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    Synopsis:


    My world was dark and filled with pain.


    Loneliness gnawed at my soul.


    I found solace in a bottle.


    Music was my only refuge . . . until I met her.


    She was a dark Gothic goddess in thigh-high leather boots.


    She brought light into my life and showed me what it was like to be loved.


    But could she handle the demons that haunted me . . . and the vices that kept them at bay?


    


    This is the one everyone’s been waiting for. This is Damien and Alyssa’s story.


    


    Delve into the mind of Immortal Angel’s brooding, hardcore bassist with a troubled past.


    


    Warning: This book is for mature audiences only.


    


    Introduction:


    Life wasn’t always good to Damien Diamond. An alcoholic, abusive mother left him to fend for himself and with little self-esteem. He turned to drugs and alcohol to mask his inner pain. If it weren’t for Angel Garcia, he would have perished on the streets of New York City, but it was a dark gothic goddess who gave Damien a reason to live. She wouldn’t put up with his self-destructive behavior, and he needed to turn his life around in order to win back the only woman he ever loved.


    Alyssa never took an ounce of crap from anyone. The last thing she needed was a tattooed punk rocker with a boatload of baggage¸ but once Damien Diamond walked into her life, she couldn’t stop thinking about the sweet and sensitive guy that hid behind the tough-as-nails exterior.


    


    Follow Damien Diamond as he prepares for the third leg of his successful World Tour with Immortal Angel, and as he reflects on his bitter past and the road that led him to be part of one of the most popular and radical punk rock bands in the nation.
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    Prologue:


    It was after midnight and yelling woke Damien from a sound sleep. His mother was drunk again – probably high too. He could tell she wasn’t sober because of the way she was ranting and the slur in her voice. At 14, he wasn’t afraid of his mother’s unstable outbursts anymore, but he didn’t dare venture out of his room. When he was younger, six or seven, he used to throw the covers over his head and tremble. His heart would beat so hard against his chest that he had been sure she could hear it all the way down the stairs. He had hugged his knees to his chest and prayed that she wouldn’t come into his room – but she always did.


    He knew she was coming, but he didn’t know why, and he braced himself for the impending confrontation by lying perfectly still in his bed. To anyone watching, he would have appeared relaxed and unfazed by the screaming and banging coming from downstairs. It was an amazing act of self-control. On the inside, nothing calmed Damien’s agitated heart. It beat furiously in his chest and pounded in his ears.


    He watched the doorknob and waited for it to turn. There had been a lock on it once, a long time ago, but she promptly removed it the first time he used it to keep her out of his room. The light from the moon reflected back at him from the gold-tone doorknob and held his frozen stare. He crumpled the edge of the sheet in his fists and brought it closer to his chin each time his mother’s voice grew louder and more irate. The door to his room flew open and the light filtered in like a spotlight on his bed. He held his breath, and his heart stopped for an instant, then resumed its thunderous beat. He met his mother’s rabid gaze with courage. Her lips were clamped shut, and one side of her face was shadowed, but her anger was clearly visible from across the room. She flipped the switch on the wall and the room filled with light. The brightness temporarily blinded him, and he brought his forearm to his brow.


    “Where did you get this?” She shoved his beautiful bass guitar out in front of her.


    He bolted upright in bed. Shoot! He usually never took it out of his room, but he had been home alone all day and had carried it into the living room to play along with the stereo. The little radio in his bedroom was too weak to produce a clear sound. He must have forgotten to return his bass to its hiding spot under his bed.


    “Don’t just sit there like an idiot! Answer me! Did you steal it? Now you’re a thief? I knew you’d end up in jail!”


    He jumped off the bed and ran up to her, ready to claim his bass before she took it away. “I bought it at the thrift store. I didn’t steal it.”


    “Don’t talk back to me!” Her hand came down across his left cheek. She wore a ring on her middle finger, and the band connected with his cheekbone. His skin flared under the harsh slap, and he felt a knot forming under his eye, but he never flinched. The sting on his face burned his spirit more than it did his cheek. He had become used to physical pain. Sometimes he welcomed it, since it was the only time she gave him any attention. It was the emotional pain that he was defenseless against.


    He reached out to take his bass from her, but she pulled it away before he could touch it. Standing this close to her, he could smell the liquor on her breath and see the tiny lines around her upper lip and in the corners of her eyes. She had been beautiful once. He had idolized her when he was a young boy. Years of alcohol abuse weren’t kind to her. She looked much older than her age. The drugs also had their fair share in adding to the dark circles under her eyes and in her sunken features.


    She was glaring at him, hunched over him, waiting for him to retaliate, but he never raised his voice to her. Although he was growing taller each week and soon would stand eye to eye with her, he would never physically defend himself even though she always provoked him.


    “Can I have my bass back?” His voice was low, and he dared to make eye contact.


    “Not until you tell me where you got the money for it. Did you steal it from my purse?”


    “No. I told you. I got it at the thrift store. It wasn’t much. Only a few dollars. I saved it up from my job at the grocery store.”


    Her eyes widened with anger. “That money is supposed to pay for your room and board. And for the food I keep stocked in the refrigerator. Everything costs money. Withholding money from me is the same as stealing!”


    He loved that bass. It’s the only thing that made his life bearable. “I gave you the same amount. I worked extra hours to save the money.”


    “You’re pathetic.” She shook the bass at him. “Do you think you’re going to become a rock star? You’ll never amount to anything!”


    Her words stung worse than any of the blows she inflicted upon him. She always knew how to deflate his spirit and shatter his self-esteem. He lowered his eyes to the floor, and his cheeks flushed red hot.


    “This guitar belongs to me now.”


    He snapped his head up, and his eyes widened. “No!”


    “Don’t give me any back talk!” She raised the bass guitar and swung it at him.


    Even though he raised his arm to shield his face, it grazed the top half of his ear and slammed into his temple. He was momentarily dazed, and he stumbled while spots blurred his vision. He didn’t care if he had a concussion or if he blacked out. His only concern was whether or not his bass was injured. He steadied himself on his feet and leaned against the door frame for support. He was vaguely aware of his mother’s footsteps leading away from his room and down the stairs. When his head cleared, his beloved instrument was gone. She had taken it with her.


    He shut his bedroom door and kicked the waste basket. His bass was everything to him. He had been secretly playing it for the last six months. His mother knew he was lying when he said he paid a couple of dollars for it at a thrift store. It was too beautiful to be secondhand. He couldn’t tell her the truth, because she wouldn’t let him visit the music store anymore. It was the one place he felt that he belonged.


    Damien had spent every free moment in the music store since he was twelve years old. His mother worked all day and then bartended at night, so she was never home. She never knew where he was, nor did she care, as long as his household chores were done by the time she came home.


    The manager at the music store let him work there for free in exchange for the bass. It was the least expensive model in the store, but it was the sweetest piece of ear candy Damien ever laid eyes on. Now he was working off enough hours to afford an amp. He had lied about his age. The store manager thought he was 16, not 14, and since this was a private transaction, no one needed to bother filling out any paperwork.


    He needed to get his bass guitar back from his mother. He waited in his room and listened at the door. The clink of glasses meant she was having another drink. Soon she would be unconscious and nothing would wake her. That’s when he could search for his bass.


    An hour later, he cracked open his bedroom door and peeked out. The TV was audible in the distance, but it was otherwise quiet. He tiptoed down the stairs like a thief. Careful not to make a sound, he ventured into the living room. His mother was sprawled across the couch with her mouth open. An ashtray full of cigarette butts was on the end table next to an open bottle of scotch. The glass next to it contained her unfinished drink. He lifted it off the coaster and stared down at the amber liquid. He swirled it in the glass for a bit then brought it to his lips and gulped down a mouthful. It burned his throat, and he almost choked. With his lips pulled back and his tongue sticking out, he shook his head in order to rid his mouth of the heat.


    A medicine bottle on the couch next to his mother’s hand caught his eye. He picked it up and read the label: OxyContin. The childproof cap came off with a twist, and he shook the round yellow pills in the bottle and watched them jump in the container. It was a full bottle. He fished one out with his index finger and stuck it in the pocket of his pajama pants.


    On the other side of the couch sat his bass guitar. He examined it for any damage. There was a tiny scratch, but it was otherwise unharmed. He placed the strap over his head and immediately felt a rush of energy. There was a connection that drew the two of them together. He ran his hand over the sleek black lacquer paint with affection. She was beautiful.


    They returned to his bedroom together. His mother would have to kill him to take his precious bass away from him again. He sat on his bed and cradled it in his lap. Her smooth neck fit perfectly in the palm of his left hand and her strings called to his fingertips. He picked her up with both hands, brought her to his lips and placed a tender kiss across her ebony paint. She brought him solace and serenity. He loved her, and she rewarded him with a low, deep purr. It was the first time his love was reciprocated.


    He plucked at the G string. It was the most beautiful sound in the world, even if the lack of an amp reduced the thundering growl to a muffled hum. He played I Wanna Be Sedated from the Ramones and London Calling from the Clash. They were his favorite bands, and he fell in love with the punk rock culture. He played some of the heavier music he heard at the music store – Enter Sandman, from Metallica and Iron Man from Black Sabbath – and developed a liking for the genre.


    Without the funds for formal lessons, Damien learned to play by ear. He was able to identify the rumble of the bass over the other instruments in a song. Finding the notes came easy, and he was able to replicate the sound with little effort. On the occasions when he brought his bass to the store, the manager let him plug into an amp, and the booming sound that filled Damien’s ears beat simultaneously with his heart.


    The store manager had once told him that in order to master an instrument, you needed to fall in love with it. Damien stroked the neck of the black beauty in his lap. The light from the ceiling fixture reflected off of her gleaming paint. She was exquisite, and she meant more to him than anything in the world.
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    Damien Diamond roared down I-87 on his new custom-built Harley-Davidson motorcycle. The growl of the twin cam engine drowned out the noise from the traffic around him. He pulled back on the throttle, testing the machine’s power, and the motor revved. Alyssa wrapped her arms around him a little tighter, clasped her fingers together around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. He patted his wife’s hands and turned his face up to the hot sun. Its rays burned the chill of the crisp open air off of his cheeks. He took his eyes off the road long enough to nod at two girls who were waving at him from a Corvette convertible. The girl in the passenger seat pulled up her shirt and flashed a pair of doubled D’s. Alyssa laughed and threw them a peace sign.


    Recognition was everywhere, even soaring down the New York State Thruway at 80 miles per hour. The helmet hid his signature blue mohawk, but the telltale gory tattoos that covered every inch of his exposed skin were a dead giveaway. There wasn’t much privacy left when you were the bassist for the country’s number one punk rock band. Damien celebrated the success of Immortal Angel’s second studio album with the purchase of the toy between his legs. Eyes straight ahead, wind at his back, the woman he loved with her chin on his shoulder – it didn’t get much better than this.


    Life wasn’t always good to Damien Diamond. She was a heartless bitch for more years than he cared to remember. There was a dismal period when he didn’t care if he lived or died, and probably no one else did either. He squinted his eyes in the sun’s glare and tried to repress the bitter memories that still haunted him, but they rolled in his head like a bad movie.


    Damien was 17 when he first met Angel Garcia. He had no idea the skinny gay kid would end up becoming a lifelong friend and save him from his own self-destruction. Soon after they had met, they discovered their mutual love for punk rock music and formed Immortal Angel. Back then, when the band was in its infancy, gigs hadn’t paid much money and there hadn’t been many employers willing to hire someone with a rebellious mohawk. Damien had found work at a local tattoo shop and got paid in tips from the artists and free ink.


    The hum of his new bike and the sharp wind in his face reminded Damien how much his life had changed. As the road glided past him, his mind flashed back to his troubled past and the days he moved into his first real apartment on Eastern Parkway in Brooklyn.


    Seven Years Prior


    Damien sat on the stained couch with its torn cushions, bass guitar on his knee, strumming one of Immoral Angel’s new tunes.


    Angel stood nearby perfectly still, afraid to move or touch anything, but too polite to voice his concerns about the shoddy apartment.


    The floorboards were weathered and gave way in some spots. The cracks in the plaster walls were patched over with compound but never repainted. Despite its lackluster and shabby appearance, the place was clean.


    “Are you sure you’re alright here?” Angel looked around with a grimace. “I could lend you some more money if you want to find something a little more modern.”


    “Not necessary. I shouldn’t have taken the money from you in the first place. Thank you. I appreciate it.”


    “You don’t have to thank me. I insisted. You needed to get out of the projects, Damien. It wasn’t safe. I don’t care how tough your outer shell is, it’s not going to stop a bullet.”


    “I know, but I survived four years bouncing around New York City public housing. It’s time for me to make it on my own.” Most teenagers got a cake and a party on their 18th birthday. Damien had been handed his suitcase and a speech about how his mother had put up with him for as long as she could. She had done her job. Now he was on his own, so when he fucked up and fell flat on his face, he had no one to blame but himself.


    With no money and nowhere to go, he had been forced to live on the streets at eighteen years old. He was a kid, but she robbed him of his childhood. He had slept between alleyways and in the park for almost a month before Angel found out. It was Angel who got him into public housing – and helped him get out.


    Now that Damien was living back in Brooklyn, and not too far from where he grew up, it opened an old wound. He feared that one day he would cross paths with his alcohol-soaked mother, and he never wanted to see her again. She made it clear that he was unwelcome in her house, and in her life, the day she threw him out.


    Even though she wasn’t part of his life anymore, her mental and verbal abuse still reached in and twisted his gut. Playing the bass helped him let go of the harsh memories of his childhood. He had other vices to help him forget, but music was a safe outlet. He didn’t know how long he’d been plucking the same notes until Angel clapped his hands to get his attention. “Sorry, what do you need?”


    “Do you have anything to drink?” Angel pawed at his throat. “Water? Soda?”


    Damien set his bass on its stand and hurried into the kitchen before Angel decided to help himself. He didn’t want Angel to see his empty refrigerator. There wasn’t much money in his budget for groceries, but he always bought bottled water. The pipes were so old that the tap probably contained enough lead to kill everyone in the building.


    Angel was seated on the couch when Damien returned to the living room. He handed his friend a bottle of water. “Finally worked up enough nerve to sit on that piece of junk, huh?”


    “It’s not so bad.” Angel glanced down at the stained fabric. “A slipcover might dress it up a little, though.”


    “I’ll put it on my list, right after I buy some drapes and tablecloths.”


    Angel perked up for a minute before he realized Damien was teasing, then rolled his eyes and smirked.


    The last thing Damien cared about was the décor of his apartment. After living in New York City’s most dangerous housing projects, he was happy to have a safe place to sleep at night. The sparsely furnished room and worn, secondhand couch were unimportant. He cradled his bass in his hand and polished the black lacquer paint with the sleeve of his shirt. His bass and his band were all that mattered to him.


    “Maybe you should get a pet or something to keep you company.”


    A pet? Damien loved the idea. He never had so much as a goldfish, but he didn’t want the responsibility. “I’m fine. I’m used to being alone.” He played Immortal Angel’s new song, and Angel sang the first verse. The natural power and smooth vocal tone behind Angel’s voice was incredible. It’s what made them stand out amongst the dozens of bands that played the indie circuit in Brooklyn every week. “That sounded cool. Do you want to run through the whole song again?”


    “No. Let’s save it for the show at The Quadrangle. We put in a full week at the studio. I’m ready. I just wanted to hear how that first verse sounded again. I’m happy with it.” Angel was a perfectionist and sometimes made himself a nervous wreck worrying about every detail of the show. “Thanks for letting me come by on short notice.”


    “Anytime. My door’s always open.”


    After Angel left, the fast-paced punk rock tune was out of Damien’s head. The quiet solitude turned the deep bluesy notes of the bass melancholy. Unpleasant memories of his past were rekindled and brought his troubles back full circle. With each throaty note he plucked, his mood sunk deeper into despair. He thought about the bad hand life threw his way. He was destined for failure, but he was determined to fight it every step of the way. He just wanted the loneliness to go away. He wanted someone to spend his life with. He wanted someone to love him.


