed. “Griff, I don’t feel right about this. What about Erin?”

         Yeah, this probably wasn’t something Erin would approve of, but I didn’t have much more time with Jillian. We were about to be separated by time and miles. Something neither of us was used to.

         I would behave. Right now I just wanted to be close to my friend. “Jillibean, I’m tired and I want to go to sleep. Erin’s fine. Now get over here, I’m not letting you sleep in a fucking chair.”

         Tossing the pillow next to mine, she spread the blanket out and climbed in beside me. “You’re already in trouble, aren’t you?” she asked, snuggling into the covers.

         Damn, she smells good. Like the ocean. “Nothing I can’t handle.” Her scent was intoxicating. I needed a distraction. In my head I recited the starting lineup for the 2006 St. Louis Cardinals. Number 4, Yadier Molina…number 29, Chris Carpenter…27, Scott Rolen…I rolled over, putting her at my back. “Good night, Bean.”

         “Good night,” she whispered, turning to face the other wall.

         I listened to her breaths even out as she fell asleep. Staring at the wall, I forced myself to get my shit together. Jillian had too much going for her to throw it all away for me. I pushed all notions of us as a couple from my mind. Not only for my own sanity, but because I wouldn’t jeopardize Jillian’s dreams…her future…for my selfish desires. She deserved so much more than I could offer. I didn’t have the best track record when it came to women and it scared the shit out of me to think Jillian and I could end badly. Maybe distance was what Jillian and I needed. A chance to reset our friendship.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Once we made it to the college, the week flew by. During the day Jillian and I walked around campus, toured the city, and got her dorm set up the way she wanted. Evenings were spent binging on Netflix shows and on my giving Jillian pep talks. With my looming departure, Jillian was more on edge. I’d only planned to stay a few days, but when she asked me to stay until her roommate arrived, I couldn’t say no.

         And then I’d run out of days. One evening was all we had left.

         Leaning against the bar, waiting for our beers, I watched her from across the room. Twelve years of watching out for that girl, and tomorrow I’d officially be off duty. It fucking hurt.

         Sleeping next to her each night this week, I’d had to recall lots of baseball stats. I deserved an Oscar.

         And then there was Erin. She kept me honest. Once I got home, things would be better. She was a great girl. I really liked her, and I hoped she’d fill the void in my life once Jillian was gone.

         “Here, man,” the bartender said. “Put it on your tab?”

         I turned around and grabbed the two bottles he’d pushed in my direction. “Yeah, thanks.”

         Beers in hand, I walked back to Jillian and plastered a happy-ass grin on my face, even though I was dying inside.

         Jillian looked up at me with her warm brown eyes and smiled. “Thanks.” She held out her hand, waiting for me to pass over her beer.

         I looked at the bottles and then back at her. “Oh, did you want one?” I loved giving her shit.

         She cocked her head to the side and glared at me. “Yeah.” She pointed to my right hand. “That one.”

         I laughed and held it out to her, but just beyond her reach. “This?”

         Leaning over the table, she wrapped her hand over mine and pulled the bottle free. “Thanks.” She flashed me a smile and took a long pull.

         “Damn, that one was mine,” I said, frowning. “This was yours.” I held up the beer in my left hand and dragged the chair from underneath the table.

         She took another drink, raising an eyebrow. “Sucks to be you.”

         She isn’t lying.

         “What time is your—” I was caught off guard when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I set my beer down and pulled my phone out. Erin’s picture smiled back from the caller ID. I pressed “Decline” and stuffed the phone back into my pocket.

         “Who was that?” Jillian asked.

         “Erin. I’ll call her later. When’s your roommate supposed to get here?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

         “Tomorrow night,” she answered, then gave me a sidelong glance. “Did you just send her to voice mail?”

         “What?” I shrugged. “I said I’d call her back later.” I offered Jillian the most innocent smile I could conjure. “This is our last night together, you have my undivided attention.”

         “I appreciate that, but I don’t think it’s smart to send your girlfriend to voice mail. You’re going to be in trouble,” she sang.

         “Me and trouble,” I said, crossing my fingers, “we’re like this.” I winked at her and took another drink.

         “Well, that’s the damn truth.” She smiled.

         “Speaking of truth, how ’bout we play a game?” I grinned, remembering all the times we used to play that god-awful game she’d made up when we were kids.

         “What game?” she asked, scrunching her face up.

         “Do you remember how to play phony baloney?” I asked.

         Jillian took a drink of her beer and nearly spit it out when I said the name. “Oh my goodness, I do!” she yelled. “We haven’t played that in ages. What made you think of that?”

         I shrugged. “Feeling nostalgic, I guess.”

         “If I recall, that really isn’t a game meant to be played in public.” Jillian looked around the bar. “As much as I would love to tickle you to death, I’m not sure this is the place.”

         “As much as I would love to get my ass tickled by you, college girl,” I said, smirking, “why don’t we make the rules a little more grown-up?”

         She leaned forward, intrigued. “What’d you have in mind?”

         “We’ll play the game the way we used to, but instead of the tickling, the loser has to drink instead.”

         “A drinking game?” Her eyes twinkled. “You hate drinking games.”

         It wasn’t that I hated drinking games, I just hated playing drinking games with Jillian. The knowledge that she took antidepressant meds coupled with my deep-seated urge to protect her—even from herself—always overruled the reckless tendencies I usually had. I didn’t know what had prompted me to suggest this, but I’d already gotten her excited, so there was no backing out now.

         “Yes, and if you get silly, I will cut you off.” She couldn’t hold her liquor worth shit. Drunk Jillian was incredibly goofy and completely adorable.

         What am I doing? I can’t leave her here. What if she gets drunk at a party and some asshat takes advantage of her? 

         “Griffin.” Jillian called my name, pulling me from my spiraling dark thoughts. “Whatever. I do not get silly.” She smirked. “Are we going to play? I’ll go first.” She bounced excitedly on the chair. “OK, I walked in on my sister and Matt having sex,” she said with a straight face.

         Bullshit. I knew her sister and there was no way in hell Jennifer would have been careless enough not to lock the door. “Phony baloney,” I said confidently.

         Jillian scowled. “Damn, how did you guess?”

         “Seriously? Matt probably has to put it to her through a hole in the sheet. I highly doubt she’d forget to lock the door.” I raised my beer. “Drink.”

         As the grown-up rules stated, if the person guessing answered correctly on a false statement, both players had to drink. “My turn,” I said, swallowing.

         I steepled my fingers, resting my elbows on the table. Since she’d started with a sex-related statement, I decided to keep the theme going. “I walked in on my parents having sex.” I leaned in close and whispered, “Last week.” I delivered the line with my best poker face.

         Jillian gasped. Her eyes searched my face, trying to read me. “Phony baloney,” she said, not sounding too confident.

         I slowly lifted my beer to my mouth, but stopped before I tipped it back. She was wrong; I wasn’t bullshitting. “Drink.” I lowered the bottle and laughed.

         Jillian’s jaw dropped. “What?” she screeched. “Last week?”

         I nodded, smiling. “I stopped by to raid the fridge before heading to my apartment one day last week. When I walked in, the house was quiet, except for the dog going crazy upstairs. I figured Mom had trapped him in one of the rooms and forgotten him. I followed the barking down the hall and opened the door.”

         “Oh.” Jillian clapped a hand over her mouth.

         I sighed. “Oh, it gets worse. I opened the door…” My phone buzzed again. Cursing under my breath, I pulled it out.

         “Erin, again?” Jillian asked.

         I shook my head. “Thor. The guys are going bug-nuts trying to plan the Sig Nu gig without me.” I typed a quick response and hit “Send.”

         “Griff, I’m sorry. I should have never talked you into staying longer. I just…” She trailed off.

         “Fuck them. They can handle shit for a few days.” I waved off her comment and looked at her beer. “Since you got the answer wrong, I can’t take a drink until you do. Bottoms up, Jillibean.” I sat back and stretched my legs out.