    He sighed and walked into the kitchen with his bass still strung over his shoulder. The contents of the cabinet above the sink held what he was looking for. It was nothing more than instant gratification supplemented by a mind-numbing obliteration of all thoughts, but it was all he had. Johnnie Walker accompanied him back to the living room. There was no need to bother with a glass. He drank straight from the bottle.
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    Damien woke face down on the couch. It took him a minute to realize that the stench in the room was his own breath. The empty bottle of Johnnie Walker was still cradled in his left hand, and his bass was on the couch next to him. He squinted against the scorching sunlight that blared through the uncovered windows and slowly sat up, holding his head in both of his hands. His mouth was pasted shut, and he needed to take a piss, but he couldn’t stand up until the room stopped spinning. The pain in his head was sharp and blinding. He leaned back on the couch and covered his eyes with his hands, but images from last night still flashed behind them. Angel had been there and they had worked on a song. He had been playing his bass, thoughts of his mother had been tearing at his heart, and he had found relief from the bottle in his hand. Everything after that was muddy and distorted.


    He rubbed the crud out of his eyes and gagged on the lack of saliva in his throat. He struggled to get to his feet without falling and hugged the wall on the way to the bathroom.


    The icy water from the shower cleared his head. It was remarkable how quickly shock from the sudden drop in temperature eradicated his hangover. The chill made him shiver, so he slowly turned the handle on the faucet until the water was burning hot. Steam blanketed the bathroom with an opaque mist. He let the water pelt off his body until his skin was pink and angry, stinging with rage.


    After he dressed, he set out on foot to the coffee shop on the corner and found enough coins in his pocket to buy a cup of coffee and a bagel. Without much thought, he jumped on the subway to visit the guitar store. The beautiful Ibanez was still sitting on the wall, baiting him with her beautiful mahogany body and rosewood fretboard. He was setting aside every spare dollar to bring her home. He gazed up at the magnificent instrument. “Soon, you will be mine.”


    He left with one last forlorn look over his shoulder and continued to walk aimlessly, without purpose. He found himself in front of Designs For The Flesh. It was his day off at the tattoo shop, but he had nowhere else to go.


    Spyder, the shop’s owner, saw him through the window and waved him inside.


    Damien finished the last sip of his coffee and threw the cup in the trashcan before he entered his home away from home.


    “I’m glad you came by. I was about to call you. It’s a madhouse today.” Spyder was frazzled and spoke without pause. The large tarantula tattooed on his throat moved its legs every time his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “Tony has another hour on the piece he’s working on, and his next appointment is already here. Axel’s client brought her two friends with her, and they all want matching nautical stars. His apprentice bailed on him today, so he could use an extra hand.”


    Maybe today was looking up after all. A few extra bucks in his pocket for his new bass would be sweet. Damien went right to work. He emptied garbage pails that were nearly full and refilled paper towels and boxes of surgical gloves. He ripped off the saran wrap that covered one of the tattoo tables and sprayed it with a generous amount of sanitizer in preparation for the next customer. The door chimed and called his attention toward the front of the shop.


    A dark angel strolled through the door. She sauntered past him without as much as a glance in his direction. There was no smile or nod or acknowledgment of his presence. He should have known that someone as gorgeous as she was wouldn’t give him any recognition. She was tall and slender, with hair as black as the night. It was pin straight and hung down to the middle of her back. Thick, cat-like eyeliner hooded her dark eyes. She was a gothic goddess in tight black jeans, a leather vest and thigh-high boots. A large winged heart was tattooed across her chest in bright reds and blues. She stopped at the booth at the far end of the shop and put the briefcase she carried on the table.


    Damien stood perfectly still, with a crumpled paper towel still in his hand, while he watched her.


    She opened the drawers and filled them with instruments from her briefcase.


    “Who’s the chick?” Damien asked Spyder, never averting his eyes from the sinister beauty.


    Spyder pulled the tattoo needle away from his client’s shoulder. “That’s the new piercer.”


    Fantasies of the goddess of the underworld sticking him with a piercing needle, breaching his skin with pain, sent Damien’s hormones spiraling, and he smiled for the first time today. He continued to wipe down the table while he watched her set up her new station. Never once did she look up.


    “Damien!” Axel called to him from two stations away. “I need you. Set me up for my next appointment while I wash up.”


    Out of the corner of his eye, Damien saw his gothic princess finally take notice and look in his direction. He replaced his gloves and went to work in Axel’s station. He sanitized and wrapped his tattoo table in fresh plastic wrap. He washed down the counter and set up a new supply of ink cups, wooden sticks, and Vaseline.


    Axel returned and nodded his approval. “Thanks, dude, you’re aces. Let me know when you want me to work on that neck piece. It’s some of my best work.”


    “I have a show tomorrow night.” Damien glanced at the new piercer. Her head was lowered, still immersed in sorting her supplies. “I could do it the following day. My night’s free, and I could stay as long as you want.” All of his nights were free, actually, unless he was practicing or performing.


    Damien waited until Axel was seated and started tattooing his next client before he grabbed a broom and started sweeping. It was a ploy that would bring him closer to the dark angel with her instruments of pain. He continued with his makeshift sweeping in the direction of the piercing booth. He watched the floor and a pair of black leather boots with spiked heels came into view.


    “Cool mohawk.” Her hands were on her knees, and her stool was turned to face him.


    Damien set the broom against the wall and took a seat in the chair next to her. “Thanks. I’m Damien.”


    Her ruby red lips smirked at him. “I just said I dig your hair. I didn’t invite you to sit at my station.”


    The rebellion in her voice rung true to his heart, and he was more attracted to her than he was five minutes ago. “I can help you set up for your clients. That’s what I do around here. If you need anything, just ask.” He stood up and reached for the broom.


    “You can do me a favor, if you want.”


    His eyes grazed her body. “I want.”


    She finally cracked a hint of a smile. “Since it’s my first day, and no one here knows my work, how about I give you a free piercing?”


    He nodded eagerly. Today was turning into a glorious day.


    “So what’s it going to be?”


    He spun the chair around and straddled it. “How about telling me your name first?”


    She studied him for a second, and the corner of her mouth drew back into a suspicious smile. “Alyssa.” Her eyes held him in a pensive gaze. “How about a Prince Albert? Or has someone deflowered your penis already?”


    She was a spitfire. It sounded perfect, except he knew he would spurt the second the angry needle touched the head of his dick. He settled on a small barbell in his eyebrow, just like the one she had.


    She pulled on a pair of black latex gloves, flashed him a provocative smile, and snapped them at the wrist.


    Was she flirting with him?


    She leaned forward and wiped his eyebrow with an alcohol pad, then made two small marks with a pen. Her face was only inches away, and he felt her cool breath on his cheek. Her skin was a pristine shade of pale cream. It was striking against her kettle black hair and heavy winged eyeliner. Her intense eyes contained a hint of mischief and the right amount of rebellion.


    For a piercer, she wasn’t heavily pierced. Her lobes had a neat row of rings that circled up the curve of her ear in graduating sizes, and there was an industrial barbell in the top cartilage of both ears. There was the small barbell in her eyebrow, and he saw a glint of a tongue stud. Whatever else was pierced below her clothing was a mystery he hoped to unravel. A glimmer of light reflecting off the needle brought his attention back to his impending piercing.


    She pinched his brow and held the needle poised in the air. “Are you ready?”


    He held his breath and nodded.


    “Do you want a countdown or would you rather be surprised?”


    He tried to hide his smile. “Count down, please.”


    She held the needle in position. “One.”


    He licked his lips.


    “Two.” She unexpectedly plunged the needle through his skin.


    Surprise jolted Damien, although he remained still in his seat. The split second of sharp pain, accompanied by the pop of impaled skin, sent a ripple of pleasure down his back and made his cock jump.


    She had a satisfied smile on her face while she pushed the small bar through his brow. The spark in her eyes told him that she enjoyed it just as much has he did, and he knew this woman was going to rock his world.
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    Damien didn’t get the chance to speak to his favorite new piercer again for two days. The shop had been filled with customers, and they both had been busy. There must have been some lag time between when she left her old shop and when she started at Designs For The Flesh, because she had a steady line of customers every day.


    Today wasn’t as hectic, and they spoke briefly at the start of the day, but Damien had a specific conversation in mind. He waited until all of the artists were set up and ready for their appointments before he approached Alyssa. She had just finished with one of her clients and it was the perfect opportunity to speak to her.


    “Let me help you.” He held up the spray bottle in one hand and a bunch of wadded up paper towels in the other.


    She ripped off her gloves and tossed them in the garbage. “Thanks. I should bring you home to clean my apartment.”


    Again, he was unsure if she was flirting with him or just being snarky. His eyes rested on her black leather boots while he sanitized the chair at her work station. Her boots came up to her knees and laced up the back. Images of those six-inch heels walking across his chest made his dick rise in his jeans. He tried to focus on his task, instead of the tight tank top that pushed her breasts together and puffed up the angel wings that were tattooed above them, but his eyes kept returning to her cleavage.


    “How come you left early yesterday?”


    His eyes drifted up to her face with a sly smile, grateful for the opportunity to open a dialogue about his music. “I had a show.”


    “A show?”


    He sparked her interest. “Yeah. I’m a musician. I’m the bass player for Immortal Angel. Have you heard of them?”


    “No, but let me guess. You’re in a punk rock band.”


    “Yep. You should come down to The Quadrangle the next time we play. It’s a really cool place.”


    “I know the joint.”


    “Is that a yes or a no?”


    “It’s neither.”


    She had a defiant attitude, and she was sexy as fucking hell. He was aware that she was watching him, rather than disposing of her used piercing supplies. He stood up and turned toward her. Neither one of them said anything, but they stared at one another with intrigue until they both slowly smiled at the same time.


    She flipped her long black hair over her shoulder. “Maybe I’ll come by. When’s your next show?”


    “A week from Saturday. We go on at eleven. We’re the headliner.”


    “The headliner? You must be pretty popular then.”


    She was going to be in for a surprise. “We have a big fan base. You’ll see.”


    “Thanks for cleaning my work station.” She took the spray bottle from his hand and dismissed him.


    Her aloof indifference didn’t fool him, but he was willing to play along and walked toward the front of the shop without looking back. He sat behind the reception desk near the entrance and turned in her direction. He caught her looking at him for a brief second, before she averted her eyes. He smiled to himself. She wasn’t fooling him for a minute.
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    The advantages of working at a tattoo shop afforded Damien top notch ink at little or no expense. The artwork on his throat was highly detailed, and he’d already put in five hours on the piece. He was hoping to get it finished tonight, now that Axel’s last client left the shop.


    Once the tattoo needle hit his neck, he felt alive. The rush of pain sent a wave of adrenaline through his body. It pushed any ill thoughts from his head, and he concentrated on the sharp burn at his throat.


    An hour into the tattoo, Alyssa came by to inspect the ink. She leaned over him, offering a clear view of her breasts. They were gorgeous and full and spilled over her top.


    “You’re sitting pretty steady,” she said. “I don’t know how you’re not cringing. When I had my chest done, I was practically chewing on a bullet.”


    “Damien sits like a champ,” Axel boasted. “He’s a pleasure to tattoo.”


    Alyssa leaned closer to examine the work, bringing her breasts dangerously close to Damien’s mouth. He fought the urge to stick his tongue out and taste them. Her eyes drifted and lingered on his chest before they found their way back up to his neck. “I love gore. That’s going to look wicked when it’s done.” She stuffed money in the front pocket of Damien’s jeans. “Thanks for your help today. I’m heading out.”


    He pulled a $20 bill out of his pocket. He wanted to hand it back to her, but she was already halfway to the door.


    Axel pulled the needle from his neck, wiped the tattoo with a paper towel and nodded in Alyssa’s direction. “Go ahead. I could use a cigarette break.”


    Damien jumped off the table and ran after her. “Alyssa, wait!”


    She spun toward him, and her long, black hair fanned in the air like the wings of a graceful bird.


    He held the money out toward her. “I don’t want this.”


    “Why not? You help me out, I throw you a few bucks at the end of the day. I know how it works.”


    “These guys take care of me, and they’re generous. I’m not taking your money.”


    She crumpled the money in his hand and pushed it back toward him. “Keep it. Buy me a drink on Saturday . . . if I decide to come to your show.”


    He smiled to himself. She could play hard to get all she wanted, but he knew she was definitely interested in him.


    


    [image: ]Chapter Three[image: ]


    Alyssa finally had a break. Her schedule had been non-stop since she started at Designs For The Flesh, and she had another day of back-to-back customers. She knew she shouldn’t complain. There were always days when she only had a sparse amount of appointments and even less walk-ins, but it was tiring. Her back hurt.


    She was grateful for the reprieve when the next appointment phoned and canceled. She adjusted the back of her chair, stretched her arms above her head and rolled her shoulder blades to work out the kinks. Hands were on her neck, kneading her tight muscles. She would have complained sooner, but it felt too good. “What are you doing?” She leaned her head back to see who possessed the magical hands that were soothing her aching muscles, and a blue mohawk stared down at her. She smiled up at Damien. “Normally, I’d tell you to get your fucking hands off me, but that feels really nice.”


    A tiny smile appeared on his lips, and he continued to work out a knot in her left shoulder. “I’ve been watching you. You’re hunched over your clients all day long.”


    “You’re giving me a free massage, and now you’re telling me that you watch me, too? You barely know me.” She was a little creeped-out, but she still wasn’t telling him to stop rubbing her shoulders.


    “We can change that.”


    She closed her eyes and relaxed under his heavy touch. “Change what?”


    “We can get a drink after work, and you can tell me all about yourself.”


    Her eyes flipped open and she stared up at him. He quirked his brows and flashed her a quick smile. He was cocky. He had a hard edge that screamed rebellion. He was trouble, and she knew that she should stay away from him. “OK. My last appointment is at eight.”
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    Damien ordered a whisky, and she ordered a beer. She didn’t want him to pay for her drink and tossed a twenty dollar bill on the bar.


    He threw her a sideways glance. “Put your money away.”


    “You’ve been a big help to me these last few days, and you won’t let me tip you. I had a good day today and made a lot of money. I’m taking care of the drinks.”


    He ignored her and paid the bartender, so she stuffed the money in the front pocket of his jeans. They were low on his hips, and as she pushed the money deep into his front pocket, her fingers graced the crease between his lower abdomen and his thigh. It was accidental, but her heart thumped at the intimate touch.


    Damien gave her a suggestive smile, while he took his change from the bartender.


    Dammit. He thought she did it on purpose.


    He left a tip on the bar and picked up their drinks. “Let’s sit in a booth. It’s quieter and we can talk.”


    “No. I’m fine right—” She didn’t want the intimacy of a booth, but Damien was already on his way with their drinks in his hands.


    He turned back toward her and motioned with his mohawk to follow.


    She let out a frustrated breath, hurried to catch up to him, and slipped into the seat across from him. The stained glass lamp bathed them in its warm glow, and she studied his face. He was sexy and handsome. Everything about him – the bright blue pronounced mohawk, the studded leather jacket, the gory tattoos that covered his body, the hard set of his jaw, and his confident walk – all screamed defiance and attitude. It affirmed her original assessment that she should steer clear of a relationship with him. “So, do you have a girlfriend?”


    “No.”


    “Why not? I would’ve thought girls would be fighting over a badass, tattooed musician like you.”


    He shrugged. “I haven’t met anyone who can hold my interest. Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”


    “How do you know I don’t have a boyfriend?”


    The corner of his mouth drew back into a lopsided smile. “Because I get the feeling that if you did, you’d have told me to fuck off by now.”


    She threw her head back and laughed, then clinked her beer bottle against his glass for affirmation. “So, what do you want to know about me?”


    He took a long swig of the whiskey. “Where are you from? I grew up in this part of Brooklyn. I’ve been here my whole life.” His eyes traveled down to her breasts. “I would have remembered seeing you around.”


    “I just moved here from the Bronx. Manhattan was too expensive.” She waved her beer bottle in front of her. “So, Brooklyn it is. Although rent isn’t much cheaper.”


    His eyes continued to roam over her face and shoulders and they kept falling to her breasts.


    “Why are you staring at me like that?”


    “Because you’re beautiful. Where else am I supposed to look? There’s nothing in this room I’d rather look at than you.”


    Good answer. “You’re a smooth talker, aren’t you?”


    “I tell it like it is.”


    She tried to read him. There was history behind his eyes. To everyone else he was hard, and his eyes were hooded with suspicion. He was sometimes defensive and often curt, but with her, his eyes held a spark of fire and his mouth wore a teasing smile.


    He tipped back his glass of whiskey, never removing his eyes from hers. “So what’d you leave behind in the Bronx? Family? Friends?”


    “Are you asking if I left because of an ex-boyfriend?”


    He nodded.


    “No. I’m kind of a loner. I’ve never really done the relationship thing. Not for long, anyway. I have one or two close friends in the Bronx and my mom. That’s it.”


    “How’d you get into piercing?”


    “Well,” she took a sip of her beer and smiled, “you may not believe this, but I was studying to be a registered nurse.”


    His eyes opened wide, and a devilish smile spread across his face. “You look like you’d be my kind of nurse.”


    A waitress came to the table and asked if they wanted another round of drinks. Alyssa waited until she left to finish the story. “I loved being a nurse. I thought about becoming a surgeon.”


    “What happened? Why’d you quit?”


    “They kinda let me go. They said I scared the patients.”


    Damien raised his brows with intense interest.


    “They said I enjoyed my job too much. I fell in love with penetrating someone’s skin with the needle. I used to offer to take blood and deliver intravenous medication to all of the other nurses’ patients.” Her voice took on enthusiasm at the memory. “They said I was freaking out the other nurses and I made some of the patients uncomfortable. I never understood why.” There was teasing sarcasm in her voice. “Would you be worried if I came at you with a 12-inch hypodermic, a short skirt, and a sinister smile?”


    His mouth literally dropped open.


    The waitress chose that moment to deliver their drinks. Damien finished his whiskey and the waitress replaced it. When she left, he stared down into his glass.


    “What’s wrong? Did she bring you the wrong drink?”


    “No. I just don’t like ice in my Johnnie Walker.” He held up the red plastic straw that was floating in his drink as if it were a foreign object. “What the hell is this?”


    “A straw.”


    “What’s it doing in my whiskey?” He tossed it aside, fished a cube out of the glass with his fingers, popped it in his mouth and crunched it between his teeth. “Tell me more about your job as a nurse.”


    “When they suggested I find another profession, I thought about what I loved most about being a nurse. I realized it was the needle.” She smiled and spread her hands out to her sides. “That’s when Piercings by Alyssa was born.”


    He crushed more ice between his teeth. “Well, Piercings by Alyssa, do you have a last name?”


    “Nope.”


    “Everyone has a last name.”


    “It’s Taylor, but I haven’t used it in years. I just go by Alyssa. What about you?”


    “My last name is Hardy.”


    She was waiting for him to elaborate or offer some personal information about his background or his family, but he was quiet. “You just grilled me for the last hour. Aren’t you going to give me more than your last name?”


    He shrugged one shoulder. “There’s not much more. I’m from Brooklyn. I’m a bass player, and I work in a tattoo shop.”


    “And your family? Brothers? Sisters?”


    His eyes clouded and turned to steel. Deep creases formed in his forehead and he stared into his drink. “I have no family.” He was despondent and kept his head tucked into his chest. The transformation from confident alpha male to the tormented soul sitting across from her was like night and day.


    The smile fell off Alyssa’s face. “I . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up a touchy subject.”


    He swallowed his glass of Johnnie Walker in two gulps and pressed his lips together. The alcohol washed away most of the pain that was splayed across his face, and his eyes brightened a little. “It’s not touchy. It’s not anything.”


    She needed to say something to change the subject – fast. “Tell me about your music. Why the bass guitar?”


    “I fell in love with the deep howl of the bass guitar the second I picked it up.” Happier images danced behind his eyes now. “When I play music, I’m transported into another dimension. Everything that’s wrong in the world is suddenly right. I’ve been playing since I was 14, and I’ve played every single day since then.”


    “Have you ever considered another instrument?”


    He folded his arms on the table and leaned forward. “When something’s right, you know it the minute you lay your eyes on it.”


    He looked right through her, and it sent a chill down her back.


    They gazed at each other until he slowly lowered his eyes to the table and fiddled with the plastic straw. “Tell me about your mom.”


    “She’d be in love with you.”


    Damien raised his brows high on his forehead. “I never heard a girl say that before.”


    “My mom’s really cool. She helped me dye my hair black when I was 13, and she volunteered to be my first customer when I told her I wanted to be a piercer.”


    “You’re kidding?”


    “Nope. We have fun together, but I don’t get to see her that much anymore. She’s an artist, and she’s always traveling. She flies all over the place to find things to paint.”


    “Do you go on trips with her?”


    “No. She invites me to go everywhere, but I hate to fly.”


    Another long silence left them staring at each other. A tingle ran up the center of Alyssa’s chest while Damien’s eyes bore into her.


    “This Saturday is that show at The Quadrangle I told you about. I want you to come.”


    It was more of a demand than an invitation, and his confidence continued to challenge her. “I’ll think about it.”


    Three hours later, Damien still hadn’t offered much about himself other than his love for music, but Alyssa knew everything she needed to know about him. He was blunt and assertive. There was some disturbing secret about his past that he was guarding, which is probably why he liked to knock back the alcohol. She lost track of how many drinks he ordered. The last thing she needed was an insolent punk rocker with a shitload of baggage. Damien was trouble on all counts. The warning lights were so bright they were blinding. Her inner voice told her to run. “So, what time is your show on Saturday?”
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    Damien rode the subway back to his apartment with a smile on his face. Alyssa was giving him all the right signals, despite her aloof and spunky attitude. He knew she questioned the lack of personal information he shared, but she didn’t pry, and she didn’t run out of the bar screaming. She stayed and teased him with her quick retorts for four hours before she said she needed to get home.


    While he walked to his apartment from the train station, he wondered if he would eventually tell her about his past. No one knew the emotional trauma he suffered as a child. Angel knew some of the neglect, but he didn’t know the full extent.


    After spending the last few hours in Alyssa’s company, Damien’s apartment seemed emptier. He had spent most of his life alone, but he would never get used to the solitude. He stripped off his clothes and slid into bed, but sleep wasn’t an option. His mind kept reverting back to the night with Alyssa.


    He never met a woman like her. She was gorgeous and self-assured, and she was wicked cool. Her dark hair and makeup, accompanied by those blood red lips, sent his heart galloping. She was a piercer. A naughty nurse. A sinister angel of mercy. An image of her long legs tucked inside those black leather thigh-high boots with the six-inch heels was branded behind his eyes. His cock stood straight up and raised a tent in the sheet. He wrapped his hand around it and stroked it. He pictured the spiked heel of Alyssa’s boot digging into the hard muscles of his chest, and he let out a long sigh while his hand pumped in a fast, hard rhythm. He envisioned her lips and her teeth on his neck and nipping their way down to his cock. He imagined her fingernails scraping his inner thigh and pretended it was her mouth sucking him, instead of his right hand bringing him pleasure. His breathing grew heavier as the images flashed behind his closed eyes and he started to tingle all over. He shuddered with such intensity that it shook the bed, and warm liquid erupted into his hand. His body twitched, and he grunted while he squeezed his cock until the pulsating beat subsided. A smile spread across his lips, and he rolled over and finally fell asleep.


    [image: ]


    Covered in sweat and shaking, Damien bolted upright. Disjointed images flickered behind his eyes. His mother was yelling. Screaming. He was cowering in the corner of his bedroom in his footed pajamas. She was looming over him, and he was shrinking down in size. The room was getting bigger, she was growing taller, and he was withering down to nothing. The rest of the dream was a blank memory, but he woke deeply traumatized. There was a vivid and very real pain that tore at his gut. He was bleeding from the inside. It was a physical pain that crippled him. He rolled over and put the pillow over his head to block out the images that still lingered. Nothing eased the ache in his chest. He hugged his knees and curled into a tight ball. His heart was pounding in his ears with a deafening thump. He needed it to stop before either his head exploded or his gut ripped open.


    He flipped the covers back and stuffed his feet into his boots. Each step brought him closer to relief as he covered the short distance to the kitchen, but Johnnie Walker hit his lips with little satisfaction. The real remedy was a little yellow pill in an unmarked amber bottle, one cabinet over. The nightmares wouldn’t stay away without them. He twisted off the cap and emptied the contents into the palm of his hand. It was a small mountain of pain-relieving analgesics that would make him dizzy enough to cloud and mask the torment that churned inside his head. Sometimes he wanted to swallow the whole damn bottle, but tonight he only took one. Gripping the handles of the kitchen cabinets with both hands so tightly he thought he might pull them off the wall, he squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the medication to take effect. Usually, it would be about fifteen minutes before his body reacted, but he didn’t know if he could wait that long. There were too many images flashing behind his eyes and they made no sense. He contemplated taking another pill, but decided a shot of whiskey would make it kick in faster. It was the better alternative.


    Johnnie Walker still sat on the counter. They had been friends for a long time. He chugged the alcohol back and gulped it down his throat. The walk back to the bedroom seemed to double in length. His boots were heavier, and it was an effort to lift each leg. The floor felt like quicksand, and his vision started to blur, but he could still make out the silhouette of his bed a few feet away. He kicked his boots off, ducked under the covers, and let the haze infiltrate his mind. The nightmare no longer haunted him, nor did he remember it. Nothingness filled his head, and the combination of alcohol and the medication deadened his heart. Peace finally settled upon him and he drifted back to a mindless sleep.
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    It was Saturday night at The Quadrangle, and Damien sat in the back room with his bass across his lap. He plucked an Immortal Angel song and wondered if Alyssa was going to show up tonight. Her backhand, flirtatious innuendos where subtle and mysterious, but he could see right through them.


    Jimmy Wilder, Immortal Angel’s drummer, sat down next to him. Besides Angel, Jimmy was Damien’s closest friend. He was one of the best drummers on the indie circuit, and his father was a legendary drummer in a classic rock band. Music was Jimmy’s birthright, and it was in his blood. His beats were effortless and imaginative. Schooled by his famous father, he was a protégé’s dream. His only downfall was that he was a ladies man and had a wandering eye. He was old school punk rock with a rockabilly throwback – greased pompadour and long pork chop sideburns. He was carefree and perpetually in a good mood.


    “What are you doing back here by yourself, man? I’ve been looking for you. I met this chick, and she’s got a girlfriend glued to her side. I could use a wingman.” Jimmy was persistent. “Do you want to entertain a pretty lady tonight?”


    “I already got a pretty lady coming here tonight.”


    “Really? Who?”


    “This new chick at the tattoo shop.” Damien fingered the barbell in his brow. “She’s the new piercer.” A faraway look passed over his face as he conjured up Alyssa’s image inside his head. “She’s a dark angel. A mysterious gothic princess of the night, with a quick tongue and a sharp needle.” He loved a little pain with his pleasure, and the needle stirred up all kinds of sadistic images in his mind.


    Jimmy let out a hard laugh. “She sounds just like your style.”


    Alyssa complemented Damien perfectly. He knew his appearance was brash and hard on the eyes, but it made him different. He never conformed to cookie-cutter standards for anything. He preferred to go against the grain and pushed freedom of expression to the extreme. Alyssa had the same aesthetic. She wasn’t a prissy girl. She dripped raw sensuality, from her deep black hair to her leather thigh-high boots. Her prolific tattoos screamed trouble. She was his female doppelganger. Her strong personality matched her outward appearance, and it added to her allure.


    “Why are you hiding back here?” Jimmy asked. “She could be up front looking for you, and some asshole could be hitting on her right now.”


    Damien pursed his lips together in thought. “She can take care of herself, but I guess it won’t hurt to take a look.”


    The Quadrangle was mobbed with people, and fans intercepted his search for Alyssa with conversation. He tried to look past the crowd, but it was too congested. Everyone wore black and blended together in the same opaque palette.


    Someone cut the juke box, which meant the band was due to take the stage shortly, and the crowd cheered. Damien needed to get backstage before he missed his cue. He had just enough time to grab his bass and head to the side of the stage with the rest of the band.


    “I almost thought we were going on without you,” Angel whispered to him as they waited by the curtain.


    “I got lost in the crowd. You know how it is once people start talking to you.”


    The lights went down and a loud roar rose up from the crowd. The band ran on stage together and took their designated spots. Jimmy jumped behind his drum kit and clicked off four beats on his sticks. There was no intro, just a fast beat that got everyone’s blood pumping. The opening lyrics flew out of Angel’s mouth like butter. He had a voice that pleased the ear and raised the roof at the same time. Power was effortless. Pitch was perfect.


    Damien’s bass guitar bellowed out a resounding growl that echoed through the bar on the heels of Jimmy bass drum. While Angel was a showman and owned the stage, Damien was hypnotized by the rhythm. His eyes were usually either glued to his strings, or closed while he was lost in the deep rumble of his bass.


    Karl was Jimmy’s cousin, and he was the band’s lead guitarist. He played the melody that drove the songs home, but he had a lackluster stage presence, and Angel was always pushing him for a more flashy performance.


    Damien brought his attention back to his beloved bass. She was like a baby in his arms. She was sweet and innocent, beautiful beyond words, until he plucked her strings. Once he flicked his fingers across her, she let out a devil’s cry. It was a low thunder that sent a shudder down his back and made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. She was a black jewel, and the overhead lights reflected her brilliance.


    He was so wound up in the song that he forgot Alyssa was supposed to be at the show. The bright lights made it hard to see into the crowd. Most of the people were mere outlines of faceless shadows, except the people who positioned themselves closest to the stage. The two young girls at the center were Immortal Angel’s diehard groupies and Angel’s personal cheering squad. He knew them simply as Audra and Kira. They were always together, and they never missed a show.


    Damien returned his gaze to his much-loved instrument, and she purred back at him. When he picked his head up, Alyssa was at the front of the stage. She wasn’t looking at him though; she was mesmerized by Angel. It was understandable. Angel was gyrating his hips and grabbing his crotch. His fluid vocals filled the room and captivated everyone in it. He shed his leather jacket, exposing his bare chest, and the two girls who adored him at the center of the stage screamed with excitement. Angel reached into the audience, took hold of Kira’s hand and sang to her. She held onto to him with both hands, and it looked like she was trying to pull him into the audience – or her arms.


    Every pair of eyes at the front of the stage were on Angel, but it was Jimmy’s beat that held Damien’s attention. The fast, hard rhythm of the bass drum was the power behind Damien’s baseline. The drum pounded in his chest like a second heartbeat. Then, he remembered Alyssa was in the audience. He returned his eyes to the spot where she had been standing, but she was gone. He found her standing directly in front of him. Her eyes were focused on him now, and she gazed up with a sensual smile. He smiled back at her and nodded his head. He was usually so obsessed with his bass that he didn’t interact with the audience, so when he approached the end of the stage, the crowd responded with a unanimous cheer and saluted him with horns in the air. His boot stomped to the beat of Jimmy’s bass drum, and he plucked his E string with exaggeration. The crowd cheered and called his name, but he was only looking at Alyssa. She wore a look of indifference, neither impressed nor swayed by his talent on the bass, but he saw the smile tucked in the corner of her mouth and the shine in her eyes. She still couldn’t fool him.


    The sixty-minute set flew by. It always did. He nodded to Alyssa before he left the stage. This time she flashed him a smile that lit up her enigmatic and beautiful face.


    On the way to the back room Angel caught up to him. “Who’s the girl?”