         She smiled at me, but it didn’t reach her eyes. I’d seen that sad grin far too often and it stabbed my heart every time. She picked up her bottle and knocked it against mine before taking a sip. “You going to finish your story?” she asked quietly.

         I took a swig of my beer and continued, “I opened the door and the dog came bounding out. It caught me off guard, and I threw the door open wider and stepped back. The second my eyes lifted from the ground, Mom screamed and dropped onto Dad, pulling the covers over the top of them.”

         “No way,” Jillian said. “Dear God. I am so glad you didn’t tell me that story a week ago. I don’t think I could have looked them in the eye at my going-away party.”

         “It’s funny, Mom still blushes when she sees me.” I shook my head, smiling.

         “And I’m sure there’s no way you’ll let them forget, right?” Jillian smiled. For real this time. Her dark-chocolate eyes warmed, melting away the sadness that had haunted her a few minutes before. That was the smile I’d do anything for.

         “Damn straight.” I killed my beer and slammed it on the table. “I’ve got those two right where I want them.”

         “Your poor parents,” Jillian said, shaking her head.

         Jillian loved my parents and they adored her; she was like a second daughter to them. When we were younger, Jillian had spent more time at my house than at her own.

         “Oh, whatever.” I rolled my eyes and stood, stretching.

         Jillian looked up at me. “Where are you going?”

         “I’m going to find the bathroom and get another beer. You need anything?”

         Jillian drained the rest of her bottle and smiled at me. “I’ll take another. We aren’t finished with our game yet,” she said, wagging her eyebrows.

         Dear Lord, What did I get myself into? The last thing I’d planned to do was get her wasted. I swallowed my better judgment and said, “Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I woke when I felt the bed shift, but I remained still, not eager to start the day. When Jillian’s door was pulled open, I heard her step out.

         Rolling onto my back, I stared at the ceiling. “Fuck,” I sighed. “Get it together, Daniels.”

         I sat up, thinking about how far Jillian had come. She wasn’t the sad, fragile girl of a few years ago. She was resilient, confident, and ready to carve out her own path. I was so proud of her.

         I kicked off the hideous lime-green comforter she’d bought and went to work gathering my belongings. As I pulled on my clothes and folded the others into my bag, I resolved to follow Jillian’s lead. I needed to set down my own tracks: Mine Shaft, Erin, school…in that order.

         The door was pulled open and I looked over my shoulder. “I’ve been dreading this part since we left Illinois last Friday,” Jillian said, tossing her bathroom things into the closet. Her wet hair stuck to the sides of her face.

         I rose, coming to stand beside her. “Me too.” Her dark eyes were sad. Hugging her to my side, I loosened some of the strands from her face. “I am going to miss you so damn much.” I choked on the words. I’d told myself I wasn’t going to get emotional, but watching her fall apart wasn’t making it any easier for me.

         I wiped a tear from her cheek with my thumb, pressing my palm to her face. “Come on, Jillibean. This is too fucking hard when you’re sad. We’ll talk every day. Especially this coming week.” She leaned into my hand and drew in a sharp breath.

         “Promise?” Her voice was thick with tears.

         Brushing her hair behind her ear, I cupped the back of her head and brought her close, kissing her forehead. Lingering longer than I should have, I finally found the willpower to let go. I stepped back and looked her in the eyes. “Have I ever deserted you on that day?”

         She shook her head. “No.”

         I hefted my bag off the ground, shouldering it as we walked slowly to the parking lot.

         Standing beside my bike, Jillian sniffled. “I miss you already.” She threw her arms around my middle and squeezed as hard as her small frame would allow.

         My arms went around her and I kissed her forehead. It felt as if a knife had been plunged into my chest. “I miss you, too.” If I didn’t let go now, I feared I never would. A clean break. I swung my leg over the seat and started the engine.

         I reached for her and she put her hand in mine. “We’ll get through this together.”

         “Promise?” she asked, the way she always did.

         I winked. “Forever.”

         She smiled and stepped right up next to me. She lifted my arm and fit herself perfectly to my side. “Where’s your helmet?” she asked.

         “You know I don’t like those things.” She’d always been on me to get one.

         “Damn it, Griffin.” She pushed off me and stared. Her black-brown eyes screamed. “You better start wearing a goddamn helmet.”

         “I’ll buy one just for you when I get home.” I pinched her chin and smiled.

         She pushed me away. “Damn right you will.”

         “I gotta go, Jillibean. I’ll check in all day. Keep your phone close,” I said.

         Her tears were coming fast and furious now. I hated to see her cry, but I couldn’t fix this. “OK.”

         “Have fun this year. You’re going to rock those design classes.” I hugged her one last time before I took off for Illinois. “Bye, Jillibean.” I waved as I pulled out of the parking lot.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         What the fuck, man.” My roommate burst into my bedroom. “You going to sleep all day?”

         Without opening my eyes, I skimmed my hand across the small table beside my bed, latched on to the bulkiest object I could find, and hurled it in his direction. “Get the fuck out, Thor,” I mumbled into my pillow.

         The book I’d thrown landed with a thud and an expletive from Thor’s mouth. “It’s already after one. We have a show tonight, Griff. Get your ass up,” he demanded.

         I rolled onto my back and looked at my pissed-off roommate and bandmate standing in the doorway. “It’s after one?” I asked groggily. “Shit.” Pushing myself up, I scrubbed my hands over my face.

         “When did you get back?” Thor asked, leaning his broad shoulder against my doorframe and crossing his colorfully tattooed arms over his chest.

         Swinging my feet over the side of the bed, I stood up. “Around three a.m.”

         “Well, at least you’re dressed,” Thor said.

         I extended my middle finger in his direction and looked down at the boots on my feet. “I was too tired to change when I got home.” But that was only a half-truth. I had been tired from the eighteen-hour drive, but I hadn’t slept a wink. From the moment I’d fallen into bed, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Jillian. I’d left her there, all alone.

         “Griffin…dude,” Thor shouted, waving his hands above his shaved head. “What’s with you?”

         I shook my head, trying to chase away exhaustion and a heavy heart. “Sorry.”

         “You going to be OK for the gig tonight?” he asked.

         I shrugged off my jacket. “Yeah. I’m going to hit the shower. I’ll be down in a minute.”

         “All right,” he sighed, shutting my bedroom door as he left.

         I pulled my shirt over my head and headed for the shower. In the bathroom mirror I caught a glimpse of the cursive script circling my right bicep: Always protects. Always trusts. Always hopes. Always perseveres. Never fails. Out of frustration I flexed my arm and watched the words shift as my muscles contracted. My tattoo felt like a lie; I couldn’t protect her anymore. She was on her own.

         I hated feeling so inept. I needed to get over this. Jillian would be fine. She needed to do this. I showered quickly and made an appointment with my tattoo artist, knowing exactly what would make me feel better.

         Downstairs, in the living room, I heard Thor plunking out chords on his guitar. As I walked through the kitchen, the guitar grew louder; he was really working it over.

         “Save something for the show tonight,” I quipped, coming around the corner.

         Thor played a dissonant chord and left it unresolved. “Better now?” he asked, over the fading atonal triad.

         I shook my head. “No, but I will be. I made an appointment with Angelo.” I leaned against the wall and waited for his reply.

         He didn’t say anything, just resolved the earlier chord.

         “You know I wouldn’t be late for a gig if it wasn’t important. The ink won’t take long, it’s small,” I added.

         “It’s cool,” he said, looking up from his strings.

         “Thanks.” I pushed off the wall and brushed my hair back from my forehead. “I’ll meet you at the bar.”

         He lifted his chin in acknowledgement.

         “Later.” I turned and walked back down the hallway on my way out the back door, to where my bike was parked.

         The steamy September air barreled into me the second I opened the door, as if I had walked into a steaming wall of water. I mounted my bike and pushed the fuel valve down, tickling the carburetor before I hit the choke blade. My vintage Triumph never failed to calm my nerves. I turned the key in the ignition and tromped on the kick starter. The engine roared to life beneath me. I slipped on my sunglasses and tore out of my parking space.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I pulled the door open and stepped into the tattoo studio. Greeted by the familiar buzz of the artists’ tools, I already felt more relaxed.