    “Just some chick at the shop.”


    Angel was smiling like a teenager, and it made Damien flush. “Knock it off. She came to see the show, that’s all.”


    “She’s very exotic looking. Love the black hair and red lips.”


    “She plays it real cool. Acts like nothing fazes her, and she has this real mysterious quality about her. I’m really diggin’ this girl, but sometimes she’s hard to read.”


    “I know the type. The ones who play hard to get are usually the ones who are craziest about you.”


    “What do you know about hard to get? Guys are always throwing themselves at you. Some of the girls, too.”


    Angel laughed. “Audra and Kira? They’re adorable, but I think they’re just infatuated with the music. Why are you wasting your time standing here talking to me? You got an exotic beauty out front.” Angel gave Damien a little push. “Go!”


    “I need a drink first.” Nerves rumbled around in Damien’s belly on the walk to the back room. He found his bottle of Johnnie Walker and poured himself a shot. Normally, chicks didn’t make him anxious, but this wasn’t a hookup. He was genuinely interested in Alyssa. He was drawn in by her mystique, challenged by her indifference, and aroused by her rebellious attitude.


    The alcohol still burned his throat as much as it did when he took his first sip at age 14 from his mother’s discarded glass. It felt like yesterday instead of eight years ago. He touched the scar on the side of his head where his mother had hit him with his first bass guitar. The anger burned deep in his gut at the memory, and he poured himself another shot. He welcomed the burn this time.


    Angel took the glass from his hand. “Don’t get drunk before you meet your girl.”


    Damien took the glass back and swallowed the last drop. “She’s not my girl – not yet.”


    Maneuvering through the crowd after the show was worse than before it started. Everyone Damien passed wanted to talk to him and express how much they enjoyed the music. Audra and Kira intercepted him, but he would always make time for them.


    “It was an awesome show, and you looked great!” Audra stared up at him. “I love the new ink on your neck. You’re so badass!”


    His fingers caressed the tattoo that wasn’t quite healed yet. The connotation of demons circling his throat and the recollection of his mother were a fitting association. “Thanks. I got a real personal connection to it.”


    “Is Angel coming out soon? I almost died when he grabbed my hand and sang to me!” Kira squealed.


    Their exuberance was uplifting. They had such a high of level of energy that he let go of the memory of his mother that was weighing on his mind – almost.


    He left Kira and Audra with a nod of his head and pressed through the army of people. He acknowledged them with a fist bump or a high five and accepted their pats on the shoulder.


    He found Alyssa on a stool at the bar sipping a beer and talking to a guy with a shaved and tattooed head that went by the name of Sully. Protective of the only woman who stirred his hormones into a jumbled mess, Damien quickened his pace and wedged his way between them. “Back off, dude. She’s with me.”


    “I don’t see a ring on her finger.” Sully was being sarcastic, but he was harmless.


    Damien pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “Get lost.”


    “Next time, don’t leave your girl sitting alone at the bar,” Sully grumbled as he walked away.


    Damien was surprised that Alyssa wasn’t surrounded by every guy in The Quadrangle. She was gorgeous. She was wearing those sexy thigh-high boots that drove Damien insane. One leg was crossed over the other, and her six-inch spiked heel was waving with a carefree bounce. A miniskirt would have driven Damien right over the edge, but the skin tight black leggings were responsible for the olympics that were going on in his pants right now. The urge to run his hand up her thigh and over her hip was almost too much to control, so he stuffed both hands in his pockets. He leaned in to kiss her cheek, but she stopped him with a firm hand on his chest.


    “I’m not your girl.” She had that glint in her eye again, and the tiniest smile in the corner of her mouth, otherwise it would have been easy to mistake her harsh vocabulary for the real thing.


    He tried to hide his smile, but it was bursting through his lips.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You are.” He took hold of her upper arms and planted a quick kiss on her cheek.


    She was so surprised she didn’t have a chance to react, but now she was the one pursing her lips together trying to suppress a smile. “That’s going to cost you.”


    “I’m ready to pay. What’s my punishment . . . Mistress?”


    The smile broke through her dark red lips, and she eyed him up and down. “I don’t know if you can handle it.”


    Every nerve ending in his body was jumping through hoops of fire, and his erection was about to bust open the zipper of his jeans. He leaned closer to her. “Try me. I’m game for anything.”


    “I was hoping that was your answer.” She placed her beer on the bar. “You can start with a refill.”


    His cock ached with disappointment. Dirty talk, filled with innuendo, and she wanted a beer. “Empty promises,” he mumbled in her ear, and motioned to the bartender.


    Her raised eyebrows challenged him, and they stared at each other.


    The bartender broke their standoff. “Johnnie Black?”


    Damien nodded. “And a beer for the lady.”


    Alyssa tapped the bar with her index finger. “I’ll take a shot with that, too.”


    She was hell on heels.


    They watched the bartender pour their drinks in silence, but glanced at each other. That little spark that ignited when they made eye contact made Damien’s blood pump a little faster.


    Alyssa held up her shot and Damien held up his half-full tumbler. She clinked his glass. “That’s a pretty big shot you got there.”


    “Big is an understatement. I like to use the term huge. And impressive.”


    She laughed. “Oh really? Don’t set yourself up for failure.”


    His eyes never left hers as he took a big swig of his glass. “Don’t take my word for it. You can judge for yourself.”


    She folded her arms across her chest and stared back at him with a smile pressed into her plump, crimson lips.


    He finally silenced her. “What’s wrong? No comeback? No witty retort?”


    “I have plenty of witty comebacks. I’m just not sure how far I want to take this tonight.”


    His cock was doing backflips, and she was enjoying watching him squirm. He took another gulp of his drink, while hers remained untouched on the bar. “I thought you wanted that shot. Can’t handle the hard stuff after all, huh?” He placed his empty glass on the bar and taunted her with a smile. “I bet that hard-as-nails exterior is really just a front. Underneath it all, I bet you’re just a girly-girl.”


    Her eyes opened wide, and her face went blank. For a minute Damien thought he went too far and pissed her off. He was about to apologize, but she picked up the shot glass and drained it, then slammed it down on the bar. She grabbed his shirt and pulled him so close he felt her breath on his lips. “I’m an expert at dishing out the hard stuff. I wield a needle for a living and pierce it through raw flesh without an anesthetic. The question is, can you handle it?”


    Her self-righteous smirk mocked him with playful satisfaction, but Damien was about to keel over from the overwhelming heat that covered his body. Tiny dots of perspiration broke out on his forehead, and he was starting to think that maybe she was right – he couldn’t handle her in the bedroom. Had he finally met his match? Could this gorgeous, ferocious woman break him? Could she be the one to make him surrender and beg for mercy?


    “What’s the matter? You look a little stunned. Did I scare you?”


    “Hell, no.” He stepped closer and his thighs bumped against her knees. “You got me excited.”


    She pressed her fingertips against his chest and pushed him a few inches away. “Just a minute. Don’t think I forgot that you called me a girly-girl. You’re going to pay for that remark.”


    “Oh, please teach me a lesson.”


    She threw her head back and let out a devilish laugh. “I’m not going to make you pay with something you’d enjoy. We’re taking a step back. Cooling our heels.”


    He practically heard the cry coming from his engorged cock. “You are pure evil.”


    She laughed again. “I just have a sick sense of humor, that’s all.”


    He drained the whiskey from his glass. He should have had a nice buzz by now, but he was stone-cold sober. This chick was keeping all of his senses on high alert. “What do you want to do now? Do you want to get out of here?”


    She shook her head. “I think the alcohol is clogging your brain.”


    It wasn’t the alcohol, it was her ruby red lips and the stiletto that kept grazing his thigh that was breaking his concentration. He knew she was purposely touching the heel of her boot against his leg every time she crossed and uncrossed her legs, just to drive him crazy. It was working. “OK. I’ll play your little game.” He leaned an elbow against the bar. “What’d you think of the show?”


    “That’s better.” She adjusted herself on the stool and thought about her answer. “To be perfectly honest, I was blown away.”


    He didn’t expect her to sound sincere. He thought she’d make a sarcastic comment and they’d enjoy some more banter. “Seriously?”


    “Seriously. All kidding aside, I thought the show was phenomenal. No offense, but I expected to see a bunch of amateur musicians up there butchering a handful of covers. I never expected original music that sounded like I was listening to it on the radio.” She gave him a playful shove. “You got talent!”


    His chest swelled with pride. There were few things in life that he excelled at, even fewer that made him proud, but playing the bass was his forte. It was his calling and the only thing that gave his life meaning and purpose. He accepted her compliment with earnest. “Thank you.”


    “There was so much grit and spunk coming out of your bass that you overshadowed the guitar player. Don’t get me wrong, he was good. He was quick and rattled off the melody with heart, but you had tenacity up there. You were in your own little world, yet you commanded the audience.”


    “Really?” He smiled with a new found self-worth. “I never pay much attention to anything except timing and the beat of the drum.”


    She leaned forward and touched his chest with her hand. “The drummer was fantastic. I have never been compelled to look past everyone on stage and focus on the drummer before. His hands were a blur as they flew across the drums. I literally thought I was seeing things.”


    She took a big chug of beer, presumably to wet her throat because she was talking with such enthusiasm. She placed her beer on top of the bar and stood up like she was getting ready to give a speech. “Now, let’s talk about your singer. Holy hell. What the fuck was that?” She put her fingers to her temples. “His voice! It was pristine. And the glitz and the flash. It’s obvious that he lives for the stage. I can’t tell you how impressed I am, Damien. Why the hell don’t you have a record contract?”


    He shrugged. “We’re trying. Angel does a hell of a job managing the band, but it’s not that easy.”


    “Which one’s Angel? The singer?”


    “Yeah. Do you want to meet him, and the rest of the band?” It sounded like a cliché question to get in a girl’s pants, but Damien was genuinely proud to call the other members of Immortal Angel his friends, and he wanted to introduce them to the gorgeous woman in front of him.


    She answered with an eager, “Hell, yeah.”


    This time she didn’t protest when he possessively took her by the hand and led her through the crowd. The occasional words of praise and shouts of his name by the other people in the bar were met with a note of pride.


    Damien spotted Angel next to the stage talking with Jimmy. It was the least crowded spot in The Quadrangle now that the show was over, and it was quieter, so they could talk without shouting.


    When they approached, Angel and Jimmy turned at the same time, but their reactions to Alyssa were completely opposite. Angel wore a friendly, amicable smile that radiated warmth and comfort. Jimmy flashed his charismatic smile that made his cheek dimple, and his eyes brightened like the sun.


    Jimmy took Alyssa’s free hand without waiting for an introduction and held it between his palms. “You must be the piercer.”


    Alyssa’s face lit up with an amused smile. “The Piercer? Yes, it’s my superhero name, but you can just call me Alyssa.”


    “Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Alyssa. I’m Jimmy.”


    To anyone else, it would appear that Jimmy was laying on the charm, but it was just Jimmy being Jimmy. He had a natural appeal and a likeable quality that was apparent from the moment you met him.


    “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Alyssa replied. “I really enjoyed watching you play the drums. It was quite a show.”


    Jimmy tipped his head in thanks.


    Before anyone else had a chance to say anything, Alyssa turned toward Angel and pointed at him. “And you – oh my God!” Angel flinched a little and Alyssa laughed. “Sorry, I had a couple of beers, and that came out a little more enthusiastic than planned. Your voice floored me from the first word you sang, and you dominated that stage.” She pointed to it over Angel’s shoulder. “I’ve never seen a show with so much energy and talent. My blood was pumping, and the crowd was nuts. I would have been shouting and stomping my feet like the rest of them, but that’s not my thing. It was like I was listening to Freddie Mercury, Prince and the Ramones all at the same time. I’ve never seen anything like it. You guys were that good.”


    “I love this girl!” Angel was beaming. “That’s the best compliment anyone could ask for! Thank you. You’re a sweetheart. I try to give my all when up on stage.” He glanced at Jimmy and Damien. “We all do. I have exceptional musicians behind me, and our fans are full of passion. It’s what pushes me to bring everything I have to my performance.”


    Alyssa looked around briefly. “Where’s your guitar player?”


    “Karl’s my cousin,” Jimmy said. “He split. He’s got a girl up in Westchester and spends most of his time up there. He doesn’t hang around much once the shows are over.”


    Damien saw Angel out of the corner of his eye, inspecting Alyssa’s clothes and hair. He knew Angel was admiring her look, but he knew Alyssa well enough to know she would call him out on it.


    She felt Angel’s gaze on her and slowly turned in his direction. “Why are you staring at me like that?”


    Damien expected Angel to get flustered, but he didn’t. He inspected Alyssa more closely. “Love the hair and makeup. And don’t even get me started on the boots. You got a great look.”


    While Angel and Alyssa engaged in conversation, Damien’s eyes went to Alyssa’s skin tight leggings. Now that she wasn’t sitting on the stool or standing facing him, he could see that they hugged her ass like they were painted on. She had a tight, round, little butt, and it took all of Damien’s willpower not to bend over and bite it. His dick started jumping in his pants again. He held his hand out to Angel. “Sorry, brother, we gotta split.”


    Angel pulled him in for a one-shoulder hug, then kissed Alyssa on the cheek. “It was very nice to meet you. I hope to see you again soon.”


    Jimmy kissed her hand. “It was my pleasure to meet such a beautiful lady. Enjoy the rest of your night.” He winked his approval at Damien.


    “Where are we going? I was having a nice conversation with your singer about my eyeliner.” Alyssa was teasing him again. She knew exactly where they were going.
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    Alyssa lived in a prime section of Williamsburg, coincidentally not far from Angel’s apartment. It was a gothic paradise. Shades of deep gray and black were the colors that dominated the décor. Gargoyle statues stood guard in every room and dragons sat on shelves ready to swoop down with open wings. Damien was in awe. “Did you do all this yourself?”


    “My mom helped me . . . but I really don’t want to talk about my mother right now.” She stood with her hands on her hips and her legs shoulder-width apart. Her suggestive eyes gazed at him through seductive hooded lids, and her blood red lips drew back into a provocative grin.


    Damien’s mind went blank. All thoughts eluded him and were replaced by one single notion. He needed to taste the dark beauty before him. He advanced toward her, eradicating the space between them in a fraction of a second.


    She held his stare while she peeled the cropped leather jacket from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. His eyes grazed her body. She was wearing a black leather bustier over skin-tight leggings and those sexy as fuck thigh-high boots with six inch heels. All she needed was a whip. She flipped her long black hair off her shoulders and stood perfectly still. Her breasts overflowed the corseted top now that they were no longer shielded by the jacket, and Damien had the perfect vantage point to see the narrow gully in the center of her chest. When his eyes traveled back up to her face, her raised brows questioned his next move.


    He dug his fingers into her tiny waist and jerked her body into his. His erection hit her just above the crotch, and she rubbed against it.


    She placed her hands on his shoulders and drew in a quick breath. “I thought you were kidding when you used the word huge earlier.”


    “I never kid.” He brought his mouth down on hers and drank in the delicious flavor of her lips. Their tongues wrestled with one another and wouldn’t stay within the confines of their mouths. He licked her neck and bit into her bare shoulder, causing a small gasp to escape her lips. His fingers tangled in her hair, and it drove a sweet floral scent into his nostrils. He was high on her perfume, but it was his hormones that were wreaking havoc in his jeans.


    Alyssa threw her head and shoulders back, offering her breasts, while holding onto his neck. The palm of her hand guided his mouth to her cleavage, and his tongue found the sweet spot in the center. It was a tight crevice, and Damien couldn’t get rid of the image of his cock finding that gully.


    Her fingernails dug into his back while one of her knees rested on his hip, pulling him closer. She clung to him and let out a slight moan. “Let’s go into the bedroom,” she whispered, “where we can have more fun.” She took his hand and led the way. Every few steps she’d glance back at him, sending her hair fanning around her.