         Angelo Castell glanced up from the girl he was working on and nodded. “Hey, Griff.”

         “Angelo.” I nodded in reply.

         “I’m just about finished, have a seat. I’ll be ready for you in a few.” He returned his attention to the client in front of him.

         “Cool,” I said, sitting down on the black leather couch that served as the waiting area.

         While I waited for Angelo, I toyed with the idea of calling Jillian. I’d texted her earlier that morning, when I’d gotten home at around three a.m., but hadn’t talked to her since I’d left her dorm yesterday. Her tearstained face in my rearview mirror was an image I wouldn’t soon forget.

         I traced my thumb over her illuminated name on the screen. I wanted very much to hear her voice, but she was starting a new life on the East Coast, and she needed for me to give her space and let her live.

         “Griff, you ready?” Angelo asked, standing in front of me.

         I clicked my phone off and stood, shoving it into my pocket. “Yeah.”

         He nodded to his workstation and led the way. “I’ve got your sketch over here. You said small, right?”

         “Yeah, I want it to be subtle. Barely noticeable.” Jillian would kill me if she knew what I was about to do.

         “Here you go.” He passed me the sketch. He’d done every one of my pieces and he knew what I liked. Jillian’s nickname filled a tiny droplet that matched the others I already had on my chest.

         Five years before, when my friend Thor and I started our band, Mine Shaft, I’d promised myself that I would get a full chest piece when we booked our first paid gig. I’d settled on a likeness of my bass guitar, broken and bleeding song titles from the fracture. Now I was about to add one more “drop” falling from the guitar: Jillian’s nickname.

         “It’s perfect. Let’s do it.” I handed the sketch back to him with a smile.

         “All right then.” He clapped his hands together, ready to get to work. “You know the drill. I’ll get my stuff together and we’ll get started.”

         “Sounds good.” I pulled my shirt over my head and got comfortable in the chair. A little smile crept to my lips and a thrill went through me. There was nothing like getting a tattoo. Since I’d gotten my first one, I’d become addicted. Plus the ink I was about to get was something I’d wanted for a long time, and now that Jillian wasn’t there, it only seemed fitting.

         “Got the stencil,” Angelo said, walking over to the chair.

         “Cool.”

         He prepped my skin and laid the stencil near the top of my left pec, right where the bass cracked open. When he peeled the paper away, the tiny drop bearing Jillian’s name clung to the edge of the guitar.

         “Look good?” he asked.

         I sat up to glance in the mirror near the chair. “Yeah,” I replied, looking down at her name clinging to the edge of my bass.

         “Cool.” He smiled and grabbed his machine from the tray.

         I lay back down and Angelo leaned in, ready to begin. I closed my eyes and sighed, ready for the welcome burn of the needles.

         While Angelo worked I ran through the melody I’d written during my eighteen-hour drive home from Rhode Island. By the time I’d pulled into my apartment complex, I had written a whole new song.

         With my eyes still closed, I could hear the chords Thor would play on his guitar, Adam’s steady drumbeat, and Pauly’s keyboard. I layered each instrument, finally adding the bass line, breathing life into the song. The only thing missing was the lyrics, which in my opinion were the most difficult part of songwriting. For me they always came last. I had to hear the music—feel it—in order to write something meaningful.

         Concentrating on the scratching sensation of Angelo’s machine against my chest, I allowed the vibration of the needles to provide the rhythm I needed as I worked through some lyrics.

         “That’s it, man,” Angelo announced, wiping my chest one final time and silencing his machine.

         I hadn’t come up with anything useful before he finished. I pulled my eyes open, squinting through the bright lights of the room, and looked down at my chest. Although the droplet was only a little over an inch long and “Jillibean” was barely visible, it was already my favorite.

         “What do you think?” he asked as I admired his work.

         “It’s perfect.” I held up my fist and he knocked his knuckles into mine. “Thanks, man.”

         “Sure thing.” He rubbed some Vaseline over Jillian’s name and bandaged it up. “Leave the bandage on until morning, wash it real good, then lotion it up.”

         Once the small bandage was in place, he handed me an aftercare card. I stood up from the chair and folded the card into my back pocket before I slipped on my shirt. “Thanks again, man. I appreciate you getting me in on such short notice.”

         “Anytime, dude.” Angelo looked me in the eyes and gave me a small smile. “She’s gone, huh?” he asked.

         I nodded. Jillian had come to the shop with me when Angelo did the script on my bicep and the guitar on my chest, so he knew her well.

         “She’ll be back for Christmas and summer, though,” I sighed. My best friend leaves for college, and I turn into fucking pussy. What’s wrong with me? “Thanks. I’ll see you around, man.”

         “Looking forward to it. Hang in there, she’ll be back before you know it.”

         I smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.”

         I settled up with Angelo and walked the couple of blocks to where I’d parked my bike. Before I got on, I checked my phone: four missed texts and one voice mail. Thor and Erin, but no word from Jillian. What is she up to? I had the feeling I’d be thinking that a lot from here on out.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         I shot Thor a quick text, Be there in 30, then mounted my bike, putting a call in to Erin before I hit the road. Scrolling through my contacts, I hit Erin’s name and waited for her to answer.

         “Hey, Griffin.” Erin’s honeyed voice met my ears. “What have you been up to?”

         I couldn’t tell her about my new ink. She wouldn’t understand. “Not much. Sorry I didn’t call earlier. I got in around three a.m. and slept most of the day.”

         “It’s no problem. I had volleyball practice today anyway. Are you at the bar yet?”

         I leaned back on my seat and slid the keys into the ignition, waiting to start the engine. “Not yet. I’m on my way, though. Meet me there?”

         “You bet,” she said. “Griffin?” Her voice dropped into a hush.

         “Yeah?” I answered.

         “I missed you.” The statement was a whisper slipping from her mouth, barely audible from my end of the line, almost as if she were afraid I would hear.

         In the back of my mind, I could hear Jillian telling me to give Erin a chance, and she was right, I did need to give her a chance. That was the whole reason I’d asked her out in the first place, to erase any notions I had about being with Jillian. I needed a distraction. Erin was cool and we always had a great time together. If I let myself believe it, she was someone I could fall for…in time. She was strong, smart, a damn good athlete, funny as hell, not to mention gorgeous. Images of her long, sculpted legs came to mind.

         I only had to give her a chance.

         I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I missed you, too.”

         “I’ll see you soon.” The twang of her Georgia accent came alive.

         “See you.” I ended our conversation there. If I didn’t get a move on, Thor would have a coronary.

         
            *  *  *

         

         By the time I got to the bar, Pauly, Thor, and Adam were already there. I pulled the door open and took off my sunglasses.

         “Hey, man,” Pauly said, looking up from his keyboard. He was busy taping down wires and getting his keyboard situated in the confined space the local bar called a stage. “Where have you been?”

         Thor must have kept my detour to himself. “I had something I needed to take care of.” I shrugged and joined him on stage, grabbing the roll of tape from his hand and tearing off a piece. “Where’s Thor?”

         “Out back.” Pauly gestured with his head. “He’s bringing in the last cabinet.”

         “Cool.” I tossed the tape to Pauly and headed toward the rear exit. “Gonna see if he needs help.” I’d made it halfway down the hall when Thor came in, hauling the speaker in his arms.

         “Got your shit straightened out now?” he asked, walking in my direction.

         I followed him into the main room and onto the stage. “Yeah. Better now.” I rubbed my hands on my jeans, ready to pull the gig together.

         Thor placed the speaker on the floor and got it set up before standing back up. “Good to hear.” He slapped my back and smirked.

         I smiled, thankful he understood. “The set list still the same?” I asked while I shoved my keys and sunglasses into the backpack we kept on stage.

         “Pretty much.” Thor finished hooking the cabinet to the amp and plugged in his guitar. “Adam was bitching about something, but he can piss off. We’re not changing shit now.”