    He watched her ass while he followed her. It was perfect. Two inches of exposed skin was visible above her waistband, revealing colorful flowers across her lower back. He ran his thumb across the graphics that adorned her soft flesh, and she sent him a vexing smile over her shoulder.


    Once in the bedroom, Damien pulled his shirt over his head and deposited it on the end of the bed. Alyssa’s eyes were focused on his chest and moved lower. He thought she was studying his tattoos, but when she placed her lips on one of his pecs and her fingertips traced the outline of his abs, he knew she was admiring his body.


    He was obsessed with her lips. They were plump and full, and always covered in a deep red pigment. He lifted her chin and caught her mouth in his. Her skin was as soft as silk and delicate under his large hands. They covered her bare shoulders, ran through her long hair and across her upper back.


    Her fingers crawled over his chest and behind his neck. Her mouth never left his lips while he slowly opened the zipper down her back, careful not to catch her long hair. The bustier came away from her body like a black leather eggshell, and she took a step back to show off her naked breasts. They were full, held high on her ribcage, perky and voluptuous. Two bright pink nipples, adorned with large silver rings, stared back at him. He cupped them in both of his hands, pushed them together and lowered his mouth to them. He licked the gap in the center that he’d been admiring all night, and it tasted as sweet as her lips.


    She pulled at his belt and the button of his jeans. They fell open with little resistance, and his erect cock popped out. Underwear wasn’t part of his wardrobe. She took his cock in the palm of her hand and ran her fingernails over the shaft. Her touch was light at first, just scraping his skin. It was a sensual stroke, first over the top, then up the bottom, then she clawed at the head. She was testing him, and he sighed his approval. “Harder,” he whispered. He wanted to feel her nails on him, like he was being mauled by a tigress tearing into her prey and hungry for the kill.


    She curled her fingertips into the base of his cock, and he let out a small gasp. She stopped and waited for him to recover. He nodded for her to continue. With his engorged cock in the palm of one hand, she dug the fingers of her other hand into his flesh and scraped them along the length of his shaft all the way to the tip. A fingernail toyed with the opening, separating the tender membrane within. Damien had never been touched there before. It was an odd feeling, and his knees buckled before he caught himself. It was different and invasive, but it was an erotic shock to his system.


    The evil grin was back on Alyssa’s lips. “I’m going to have fun with you.”


    All the breath vacated Damien’s lungs. Alyssa was a devil in the flesh – a sinister queen of the night. He waited his whole life to meet a woman like her.


    “Strip down and lie on the rug.”


    “Yes ma’am.” The eagerness in his voice was replicated in the swiftness in which he pulled off his boots and jeans. He settled into the center of the plush rug that was in front of the bed, wondering what was in store. His legs were wide open and his cock was standing tall, tingling with anticipation. He could hardly lie still, but his body was always under his control.


    She walked around him in a slow circle. Each stiletto heel crossed foot over foot while she stared down at him.


    He wondered if she had a plan, or if she was contemplating her next move.


    Reaching over the bed, she threw him a pillow, which he promptly tucked under his head. She rested one foot on the edge of the bedframe and slowly unzipped her boot an inch at a time. Her movements were precise and calculated as the zipper of the other boot made a slow descent.


    He really wanted her to keep them on, but more than anything else, he wanted to feel her body on top of him. He wanted to possess her, consume her, and make her cry his name when she came.


    She rolled down her leggings and the tiny thong that covered her hips, and tossed them onto the floor. Before he could fully take in her naked body, she sat on the bed and stuffed her feet back into her thigh-high boots.


    Damien’s hormones were raging. His lower half was tingling, begging for release, but he fought the urge to touch himself.


    After both boots were back on her legs, Alyssa strutted to the nightstand and pulled out several baby wipes. Interest and curiosity made Damien sit up on one elbow. What the hell was she doing now?


    Alyssa sat on the edge of the bed and wiped down the soles of each boot. She approached him and pushed his shoulder down with her heel. Its sharp point poked Damien just below the collarbone and sent a hot surge of adrenaline through his body. She resumed walking in a circle around him. Her hands were on her hips, her head was held high, and her hair swung with each step. She turned to face him when she reached his feet and kicked his ankles together. With one foot on either side of his legs, she slowly walked forward. When she reached his chest, she stopped, pulled her hair off her breasts, and let it fall down her back. With her hands on her hips, eyes straight ahead, and her shoulders back, she waited while he inspected her body.


    She was tall and her legs were long. Her hips were narrow and her waist was firm. A neat little landing strip of dark pubic hair adorned the area between her legs. Her body called to him, and he couldn’t wait any longer to answer. He reached up, grabbed her behind the knees and pulled her toward him, but a boot on his chest pushed him back down. He landed on the rug with an “oof” and a smile.


    The heel of her boot was poised on his chest, holding him prisoner. She dug the stiletto into his pectoral muscle and twirled her foot in a semi-circle. The slender heel dug into his flesh like corkscrew. A sharp pain pierced his skin and made his cock jump. She was driving him mad. She knew what he liked without asking. His breathing came in short gusts as her heel traced a line down his stomach. She took a step backwards so she was standing with her legs straddling his hips. She leaned forward and rested one hand on her knee, while she pressed her heel into his abs. He hoped there’d be a mark tomorrow, so he could re-live this moment when he saw it. She tentatively wiggled her boot lower until the heel was just above his cock. He held his breath. He wasn’t sure what she had in mind, but whatever it was, he was ready.


    Damien’s eyes fluttered behind his lids, and he tilted his head back. His arms and legs were stretched to the sides. He was naked and vulnerable with her stiletto heel toying with the delicate area at the base of his cock. His entire body was tingling with anticipation. How low was she taking that heel? How deep was she going to press it into his flesh? She was in complete control, and he was at her mercy. She could easily injure him, but he trusted her completely.


    She increased the pressure of the spiked heel, a little at a time, and then stopped. “Yes?” Her sinful eyes burned into his.


    “Oh, yes. Yes. Yes.” He bit his lip and moaned.


    She scraped the heel in a circle around the base of his cock so it was just above his sac. She paused and waited for his reaction.


    “Harder.”


    A sinister grin spread across her lips as she calmly dug her heel deeper.


    Damien’s shoulders jolted off the rug. It wasn’t from pain or fear. She didn’t touch either one of his testicles, but somewhere just above them. It was the surprise and the pressure that rocked him. His dick was swollen and weeping, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before he erupted, hopefully on her gorgeous black boot. He nodded for her to continue.


    It was amazing how she balanced herself on one foot. If she fell, she could easily impale him, but she was in complete control of all parameters. She used his cock for leverage and leaned the sole of her boot against it, while her spiked heel threatened to skewer the most vulnerable part of his body.


    “Still, OK?” She was cautious, yet aggressive.


    An erotic sigh mixed with his words. “Better than OK. Fuckin’ incredible.”


    She kept her hands on her hips. Occasionally she’d stretch one arm out for balance, but she never faltered. She wiggled the stiletto around his scrotum. It hit one ball and bounced off the other, then settled in the middle and dug into his sac. A short pain shot into his abdomen, but it was quickly replaced by a hot tingle that reverberated around his lower region and traveled straight into the tip of his burning cock. His body jumped and twitched like he was hit with a thousand volts of electricity. He sucked in a gust of air and arched his back. It pressed his balls further into the pointed stiletto, and a wave of white heat passed through him. Hot liquid shot from his cock onto his stomach, onto the rug, and onto Alyssa’s boot. When his vision cleared enough to focus, and his body finally stopped convulsing from exquisite pleasure, Alyssa stood over him.


    She had a satisfied smile on her gorgeous, plump, burgundy lips. Her breasts stood proud, while her erect nipples zeroed in on him like two torpedoes. A chunk of her long, black hair trickled over her shoulder and flanked one breast. One hand was on her hip, while the other hung at her side. The stiletto that delivered the painstaking pleasure was teetering on his inner thigh, sending another bout of tingles into his crotch.


    She looked like she conquered a mountain, and by the size of his erection, she did. It was engorged and stood tall, even though it had just relieved itself over the immediate surroundings.


    “You enjoyed that.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement, affirming his reaction, and she owned the self-righteous smile that she wore.


    He closed his eyes and exhaled. His smile was chiseled into his cheeks. Too blissful to move, he stretched his arms up toward her. “Get over here so I can kiss you.”


    She clasped her fingers through his and used his hands for support. She stepped onto his thigh with one boot, then climbed onto the other. Most of her weight was on the front part of her soles, and on his hands, but the stilettos dug into his legs. She stood steady and took a tentative step with one foot onto his abdomen.


    “Too much?” She checked to make sure she wasn’t hurting him.


    “Never too much. It’s perfect.” He had envisioned those boots walking across his chest all night, and here she was using his abs like a ladder. Each step made him grunt and his dick grew harder. He was ready to come again, but he held out. He wanted to be inside her the next time he released himself.


    When she got to his chest, she stepped off of him and placed one foot on either side of his torso. She teased his nipple, inverting it with the heel of her boot.


    “You’re driving me crazy, Alyssa. C’mere.”


    He tried to sit up, but she pushed him down with her boot and pinned him to the floor. “You’re not getting up until I’m done.” She placed one boot on the rug next to his right ear, and followed with the other by his left. She looked straight ahead while Damien looked up into the wet crevice between her legs. Her thighs were spread wide, and the folds of her skin were slightly separated. He could see inside her body and wetness glistened down at him. He opened his mouth and stretched his tongue out, begging for a taste, and she obliged by lowering herself onto her knees and straddled his face.


    Her body was hot and already juicy when his tongue took its first swipe. He curled his arms around her thighs and guided her hips so she was in perfect alignment. Although she was on top, he controlled her movement from the bottom. It was his turn to be in charge, and he sucked and licked her into a frenzy. Her hands were perched on her thighs, and her hair was a wild mess from flinging her head back and forth. She let out deep raspy grunts as she heaved heavy breaths.


    He held her captive by the thighs and pulled her hips backwards and forwards across his mouth. He probed her opening, and he sucked out her nectar like sweet ambrosia. His tongue latched onto her clit and prodded it back and forth, up and down, and around in a circle. He couldn’t see her face anymore. It was lost in a spray of her hair. She fell forward onto the palms of her hands with a long drawn out moan. Wetness flooded Damien’s mouth and chin, and he lapped it up. Her body went limp and threatened to smother him. What a way to die.


    She slowly righted herself and sat back on the mounds of his chest. She squeezed his cheeks between her hands and smiled down at him. “You’ve been a really good boy tonight.”


    He abruptly sat up. Surprised at the sudden movement, she hung onto his neck with both hands to prevent from falling, but slid down and landed in his lap. He wrapped his arms around her back, stood up and tossed her onto the bed.


    She landed with a bounce and threw her head back and laughed. “What are you doing?”


    He found his jeans on the floor and produced a condom from his wallet. “You didn’t think we were done, did you?”


    “No.” She extended her hand to him, inviting him into the bed.


    Damien kissed her palm, then threw her hand aside. In one leap of his long legs, he landed on top of her and pressed his lips to her neck. The perfume that bathed her body was a rich mix of exotic flowers. Her hair was fanned out on the bed creating a luxurious black blanket over the charcoal-colored bedding. He moved his mouth to her lips. They were like a delicious poison. One taste and he was intoxicated – addicted – and they held him under their spell.


    She pushed against his chest and rolled him over so she was on top. He loved her aggression. Her mouth clamped down on his nipple, biting a mouthful of tender flesh. Surprise made Damien jump, but it was the mild pain that heightened his arousal. She moved her mouth lower, while her fingernails dug into his flesh and scratched their way across his chest and down his abs. Her nails dug into him and left angry red marks on his flesh like a beautiful erotic road map. Her teeth sunk into his inner thigh before she grabbed his cock. Hand over hand, she scratched at his shaft like a cat. It made his balls rise up and his breath catch in his throat. The incredible sensations made him cry out for more. Every nerve ending in his body was standing on end. He was over sensitized. Every time she touched him, a current of excitement ran through him. He never felt so alive. He responded to her touch with familiarity, yet it was brand new. She knew what he liked and how he liked to be touched. She set his body on fire, and she consumed him.


    Her tongue teased his cock with the metal piercing. The stud tapped against the sensitive underside of the head, and he shuddered. Her mouth, and that glorious tongue with its brilliant metal stud, lay a relentless attack on his cock. He was ready to burst. He clawed at his forehead and bit his lower lip while he struggled to maintain control. His mind was conflicted between succumbing to the burning pleasure reverberating through his lower half, or holding out for the grand finale. He made his decision. He jolted forward and grabbed her by the shoulders. She momentarily jumped from surprise, then let out a provocative laugh. He pulled her up from between his legs, rolled her onto the bed and pinned her to the mattress. His mouth covered hers in a hard kiss. She kissed him back with equal passion and dug her nails into his back. She wrapped her legs around his waist and gyrated her pelvis into him. She was an animal.


    He found the condom on the bed and rolled it on. Alyssa perched on her elbows and watched him with her legs spread wide apart. His eyes were torn between focusing on his task and staring at her gorgeous body. He managed to do both. He climbed on top of her until they were eye to eye, mouth to mouth, crotch to crotch, and then he kissed her. It wasn’t the hard, rough kiss that they’d shared all night. It was a slow, passionate prelude to an act that would fuse their bodies together. Their lips parted, and they held each other’s gaze while an emotional connection passed between them.


    His hand traveled over her hip, found her inner thigh, and he slipped two fingers inside her. She let out a deep moan and jutted her chin toward the ceiling. She was wet and ready, and he couldn’t wait any longer. He reached for his cock.


    “Wait,” she gasped. “I have toys.”


    “There’s no time for toys.” He plunged his cock into her waiting body. She gasped and arched her back as soon as he entered her. The warmth of her body enveloped him with a scorching heat. He rocked his hips with a steady rhythm, slowly at first, then he gradually picked up speed. She hung onto his neck and hooked her legs behind his back. Her body moved in tune with his, and then abruptly changed momentum. She was competing for control, and it made him smile. She was unruly and assertive, challenging him with the authoritative grind of her hips. It spurred his desire and enticed him. He took both of her wrists and pinned them above her head. She fought him, but he wouldn’t let go. The look of exquisite pleasure, and the way her eyes kept rolling up into her head, told him she was enjoying it as much as he was.


    His legs were starting to shake, and a tingling sensation covered his body. He let the waves of sensations overtake him, and he shuddered as he came with a hard jerk. It was powerful. Spiritual. He had a moment of clarity, and his life made sense for a few short seconds before his mind went blank.


    Perspiration dotted his forehead and left a trail down the center of his back, but he never slowed down. The ecstasy lingered, and he succumbed to it. He hardly had enough strength to continue, but he was waiting for Alyssa to submit. She still thrashed underneath him, bucking her hips like she was riding a bronco in an attempt to gain the upper hand. Her legs clung to him tightly, but he still slammed his hips into her. The moans coming from her mouth were long and breathy. She turned her head from side to side and arched her back.


    “Damien. Oh my God. Damien,” she cried. Her body stiffened, rock hard for a few seconds before her hands stopped struggling under his grip. She melted into the sheets with a long sigh. It was the sigh that Damien was waiting for. He finally broke this wild filly. She surrendered to him. In that moment, he felt an energy pass between them. It connected them, and he knew that he and Alyssa were meant to be together.
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    Damien was on top of the world as he strolled down Eastern Parkway on his way home from the coffee shop the next morning. Thoughts of Alyssa were a constant presence in his head and left him with a deep sense of calm. Their union brought balance to his life. It led him to believe that happiness was no longer an enigma. She awakened his soul, and he saw a brighter side of life.


    A pet store to his right pulled his attention away from his thoughts, and he looked through the window. Maybe Angel was right. It might be nice to add a pet to his life. He stepped though the doorway to an elaborate display of fish tanks. He was mesmerized at the assortment of colorful fish. They had a tranquil effect that was almost hypnotic, but the filtration system looked like too much upkeep. He moved along to the next section and was greeted by the beautiful song of a brightly-colored bird. It was exactly what he needed in order to cheer up his dreary apartment.


    Damien found a sales associate down the next aisle and asked about purchasing the songbird.


    “I’ll be with you in a minute. Let me just finish up here.” The salesman had his hand in an enclosure with a . . . rat?


    Damien looked closer. It was black with some white on its belly, and it had a soft pink nose and ears. Now, that would be a really cool pet. “Is it for sale?”


    The salesman adjusted the water bottle in the enclosure. “Yeah. Do you want to hold her?”


    “She’s not gonna bite me, is she?” Damien’s experience with rats was limited to the rodents he saw running in the hallways of the city housing projects where he used to live.


    The salesman chuckled. “I take it you’ve never had a rodent as a pet. They’re very friendly.” He scooped the rat out of the cage, held her to his chest and scratched her between the ears like a dog. “They’re smart, too, especially this girl. And they’re fastidious.”


    Damien leaned over to take a closer look at her. The rat’s little pink nose twitched in his direction. She was adorable. “Is she hard to take care of?”


    “You just got to change the bedding every couple of days.” He pointed toward the enclosure. “Water bottle. Bowl of food every day. That’s about it. Here.”


    Damien was hesitant about holding her. He was afraid she would squirm and he would drop her. Once he had her in his grasp, he held her close to his chest like the salesman demonstrated, and he pet her fur with his index finger. “I didn’t expect her to be so soft.” She placed one little pink foot on his chest, and her nose twitched up at him. “I’ll take her.”


    Forty minutes later, Damien was in his apartment with as much supplies as he could carry for his furry little friend. He set up her cage on the kitchen table and watched her get accustomed to her new surroundings. “You OK in there, girl?” She was busy sniffing her new toys and hideaway. She needed a name, but the only female name Damien could think of was Alyssa. He couldn’t get that gorgeous mistress of the night out of his head, but he couldn’t name his new pet after her. What if they ever met? He laughed to himself. He’d never bring Alyssa to this dump.


    He wanted a name that brought to mind something feminine, yet macabre. Maybe a female villain in a horror movie . . . someone mysterious . . . Elvira! It was perfect. “Hey, Elvira.” He scooped her out of her new home, and she let out a squeak. “Do you like your new name, girl? Huh? You look like an Elvira.” Her little nose was twitching like crazy, processing his scent. A pet was exactly what Damien needed to ease the solitude in his life. He placed Elvira back in her cage, where she promptly resumed scurrying around and sniffing her new things. She looked stifled in the tiny cage, and he felt bad for her. As soon as he had enough money, he would buy her one of those big habitats that the salesman tried to sell him, and he would move her into the living room.
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    Damien was in the middle of changing his boots when Angel knocked on the door. “Be right there.” He hopped across the room on one boot, while holding the other one in his hand. Walking barefoot, even in socks, on the weathered floorboards could result in a nasty splinter. He experienced that gem on his first middle-of-the-night romp to the bathroom, and it wasn’t something he wanted to repeat. “C’mon in.” He flung open the door and hopped back to the couch. “I just gotta put my boots on, then I’m ready to go.”


    Angel glanced at the time on his phone. “Good. As long as we’re on the road in the next thirty minutes, we’ll beat the traffic to my parents’ house.”


    “Cool, ‘cause I’m starving. I skipped breakfast to save my appetite for your dad’s cooking.” As he laced up his boots, he was reminded of his visit to the pet store. “Hey, I got a pet like you suggested. On my way home from the coffee shop this morning.”


    “You’re kidding?” Angel immediately started looking around the living room floor with a brightness in his eyes.


    “She’s in the kitchen. Her name’s Elvira.”


    Angel laughed and headed straight for her. “I love it. I can’t wait to see—” His voice abruptly stopped as soon as he rounded the entrance to the kitchen. “A rat?” Angel poked his head out from the doorway. “You got a fucking rat?”


    Laughter threatened to leak through Damien’s clamped lips. “Yeah. Isn’t she cool?”


    Angel disappeared back into the kitchen. “On the table? Really, Damien?”


    “Just until I get her a bigger cage. Then I can move her into the living room. Pets are expensive.” With both boots on, and the risk of tetanus thwarted, he grabbed his keys and joined Angel just past the doorway to the kitchen. Elvira was standing on her hind legs, sniffing at Angel through the bars of her cage. “Do you want to meet her?”


    Angel raised his hand and gave her a half-hearted wave, but didn’t move. “H-hi, Elvira.”


    Damien chuckled and slapped him on the back. “Are you afraid of a little rat, Angel?”


    “No. I’ve just never seen one up close before.” He took four or five tentative steps in her direction and leaned over at the waist to get a better look. “Nice to meet you, Elvira. OK, we gotta go.”
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    Normally, Sunday dinner at Angel’s parents’ house stirred up ambiguous feelings for Damien. It showed him the meaning of family and togetherness but also reminded him that he was alone. Now that he and Alyssa were in a relationship – the first real relationship he’d been in – a large part of that disconnect to society was erased. Their tie was new, but it was strong and powerful and filled with passion. They fit, and it gave Damien the sense of belonging.


    Dinner at the Garcia’s took on a special appeal this weekend because of Damien’s high spirits. He could embrace the loving atmosphere without the reflection that it was Angel’s family and not his own.


    Angelita and Ricardo Garcia were the perfect parents. They doted on Angel and his brother and sister the way loving parents were supposed to, and they all shared a close bond. Angel was particularly close with his dad, working as a chef at the family restaurant every day, but Damien had a strong affection for Angelita. She was a beautiful woman who shared her mannerisms and kind heart with Angel. Although she spoke with a slight Spanish accent, her words were formal and articulate. She exuded class and sophistication, and love poured freely from her heart.


    Damien relished the delicious aromas that filled the Garcia home. An authentic home-cooked Cuban meal, with two days of leftovers to take with him, was heaven, but it was the one-on-one time with Angelita that Damien looked forward to the most. He adored the motherly concern that she always bestowed upon him.


    He helped Angelita set the dining room table while Angel was busy cooking in the kitchen with his dad. It was a formal setting, with linens and stemware. Damien set down the dinner plates, while Angelita followed him with napkins and utensils.


    “My daughter owes you a big favor, Damien. It is usually Maria who sets the table.”


    “I want to help.”


    She abruptly stopped halfway around the table, and Damien turned toward her to see what was wrong.


    Angelita had a scowl on her face and stood with one balled fist on her hip. She took his chin in her free hand and turned his face toward her. “What is this in your eyebrow?”


    He fingered the piecing Alyssa gave him on her first day at Designs For The Flesh. “I met a girl. She’s the new piercer at the tattoo shop.”


    “A chica? And you think this will impress her?”


    “No. I just wanted to talk to her, and she offered to do it. I couldn’t say no. It’d be rude.”


    Angelita frowned and shook her head. “I do not approve of this thing. You have such a handsome face, and now you made a mark on it. It is unnecessary.” She showered him with unsolicited advice, just like a stereotypical concerned mother, and he loved the attention. Her gaze moved to his freshly tattooed neck. “You are a sweet boy, Damien. Why this ugliness drawn on your skin?”


    Angel entered the dining room carrying a covered dish that smelled of spicy chicken and set it on the table. “Mami, please stop lecturing Damien. He likes his tattoos.”


    She waved her hand at Angel and dismissed him. “I have known Damien for many years. I talk to him no differently than I talk to you or your brother and sister.” She turned back to Damien and her eyes traveled up to his mohawk. “Your hair – it is fun. It is colorful and different.” She motioned toward the demonic tattoos across his neck. “But this artwork . . .” She pressed her lips together and shook her head with disapproval. “You are a kindhearted, sensitive young man, and these images do not represent who you are.” She put her arm around his shoulder, and he immediately tensed at the close physical contact. She felt his stiffness, but she never released her embrace. She held him tightly, patted his shoulder, and sighed. “I do not wish to make you feel bad. I only say this to you because I care.”


    His throat closed and he nodded. “I appreciate it, Angelita. I appreciate everything your family has done for me.”


    “You are part of this family. I hope you know that.” She pulled a chair out, sat down, and motioned for him to take the one next to her. “Now, tell me about this chica you met. She does this piercing for a living?”


    “Yeah. She just started working at the shop about two weeks ago.” He was like a teenager telling Angelita about a schoolboy crush, and he enjoyed every minute of it.


    “And have you asked her out on a date yet?”


    Angel retuned with another plate. This time, the smell of sweet plantanos filled Damien’s nostrils and made his stomach churn from hunger.


    “Mami, are you still giving Damien a hard time about his tattoos?”


    “Hush, mijo. I am only asking about this new chica he met.” She patted Damien’s knee. “I would love to see you settle down with a nice girl, Damien. You need someone to take care of you.”


    “I’m fine, really. Besides, I have you to take care of me.”


    She smiled at him. “Yes, but you need a wife.”


    Angel rolled his eyes, which caught Angelita’s attention.


    “And, what about you, mijo? When are you going to settle down? Always a new boyfriend.”


    “I haven’t met the right guy yet.” Angel looked off to the side and smiled softly. “I would love to have a guy to come home to every night – someone I could cook for and sing to – but until I find him, I’m having fun.”


    “I think you have a little too much fun sometimes,” Angelita teased her son. Their banter was amusing and reflected their close relationship. Damien was envious of the bond they shared.


    Ricardo entered the dining room carrying a large tray of sweet, succulent pork and set it down in the center of the table. “Dinner is ready. Let us sit down and enjoy the nice meal that I have prepared with the help of my eldest son.”


    Ricardo sat at the head of the table with Angelita by his side. Angel sat at the opposite end, with Damien next to him, across from Angel’s brother and sister, Nesto and Maria. The seat between Damien and Angelita echoed with emptiness. The Garcia’s were the closest thing he had to a real family, but he yearned for a family of his own. Even though he hadn’t known Alyssa that long, and he knew it was premature, he imagined she would be part of the family he envisioned and one day she would fill the empty seat next to him at the Garcia’s table.
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    Besides Spyder, Damien was always the first person at the tattoo shop when it opened for the day. He dropped a cup of coffee and a buttered bagel on Alyssa’s work station and took a seat at the front desk.


    Spyder eyed him with suspicion. “What’s going on with you and the piercer?”


    Damien was unsure if a relationship in the workplace was off limits or not, but neither was negotiable on his end. “Not really sure where it’s goin’ yet, but so far so good. She’s one cool chick. Me and her – we hit it off right away.”


    “I should have seen it the minute I hired her.” The tension in Spyder’s voice indicated he wasn’t happy about Damien’s answer.


    “That a problem?”


    “That depends.” Spyder mulled over his response. “If it doesn’t work out and you scare her off, then yes, it’s gonna be a big problem. Have you seen the amount of business she brings in? She has a steady flow of customers. If she bolts because of you, they’re going with her.”


    Damien sipped his coffee. He needed this job, but he wasn’t about to take a step back from Alyssa. “I’m gonna do everything possible to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


    Whether or not Spyder was satisfied with Damien’s reply, he left it alone and retreated to the back of the shop.


    With his mind back on waiting for Alyssa’s arrival, Damien opened the calendar program on the computer and checked her appointments. She had another full day scheduled. He read some of the notations next to her appointments: tongue; eyebrow; apadravya; septum; PA. Some were obvious, but he had no idea what an apadravya entailed in relation to placement.


    The chime of the front door signaled Alyssa’s entrance. She gave him a sideways glance and a tiny smile without slowing her pace into the shop. She dropped her handbag on the chair and slung her jacket over the back, before she spotted the brown paper bag and coffee cup. She peered into the bag and gave Damien a questioning smile over her shoulder.


    He nodded back at her.


    She turned to face him with a tilt to her head and approached the front desk with the small brown paper bag in tow. “You brought me coffee and a bagel?”


    “Yeah. I didn’t know if you had breakfast or not.” He held up his coffee. “I got myself a cup and picked something up for you, too.”


    Her shoulders dropped and her mouth fell open. “You’re such a sweet guy, Damien. Thank you.”


    He gave her another short nod. “Welcome.”
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    By mid-afternoon the shop was in full swing, and all of the tattoo artists were in the middle of elaborate pieces. Damien finally had a break. He rested his foot on the edge of the front desk and pushed back on his chair. It was sometimes difficult managing walk-ins and tending to the tattoo artists at the same time, but he preferred juggling tasks in the hectic shop over sitting at the desk waiting for activity. The extra tips the artists threw his way also padded his pocket, and there was a beauty still sitting on the wall of the guitar store waiting for him to bring her home.


    Two successive chimes announced a group of girls and a burly dude covered in tattoos. The girls were only interested in looking through the artists’ portfolios, but the burly dude had an appointment with Alyssa.


    “Take a seat,” Damien told him. “She’s almost done and will be up in a minute.”


    A few minutes later, Alyssa escorted the burly dude to the back room. It alerted Damien’s curiosity, because the back room was used for privacy. He opened the appointment calendar and scanned Alyssa’s appointments. 3:30 – Scott, apadravya. He scratched the shaved skin above his ear and wondered what the piercing entailed.


    They were in the back room together for a long time, or maybe it just seemed that way because Damien was waiting, and wondering, what was going on behind the closed door.


    Axel rang up a client and deposited money in the register next to him. “I could use a hand if you have a minute.”


    “Sure.” Damien followed Axel back to his station, threw on a pair of gloves, and began depositing the used ink cups and paper towels in the trash. While he was spraying everything down with disinfectant, Alyssa and her client emerged from the back. Damien inspected his face as she walked him to the front of the shop, but there was no evidence of a new piercing as far as he could tell. He finished cleaning Axel’s station and caught up to Alyssa at the front desk, just as her client left the shop. “What did he have done?”


    “Scott? An apadravya.” When she saw the confusion on his face, she laughed. “It’s a genital piercing.”


    Damien still didn’t know exactly what an apadravya was, but he pictured Alyssa threading a needle through the head of his cock . . . or through his ball sac. The blood rushed down between his legs and the tightness at the crotch of his jeans threatened to cut off his circulation. Why didn’t he think of it sooner?


    Alyssa mistook his silence for jealousy. “Don’t be mad. It’s my job. I pierce clits, too. It doesn’t matter to me. It’s business.”


    The devious smile that passed across Damien’s face explained the erotic thoughts going through his head.


    Alyssa let out a seductive laugh and quickly covered her mouth to hide it. “Don’t get me in trouble. Save those ideas for when we’re at my place.”


    Damien stepped closer to her so no one could hear. “I want you to pierce my dick – right through the head. And my balls too. Can you do it tonight?” His voice was low and raspy, and his cock was getting harder by the second.


    She hesitated. “I don’t know if you really want me to do that, but we’ll talk about it later.”
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    Damien was on his back, completely naked, on top of Alyssa’s bed. His legs were open into a wide V, while Alyssa knelt between them. There was a large surgical pad next to him with supplies on it: latex gloves; a piercing needle in a sealed plastic bag; antibacterial ointment; a clamp, also sealed in plastic; a marker; a bottle of Betadine; gauze pads; and the large ring that was soon to be adorning his private parts. Anticipation had his body tingling, and he couldn’t contain the erection that was growing between his legs.


    “You’re not supposed to have a hard-on the size of the Empire State Building when I’m about to shove a needle through the skin at the base of your dick.”


    His nerve endings jumped at the mention of the piercing, and his cock twitched. He was worried that he’d come as soon as she touched him, or quite possibly before she even started. “Hurry up. Do it.”


    “It’s a process. I can’t just hurry through it.” She smiled and kept glancing at him while she slipped on a pair of gloves and bathed his balls in antiseptic. It was cold and they tightened, but his dick was still standing sky high. She took care in placing marks on his flesh where the piercing would reside, then sat back on her knees and examined it. “That looks about right. Are you ready?”


    “So fucking ready.”


    She pulled at his sac with the clamp and stretched the skin.