         I reached for my bass and plugged it into my amp. Systematically I worked my thumb along each knuckle of my right hand, then my left. Each joint gave a loud pop as I pressed down. “Agreed.” I shook out my hands and adjusted the volume and tone before I walked my fingers across the strings.

         The rich, deep sound vibrated through my body, and I instantly relaxed. No matter what kind of mood I was in, my bass always pulled me out of my head and into the music. I took a deep breath and played some scales, tuning as I went along. Reaching over to the amplifier head, I adjusted the EQ knobs and found my tonal sweet spot. I stood back up and started plunking out a few lines of the first song on our set list. Thor grinned and added his guitar riff to my bass line, beginning a mini jam session for the few bar patrons perched on their stools.

         Our tune quickly evolved into an improv session, each of us playing off of what the other was feeling. I relished organic moments like these, getting lost in the music. Thor and I had been playing together since we were fifteen and knew each other’s style like it was our own.

         I guided my hands across the taut strings, bringing out the bass line to Thor’s melody. I let the music wash over me, fill me. I anchored my heavyheartedness due to Jillian’s absence on the lowest notes of my bass, drowning my feelings beneath the music.

         “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you two were trying to get rid of us,” Pauly said, coming back into the room with Adam following behind.

         I slapped a few more notes and quieted my instrument. Thor did the same. My blood was pumping and my breath came fast. With music running through my veins, I was amped up for the show, even though it would be small.

         “You didn’t get the memo?” Thor said, punching Pauly in the shoulder.

         Pauly flipped Thor off and took his stance by the keyboard. I laughed, shaking my head while I watched Adam mount his drum kit.

         “You guys ready to hit this?” Adam asked.

         Thor made some minor adjustments on his amp and said, “Count us in, dude.”

         Adam counted and we came in on the downbeat. I listened intently to Adam’s kick drum, making sure we both stayed in sync. With the small venue, we didn’t need much extra equipment in order to hear each other.

         Still thumping out the bass line, I stepped closer to the mic, ready to rock this gig.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sweat rolled down the sides of my face and my hair stuck to my forehead and cheeks. Despite the heat and cramped quarters, this was what I lived for. The crowd bobbed up and down, an undulating mass controlled only by our music. I knew the effect music had on me, how it consumed me wholly, and here it was doing the same thing to complete strangers. Who knew my lyrics and music held that kind of power? God, I love this. 

         Exhausted and rocking on pure adrenaline, I sang loudly into the mic and the crowd cheered, raising their hands above their heads, beer bottles and all. Thor hit two fast chords, I laid into the bass, Pauly struck the keys, and Adam pounded a steady beat as I brought the neck of my bass down, cutting them off.

         The crowd stilled, unsure if the song was finished.

         I loved writing songs that messed with the audience. The guys and I remained still, giving no hint of whether we would resume playing. Then, very quietly, Adam picked up the beat with his kick drum. Pauly played a few dissonant chords on the keyboard, and I sang the last line just before Thor wrapped up the song with his guitar.

         Once again the house went crazy. The crowd had grown exponentially. There wasn’t a seat left. Hot, sweaty, and out of breath, I spoke into the mic: “Thank you.” I took a little bow and winked at Erin standing in the front row. I could easily pick her out of the crowd; her long legs went on for miles. Her blond hair was swept back into a ponytail and her cheeks were flushed from dancing. She looked beautiful.

         I held up my index finger, letting her know I’d join her in a minute. She winked, a huge smile blooming across her face. Nodding her understanding, she went back to talking to the friend she’d brought along.

         I pulled the towel off my shoulder and wiped the sweat from my face. My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. Reaching back, I yanked it free, and noticed it said UNKNOWN CALLER.

         “Hello?” I answered.

         “Hello? Mr. Daniels?” a man replied.

         “Yes?”

         “My name is Leo Dane. I heard your band play about a month ago,” he said.

         I brushed my damp hair away from my forehead and took another deep breath. “Um, yeah?” I shouted over the din of the noisy bar.