    It was a weird feeling, both exciting and alarming. He clenched the sheets in his fists and leaned his head back. He wished there was a mirror set up so he could watch, but the image of Alyssa with a needle poised in her hand, aimed directly at his balls, would be imbedded into his memory for life.


    “Do you want a countdown?”


    She tricked him with that question the first day they met, when she pierced his eyebrow. “No, but – UH!” Searing pain exploded through his balls as the needle went straight through his sac at the base of his cock. His shoulders lurched forward, and he curled up to look, but white light blinded him.


    “Don’t move. I’m almost done.”


    Yellow spots covered the room and he could barely make out Alyssa’s silhouette in the haze. His balls were throbbing and his heart was pounding. He fell back down onto the pillow, breathing heavily, while his lower half pulsed with an odd mixture of excruciating pain and intense, blinding pleasure. When his sight came back into focus, Alyssa was smiling down at his cock.


    “I knew that was going to happen. You, Damien, are a dream come true for me. I push my needle through your flesh and you reward me with a shower of semen.”


    He didn’t even realize he came. Sensations were swirling through him with a force that made him dizzy. A blissful smile spread across his cheeks, and he closed his eyes, savoring the buzz of electricity that was still pulsing through his crotch like a cattle prod.


    Alyssa ripped off her gloves, gathered her supplies in the surgical pad and dropped it on the dresser. She returned with a handheld mirror. “Would you like to look at your new jewels?”


    Damien struggled to sit up. The pressure from the mattress on his balls was sharp and made him cringe, but he pushed through it.


    “Easy. Don’t hurt yourself.” Alyssa steadied him with a hand on his back and held the mirror for him.


    It was crimson, and only mildly swollen, but it throbbed like a mother fucker. “I can’t believe you just pierced my balls. What’s this called again?”


    “A lorum. Technically, it’s not your sac. The piercing is at the juncture of the shaft and the scrotum.” She pinched the tightened skin of his balls between her index finger and thumb, digging in with her fingernails. “A scrotum piercing is lower. Down here.”


    He shuddered and thought he might come again. “You drive me crazy, Alyssa.”


    The self-satisfied smile that spread across her painted lips made him sigh.


    She put the mirror down on the nightstand and crawled in bed with him. “I’ll show you how to clean it in the morning. How does it feel?”


    “Like my balls are on fire.” He meant that in a good way. “I can’t believe I met you.”


    She placed a long kiss on his lips. Her mouth was hot as hell and sweet as sugar, and she constantly turned him on. He slipped his hand inside her robe and cupped her breast.


    “Slow down.” She stopped his hand, but he still played with her nipple ring.


    “Just because I already came doesn’t mean I’m done.”

  


  
    “You just got pierced, remember? You need to let it heal for a while.”


    He propped himself up on one elbow, slightly alarmed. “I thought you said I could still have sex with this one. That’s why I didn’t get the Prince Albert.”


    “You can, but it’s not a good idea to have it immediately afterwards.” She handed him a glass of juice that she brought with her when she set up her supplies. “Drink this. Just in case you get light-headed. I don’t want you to pass out on me.”


    “Pass out? I may have already done that.” The rush of pain and pleasure was still fresh, and his body still tingled.


    “I’ve had people who looked absolutely fine pass out as soon as they stood up.” She motioned to the glass in his hand. “Drink.”


    He drank most of the juice and grimaced at its sweetness. “It would have been better if you put some vodka in there.”


    She took the glass from his hand, set it down on the nightstand, and helped him with a T-shirt. “In case you get cold,” she explained. “I don’t want you to unconsciously grab the covers and catch the piercing, and I don’t want you to put shorts on yet. Let it air out for a little while.” She sprawled in bed next to him and pressed her fingers to his neck. “Your heart rate is high. I can see it beating in your throat. Let’s just lie down and relax. Close your eyes for a few minutes.”


    He scooped her closer with one arm, and she rested her head on his shoulder. His heart rate settled, but his body still felt like it was floating from the rush of the needle. He closed his eyes, but the smile remained. Suddenly he was exhausted, and he slowly drifted off to sleep.
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    It was cold. Damien was shivering, but the only thing he had to keep him warm was his hooded sweatshirt. He should have taken a blanket or a heavier jacket with him when he snuck out of the house to seek refuge in his mother’s car. She had a man with her, and they were both drunk. They wouldn’t have bothered him. They wouldn’t have even noticed he was there as long as he stayed in his room, but he was repulsed by the sounds that filtered through the flimsy drywall. Even though the car was in the driveway and only a few yards away from the front door to the house, it was scary for a young boy by himself.


    He heard noise outside. It was a group of people walking down the street. Male voices grew louder, then stopped in front of the house, just a few feet away from the rear of the car. Damien curled into a ball, buried his face in his knees, and hoped they continued walking. When the voices didn’t leave, he peeked up at the window. The light from the lamppost reflected inside the car, and he realized he forgot to lock the doors. Whoever was outside could easily reach in and grab him.


    He watched the shadows that performed a ghoulish dance across the interior of the car. They looked like long, giant fingers tangled together. The wind shifted and the shadows moved and covered his face. He drew in his breath and imagined they were strangling him. A black silhouette appeared on the back of the seat, and he froze. There was a loud male voice attached to it, but it was projected from the rear of the car. He was safe – for the moment.


    The car rocked when the shadowed figure hopped onto the trunk of the car and kicked his feet against the bumper. Damien sucked in his breath, covered his face with the hood of his sweatshirt, and slipped down to the floor. His heart was pounding, and he squeezed his knees closer to his chest.


    It was probably only about ten minutes before the person sprang off the car, and the voices diminished and disappeared down the street, but it felt more like an hour. Damien waited until he couldn’t hear them anymore, then shot up and hit the button that locked the doors. He flew back down to the floor of the car and out of sight. He waited and listened for more voices, but the only thing he heard was his heart thumping in his chest. He shook off his fear and sat up. He hated that he was forced to sleep in the car because his mother entertained boyfriends at the house. Technically, he was out here by choice, but given the circumstances, he’d rather sleep in the car – except it was freezing.


    The car started to shake and something was pulling on Damien’s arm. Someone was calling his name. He fluttered his eyes open and jumped when he saw Alyssa staring at him from six inches away. Relief flooded him when he realized that he had been dreaming, but it only lasted a few seconds. It was a horrible memory, retained in his subconscious. He was probably ten years old in the dream, over a decade prior, but it brought to life the injustice of his childhood, and humiliation washed over him.


    “Damien, are you all right? Answer me!”


    He realized Alyssa was still calling his name, and he focused on her. Her eyes bore into him with deep concern, and she had one hand on his chest. She had only known him a short time, yet her expression showed him more love and affection than his mother had in his entire life. He was too choked up to say anything. He only covered her hand with his.


    “I can feel your heart beating through your chest, and you’re drenched.” She took a few tissues from the box on the nightstand and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Stay here. I’ll get you a glass of water.”


    “No.” He grabbed her arm and stopped her. He needed a hell of a lot more than water to rid him of the torment that was swimming inside him. “I’ll be OK. I just want to wash my face.” He slid out of bed and carefully slipped on a pair of loose-fitting shorts. The chill from his sweat-soaked T-shirt made goose bumps rise on his back. He was embarrassed and uncomfortable. “Maybe I should leave.”


    Alyssa jumped out of bed and was at his side in an instant. “Don’t be ridiculous. You had a bad dream, Damien.” She took his hand and brought him to the bathroom. “Splash some cold water on your face. You’ll feel better. I don’t have any shirts that’ll fit you, but I have an oversized bathrobe that you’re welcome to wear.” She tried to read his eyes. “Are you sure you’re all right? You look pretty freaked out.”


    He was far from all right. “I’m fine.” He grazed his fingers over her cheek. “Thank you for being so nice to me.”


    She tilted her head to the side, and wavy lines formed in her forehead. She didn’t understand, but he couldn’t explain the turmoil that gnawed at his soul.


    He locked the bathroom door behind him and studied himself in the mirror. No wonder Alyssa looked so worried. His face was ash white and his eyes were blank. They were devoid of life. It was the expression he wore through most of his adolescence. It wasn’t until he became a teenager and picked up his first bass guitar that he started living. Music was the only reason he had to look forward to the start of a new day back then.


    The cold water shocked him back to the present and reminded him that his life had worth and meaning now. There was a beautiful woman on the opposite side of the door who genuinely cared for him, and he was locked in the bathroom mulling over his past. He shut off the water, patted his face and looked back in the mirror. He straightened his mohawk and pulled it toward the ceiling. Now he looked like his old self again.


    When he opened the door, Alyssa was leaning against the wall with her arms folded across her chest, holding a glass in her hand. She didn’t ask any questions or try to invade his privacy. She only looked him deep in the eye and studied his demeanor before offering him the glass.


    “Drink this.”


    He brought it to his nose and sniffed. Water. “You got anything a little stronger?”


    He followed her into the kitchen, and she opened a cabinet. “Tequila or Jack Daniels?”


    “I’ll take the Jacks.”


    He kept his finger on the neck of the bottle as she poured, and she watched him while the alcohol filled the glass waiting for him to release it. He lifted his finger when the glass was three-quarters full, and he drained half of it in one big gulp.


    Alyssa’s eyes never left him while she screwed the cap back on the bottle. “Feel better?”


    Shame covered his face in a wave of heat and stole his voice. He nodded while staring at the remaining Jack Daniels in his glass. Swallowing the last gulp, he waited for it to erase the loneliness than plagued his memory. He wanted a refill, but he was self-conscious by the way she watched him drink the alcohol so quickly.


    Alyssa sighed, took his hand and led him back to the bedroom. “Try not to think about anything and go back to sleep.”


    He tossed his sweaty T-shirt on the floor before he got into bed. As an afterthought he picked it up and crumpled it into a ball and placed it on top of his folded jeans that were on the dresser.


    Alyssa popped up on her elbows. “Did you just pick your shirt up off the floor?”


    “Yeah.” He slid beneath the sheets next to her. “I can’t throw my shit around like it’s my apartment.”


    “Are you kidding me? You just had some kind of freaky nightmare, and you’re worried about throwing your shirt on the floor of my bedroom?”


    He kissed her cheek and put his head on the pillow. “It’s disrespectful.”


    Her mouth hung open, unsure of what to say. “You’re really deep, Damien. I’d love to know what goes on behind those pensive eyes of yours.”


    He pulled her to his chest, but she rolled off of him and onto her back.


    “Don’t like to cuddle?”


    “I love to cuddle.” She wrapped her arms around him and brought him to her shoulder. “You just look like you really need a hug right now and someone to hold you.”


    His insides were shattered. Her kindness and tender touch, accompanied by the remnants of the dream, were reminders of the void in his life. He held onto her, molded to her body, and pressed his face into her shoulder.


    She smoothed down the top of his mohawk and chuckled. “You’re going to poke my eye out with this thing.” She nuzzled her cheek into his forehead and whispered, “Goodnight.”


    He listened to her breaths slowly deepen as she drifted off. He begged for sleep to take him away but feared his past would return to haunt his slumber. Too tired to stay awake and too scared to fall back to sleep, he hung somewhere in a state of semi-consciousness and replayed the dream in his head – over and over again.


    He exhaled a deep breath and wiped his face with his hand in an effort to clear his mind, but the thoughts remained. He peeked up at Alyssa. She seemed blissful and content, asleep with a warm smile across her lips. He would give anything for the same luxury right now.


    Cautious not to disturb her, he carefully rolled out of her arms and sat on the edge of the bed.


    “Where are you going?” she mumbled without opening her eyes.


    “I’m just going to use the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”


    He tiptoed over to his jeans, slipped his hand into the pocket and retrieved a small, folded piece of paper. He glanced back at Alyssa to make sure she went back to sleep and headed to the bathroom. The running water camouflaged the rustling of the paper in case Alyssa woke and followed him. He shook one of the round yellow pills into his hand and washed it down with tap water. Another shot of Jack Daniels would have helped speed up the analgesic effect of the medication, but he didn’t want Alyssa to find him rummaging through her cabinets, so he returned to the bedroom.


    With his medication tucked safely back in the pocket of his jeans, he fell back into Alyssa’s arms. She moaned softly and resumed her tender yet firm embrace. The protection and warmth of her body eased the havoc reeling inside his head – or maybe it was the medication starting to take effect. He really couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was a combination of both, but the pain in his heart diminished enough to make room for the joy Alyssa brought to his life, and he quietly fell back to sleep.
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    When Damien walked into O’Connors, Angel and Jimmy were already seated in one of the booths against the wall. He slid next to Jimmy and gave his buddy a fist bump. Angel didn’t bother with that nonsense and acknowledged his presence with a smile. Absent more than he was in attendance, was the Immortal Angel’s guitar player. “Where’s Karl?”


    “He’s with his lady.” Jimmy scratched one of his long sideburns. “I keep telling him that these lunches are business, but he spends all his free time in Westchester.”


    “It’s a shame,” Angel said with a frown. “I like him, and he’s a great guitar player, but sometimes I feel like he’s not on the same page as we are. Immortal Angel isn’t just for fun. We have a serious chance at making it big, and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that happens. I’m working with a few new places to secure gigs, like Mulcahy’s in Long Island, and we just got picked up for one of the free concerts at the Jones Beach band shell.”


    Long Island was a new demographic for the band. They’d been playing local bars in Williamsburg and a few gigs in lower Manhattan, but hadn’t ventured further east. Angel was a smart businessman, and Damien nodded to show his support. “Those Friday night concerts at Jones Beach are a big draw. They get a lot of attention.”


    “I’m working on New Jersey, too.”


    The waitress interrupted Angel. “What’ll it be, boys? Can I get you drinks first or are you ready to order?”


    Jimmy ordered a diet coke and Angel ordered hot tea with lemon – always coating the golden throat. Damien wanted Johnnie Walker. Just a shot. Just a little taste to satisfy his palate, but it was barely noon, and he knew Angel would disapprove. It shouldn’t matter what his friend thought, and he knew Angel’s past comments about his drinking were borne from concern, but it still bothered him.


    Damien didn’t want to defend his drinking today. It took a large consumption of alcohol and the better part of a week to forget about the bad dream he had at Alyssa’s apartment. He made it out of the house without taking a drink this morning, but sitting in the pub heightened his senses. He recognized not just the aroma of alcohol all around him, but the individual scents of Jack Daniels, Jim Beam, Tequila, and his personal favorite, Johnnie Walker. He smacked his lips together while the waitress impatiently tapped her pen against her order pad. Angel’s gaze was visible out of the corner of Damien’s eye while they waited for him to place his drink order. “I’ll just have coffee.” At least the caffeine would give him a jolt. He saw Angel relax and turn his attention to his phone. The waitress stuck the pencil behind her ear, stuffed her pad in the pocket of her apron and proceeded to the next table.


    Jimmy nudged him in the ribs. “Tell us about your new chick. Man, she looks too hot to handle.”


    “I can handle her just fine.” Not many people related to each other the way Damien and Alyssa did. Their tastes might be viewed as extreme for some, but the two of them were a match, in and out of the bedroom.


    “I don’t doubt it.” Jimmy scanned through the menu. “The two of you look like you were made for each other.”


    Angel put his phone down and leaned forward on the table. “I want to get to know her better. She was really into the band and made some really nice comments. And she’s an exotic beauty. Very nice choice, Damien.”


    It wasn’t a choice. The moment he saw Alyssa, he was drawn to her and couldn’t look away. He never believed in that love at first sight bullshit. He didn’t know her well enough to fall in love with her. Sometimes he wondered if he was even capable of loving another person. His heart was in a perpetual state oflockdown. It was imprisoned behind a brick wall and incapable of experiencing anything except anguish and pain. Until he met Alyssa . . .


    She was breaking through that wall of disparity. Tender emotions were new and welcomed. She genuinely cared for him. “At least I haven’t scared her off yet.” Jimmy and Angel both looked at him for an explanation. “I had one of my nightmares at her apartment last week.”