         “Is this a bad time?” he asked.

         “Uh, no. Sorry, we just finished a show. Give me a sec, and I’ll find someplace quieter.” I made my way to the front entrance.

         As I pushed my way through the crush of people, Leo Dane continued. “Like I said before, I had the pleasure of catching a Mine Shaft show last month. You’ve got a great sound.”

         I opened the front door and stepped into the crowd of smokers who’d been relegated to the outdoor seating. Shouldering through them and their haze, I walked a few steps down the street. “That’s good to hear. When do you need us to play?” I asked.

         “Thursday morning,” he answered without hesitation.

         “I’ll have to—” I snapped my mouth closed when Mr. Dane started speaking, cutting me off completely. What a dick. This was not the way to get me to agree to a gig.

         “Not only did I catch your show last month, Mr. Daniels, but I’ve also listened to the demo you sent.”

         Wait. What? “You have my demo?” I sucked in a breath and held it.

         “Mr. Daniels, I work for Amphion Productions. We’d like to talk to you about Mine Shaft’s future.”

         My mouth fell open. I was speechless.

         “Is that a yes?” he asked, breaking the silence.

         Snapping back to reality, I remembered to breathe, stumbling over my words as I spoke. “I…uh.” I couldn’t think. “Uh, yeah.” God, I sounded like a bumbling idiot. “Yes, Thursday morning is great.”

         “Cool. Mine Shaft’s name has been buzzing around the music scene for a while. I’m looking forward to meeting the band, Mr. Daniels.”

         “What time did you say you wanted to meet?” I paced up and down the sidewalk, savoring the moment. I was blown away. Is this for real? 

         Over the past year, I’d sent out handfuls of demos and hoped that something would come of it, but I’d never gotten any responses. Jillian had been the one who spurred me on, always telling me to keep going. She’d be flipping out about this phone call.

         “Does seven thirty work for you guys?” Leo asked.

         “Seven thirty’s great,” I confirmed. “We’ll be there.”

         “Cool. I’m looking forward to hearing you guys again.”

         “Yes, sir. See you then,” I said, and then the line went dead.

         I dropped my hands to my sides, still reeling. Holy. Fucking. Shit. Did that really happen? I was ready to jump out of my own skin.

         “Who was that?” Erin’s Southern accent came up behind me.

         I spun around with a big-ass grin on my face. In that moment it was nice to see a beautiful blonde walking toward me. She looked a lot like Jillian, except for their considerable difference in height. Where Jillian was barely over five feet, Erin stood about a foot taller.

         I wished Jillian were the one standing in front of me, but she wasn’t. Erin was here. My inner voice chimed in, Give her a chance. 

         Her bright-blue eyes were darkened by the night sky, yet they sparkled in the light of the street lamps. “That, my dear, was a record producer.” I grabbed her waist and spun us around.

         She laughed, wrapping her arms around my neck. “A producer?” she squealed. “What did he want?”

         I set her down and planted a quick kiss on her lips. “We have a meeting with Amphion Productions. They want to discuss the band’s future.”

         “What?” she exclaimed, a wide smile blooming across her face. “Griffin, that’s amazing,” she yelled.

         I folded my arms around her back, drawing her closer. Because I was only about four inches taller, our faces were always perfectly aligned. I kissed her again, trying to convince myself that her kiss was all I needed in this moment. Her lips were soft and sweet on mine. “Mmm,” I hummed against her mouth. “You taste like peaches.”

         Not wanting to back away from our kiss, she answered, “Peach schnapps.” Then she slid her tongue past my lips and into my mouth.

         She was a damn good kisser. I enjoyed kissing her. With her killer body pressed to mine, I was ready to do more than just kiss.

         Slowing down, I pulled away just enough to see her swollen lips stretch into a playful smile. “I’ve got to tell the guys about the phone call,” I said, sliding my hands down her arms and threading my fingers between hers.

         “All right,” she sighed.

         I smiled, kissed her one more time, and pulled her along as I ran down the sidewalk, eager to tell the guys our good news.
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