    Angel wrinkled his brow with concern. “Was it bad?”


    “Bad enough. When she woke me up I was covered in sweat and shaking.” He pursed his lips to the side. “Some badass punk rocker I am.”


    Jimmy bumped his shoulder. “Stop knockin’ yourself, man. You’re more level-headed than half the people I know. You shouldn’t keep all that shit bottled up inside you, though. I keep telling you that you should talk to somebody. Work through all the jumbled shit in your head. It might help with the nightmares.”


    “Me and shrinks don’t mix. The nightmares only started again since I moved back to Brooklyn. I think it’s because I know she still lives nearby.” He didn’t have to say her name. His friends knew he was referring to his mother. “I’ll work it out. My bass and the music is all I need to set my head straight.” That, plus a hefty dose of alcohol and a little yellow pill.


    “Whatever’s goin’ on, I’m glad you’re back, man. It’s nice to have you in the old neighborhood again.”


    Damien gave Jimmy a small nod of appreciation. Angel and Jimmy were like brothers to him. They were the only family he had, which consoled him and tormented him at the same time.


    The waitress returned with their drinks. “Diet coke, tea and coffee.” She tucked the serving tray under her arm and poised with her pen over her pad. “What can I get you?”


    “Burger and fries, darlin’.” Jimmy offered her a dimpled smile, which she promptly returned.


    “I’ll take the same.” Damien ordered without opening his menu.


    They all waited for Angel. He placed the knuckle of his index finger over his chin while he studied the menu. “What are the specials today?”


    Jimmy laughed. “Can’t you ever just order a burger?”


    “You may enjoy greasy bar food, but my stomach can’t handle something as rough as a hamburger and french fries.” Angel handed his menu to the waitress. “I’ll have a grilled chicken salad with vinaigrette on the side. And no offense about the greasy bar food.”


    She took the menu from Angel and gave him an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “None taken.”


    Angel was so serious when it came to food. It was a good thing that Jimmy’s needling and the waitress’s sarcasm made Damien smile, because he was just about to ask her to throw a shot of whisky in his coffee.
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    When they left the pub, the three of them headed down Dean Street towards Atlantic Avenue and paused on the corner. After years of controversy, protests from local residents, and lack of funding, construction of Barclays Center had finally begun. It was still two years away from its grand unveiling and the reason Damien chose the Prospect Heights landmark pub for lunch.


    Barclays Center was barely more than a few beams of steel at this point, but once completed, it would hold 18,000 people. “I never thought the city would get their shit together. How many years had they been talking about building this place?” Damien gazed across the busy avenue. “I can’t believe it’s finally underway.”


    “It’s going to be beautiful and state of the art,” Angel said. “We have to go to the first show. I wonder who it’s going to be.”


    Jimmy looked down Atlantic and across Flatbush Avenue. “Where is everyone going to park, man? This area’s congested enough already.”


    “That was part of the problem, but the Long Island Railroad is practically at its doorstep.” Damien was in awe – star struck by the artist’s rendering of the venue. He imagined that Immortal Angel would play a show there once the building was complete. He knew it was far-fetched, but it was his dream, and nothing was going to stop him from believing that one day they would grace the stage of Barclays Center.
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    Alyssa navigated through the mass of people at The Quadrangle. She was starting to recognize the faces of the fans that attended Immortal Angel’s shows. The crowd was much larger than when she saw the band play for the first time a little more than a month ago.


    She found Damien at the bar, tossing back a nice-sized glass of Johnnie Walker. His tolerance for alcohol was kind of interesting, and a little disturbing. He could consume half a bottle of whiskey by the end of the night and still walk a straight line. Other than a mild slur of his speech and a deep inner-reflection going on behind his eyes, he displayed no other signs of inebriation. Not many people could handle that amount of alcohol with such little effect on their nervous system.


    “Hey.” Damien slipped his arm around her waist. “I didn’t hear you sneak up next to me.”


    She motioned to the half-empty glass in his hand. “That’s because you had your face stuck in that glass. You drink a lot, Damien.”


    “I know.” He wasn’t defending his actions or making excuses. He was simply agreeing with her, because he knew her statement was true.


    A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I’m glad you know better than to argue with me.”


    He placed his forearm on the bar and leaned toward her. “Maybe I should, so you’ll get really angry at me.”


    She pressed her lips together to hide her smile. “I don’t get angry.”


    “Oh no?” He poked her in the shoulder with his finger. “Maybe I should try to stir up some of that fire inside of you.”


    Her jaw dropped open into an open-mouthed smile, and she glanced down at her shoulder. “Did you just poke me?”


    He took a swig of his whiskey and rolled it around in his mouth before he swallowed it. He jutted his finger into her shoulder again and gave her a playful and antagonistic smile. “You mean, like that?”


    She took a deep breath, held it for a second, and laughed as she exhaled. “Keep pushing me,” she warned.


    “That was a poke, not a push.” His fingertips nudged her shoulder. “That’s a push.”


    He taunted her with his smug smile, but she wasn’t about to let him win this game. If he wanted to play rough, she was ready to participate. She took a step closer to him, leading with her breasts. They captivated his eyes, and he stood taller so he could get a better view down her top. She took advantage of his preoccupation with her cleavage, and that’s when she struck. She slid her hand over the front of his jeans and rubbed his erection briefly but long enough for him to press back and gyrate against her palm. She reached between his legs, cupped his balls and squeezed them together. She exerted light pressure, just enough for his knees to slightly buckle, but she was cautious not to hurt him and stayed clear of the fresh piercing.


    Damien gasped and grabbed her waist for support. His eyes glazed over and rolled under his lids for a couple of seconds. He took a few deep, labored breaths, rested his head on her shoulder, and shuddered.


    She felt the smile on his lips and interpreted his body language. He acted like he just climaxed. “Did you . . . ?”


    He chuckled in her ear. “I told you. You drive me fucking crazy. Touch me like that in public and I’m gonna make a mess. Now I gotta go get cleaned up before the show.”


    She threw her head back and laughed. “I can’t believe you just did that!” She put one hand on her hip. “You are too easy.”


    He grabbed her chin in his hand and gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll see you after the show.”


    Alyssa watched him walk away with a smile on her lips. Damien was, by far, the coolest guy she had ever met. He was sexy as fuck, and he was a rock star. They played the same games. Their level of erotic foreplay was paralleled. She had found her perfect match.


    She ordered a beer and took a long sip. When she turned around, there was a sandy-haired girl standing directly behind her. The girl was standing too close and invaded her personal space. It annoyed Alyssa, and she wondered how long the girl was standing there and why she wasn’t saying a word. It was strange. “Can I help you with something?” Alyssa didn’t hide her irritation.


    “You’re Damien’s new girlfriend.”


    It wasn’t a question, and the statement and emphasis on the word “new” struck a nerve. “What’s it to you?”


    “I’ve seen you at all the shows these last few weeks, and I’m just surprised he didn’t introduce us, that’s all.” She was smug and haughty.


    Alyssa didn’t have the patience to play whatever game this girl had in mind. She folded her arms across her chest. “Why should he? Get to the point.”


    “I’m Kendall Rose. I’m good friends with Angel and the band.”


    “I’m Alyssa – Damien’s chick.” She didn’t know why she added the last part. She wasn’t the jealous type, but this girl was acting like she needed to prove her connection to Immortal Angel, even though no one ever mentioned her. Alyssa had seen Angel talking to her a few times, but he seemed like he couldn’t get away fast enough.


    Kendall eyed Alyssa from head to toe with a sneer.


    Alyssa waited to see what else this girl had to say, because she didn’t know how much longer she could hold out without telling Kendall to fuck off. “If you got something to say to me, just say it. If not, you should move along.”


    Kendall snarled her lip. “I was just letting you know who I am.”


    “Look, if you got a problem with me, say it; otherwise, I think you should just go about your business and stay out of my way.”


    Kendall huffed and threw her head back. “You don’t have to get all snotty.”


    Confusion remained across Alyssa’s face as she watched Kendall walk away with her nose in the air. The conversation made no sense, and she wondered who the hell this girl was.


    Alyssa shrugged it off and turned back to the bar. She finished her beer and decided to walk around or maybe head up to the stage and wait for the start of the show. This time, there were two girls facing her when she turned around, but these were the fun girls that she recognized from every show. They were always together and appeared to be inseparable. They were friendly girls with bubbly personalities and similar in appearance. Both had light brown hair and matching brown eyes, and they were barely legal. And they both had some kind of fan girl crush on Angel.


    “Hi. We’ve been meaning to introduce ourselves but the shows have been so crowded lately that we hadn’t had the chance. I’m Kira.” She had a smile as big as the stage.


    “And I’m Audra,” the other girl said. “Sorry we didn’t get here sooner. We saw Kendall bothering you.”


    They both had a contagious energy.


    “I’m Alyssa. And, yeah, what’s up with that chick? She was super annoying.”


    “You’ll find a lot of people feel the same way,” Audra said. Her friend nodded in agreement. “She’s harmless though.”


    “Do you two always come to all the shows?”


    “Every single one. We’re big fans of Immortal Angel.” Audra’s lively smile resembled her friend’s. “It’s very nice to meet you. We’ve never seen Damien with a steady girlfriend before. You two look adorable together.”


    “Adorable?” Alyssa cackled with laughter. “I’ve been called a lot of things, but I’ve never been told that I look adorable before.”


    The lights dimmed and Audra and Kira ran to the stage. The crowd around Alyssa surged after them, and she was left alone at the bar. She wasn’t about to fight the crowd, but found an opening along the wall. She followed the edge of the room until she was close enough so Damien would be able to see her – if he ever opened his eyes and looked into the audience. He was lost in his own world once he started playing.


    The screams were as loud as the music and Alyssa covered her ears. She needed to remember to bring a pair of earplugs with her next time. She watched Angel sing. He was alive the moment he set foot on the stage. He jumped on the amp, slid to his knees and paraded himself across the front row with a swagger that oozed raw sexual energy. It was a fucking white-hot performance. No wonder people were throwing themselves at him after the show – and not just the boys.


    Jimmy sat behind the drums, shirtless. His arms were covered in brightly-colored tattoos, and from what she could see, so was the upper part of his chest. His beats were loud, and his arms flew across the drums. He had a habit of twirling his drumsticks that was entertaining and occasionally would throw one high above his head and catch it without missing a beat.


    Karl, the guitar player, kept to himself, but played the fast melody with grace and ease.


    In Alyssa’s eyes, it was Damien who held the most allure on stage and not just because he was her man. It wasn’t just his blue mohawk and studded leather jacket that made a person’s eyes gravitate toward him. His calm, composed connection to the music commanded attention. He plucked his bass with a passive-aggressive coolness that said he controlled the rhythm of the music. He was in the driver’s seat, and the other instruments followed his lead. It was an amazing thing to witness.


    The music was something that left Alyssa in a constant state of awe. All of the members of Immortal Angel had a connection on stage. They seemed to interact telepathically and communicated without words. Their timing was impeccable and, as far as she could tell, there was never an error. Angel’s voice was beyond anything she could describe. It was crystal clear, and he hit notes like a seasoned professional, yet he could get down and dirty and deliver grimy lyrics with a sexual prowess. The songs were original, well-written and catchy. Their beat fueled the body. It was impossible to listen to the music without moving your arms and legs. People couldn’t stand still when they listened to an Immortal Angel song.


    The fans were out of control at times. They pumped their fists high above their heads, whistled and hollered. They stomped their feet and had a small aggressive mosh pit going in the center of the room. It wasn’t uncommon to see a black eye after the show, yet it wasn’t borne from violence – it was part of a radical camaraderie. The same two people shoving each other in a mosh pit could often be seen with their arms slung over the other’s shoulder and sharing a beer after they had just beat the hell out of one another.


    Sixty minutes went by and Immortal Angel’s set was over before Alyssa realized it. The shows always ended too soon, and she thought about mentioning it to Angel. They should have a longer set. She waited for Damien near the stage, but he never emerged from the back room. He usually came up front right away, so she scanned the crowd in case they missed each other. Even though others in the bar had colored hair and some had mohawks, his blue mane was easy to spot. She found Jimmy and Angel, and caught Karl heading out the front door, but no Damien, so she went in the back to search for him.


    There was a guard at the entrance to the corridor that led to the back room, and she thought he’d stop her, but he recognized her and let her through.


    Damien was sitting on the couch, plucking away, absorbed in the resounding growl of the bass on his knee. “C’mere. I want you to listen to this.” He never looked up from his strings.


    “What am I listening to?” Alyssa sat next to him, crossed her legs and rested her elbow on her knee.


    “A beat. It’s been in my head all day, but it wasn’t quite there. When we were on stage just now, it all came together.”


    “You wrote a song while you were playing another song?”


    “Not a song. The baseline.”


    She had no idea about the song writing process, but composing a beat while playing a different one sounded like a contradiction. Damien was more talented than she thought. She knew he played well, but she didn’t realize he was a songwriter.


    He tightened a key on the head of his bass and plucked a string. “Ready?”


    “I can’t wait to hear it.”


    He paused in deep concentration before he broke into a compilation of notes. She didn’t know much about music, and listening to just a single instrument sounded disjointed, but she felt the rhythm in the brief piece that Damien played. If was fast and catchy. “I like it, but it’s a little hard to judge without the guitar and drums.”


    “Listen to it again, and this time try to feel it.” He tapped the center of her chest. “In here.”


    He played the arrangement again and repeated it several times. She tapped her foot to the beat and concentrated on the memorable rhythm.


    He stopped and waited for her critique.


    “It’s good. I like it better than the first time you played it.”


    “But did you feel it?”


    She wasn’t quite sure what he meant. “Yeah. I felt it.”


    A crooked smile crept across his mouth. “No you didn’t.” He sat back further on the couch, moved his bass guitar from his knee and patted his lap. “Sit here. I want you to feel the music the same way I feel it.”


    She was enjoying this personal serenade and settled on top of his thighs. She hunkered down and nestled into his body, with the hard muscles of his chest pressed against her back.


    He slung the bass in front of her so it rested against her body, and he reached around her with his long arms to hold the neck and positioned his fingers on the strings. She never realized how big and heavy the instrument was before. Damien carried it on his shoulder like it was as light as a feather.


    His lips were at her ear, and she could feel his breath on her neck. Goosebumps ran down her arms, and her heart beat a little faster. She was an excited groupie on her favorite rock star’s lap.


    “Let the music infiltrate your body when I play it. Don’t listen with your ear. Listen with your heart and your soul.” He touched the center of her chest again, but this time his fingers slid down and landed directly in between her breasts. “I want you to feel it here first.” His fingers made a slow, erotic descent down her body, over her navel, and slipped into the little Y in between her legs. He cupped her crotch in his hand. “Let the music find its way right here. I want it to make you wet.”


    He was serious. He wasn’t being coy or illicit. He really wanted her body to respond to the music. His hand was still between her legs, giving her an itch that needed to be scratched. She let out a sad whimper when he removed his hand and placed it on the strings of his bass.


    He straightened up a little so he could see over her shoulder and brought the bass closer. It was touching her breasts and sitting in her lap at the top of her thighs. When he began to play, the notes pulsed into her body. Her chest boomed and her lower half vibrated. He played the same arrangement repeatedly, faster and louder each time. She was grinding her body into his leg and pressing her breasts against his bass. The instrument rumbled and fucked her with its deep booming notes. It made her body tremble. When he suddenly stopped playing, she was out of breath. “I never knew music could do that to me.” She melted and slid off his lap and into the corner of the couch.


    He ran his hand up her thigh. “Did you feel it?”


    She held her breath and nodded.


    His hand moved up further and rubbed the warm area between her legs. “Did you feel it right here? Did it make you wet?”


    “Yes.” She gasped while his hand continued to stroke her through the thin material of her leggings. She opened her thighs a little wider and pressed her pelvis upwards and into the palm of his hand. He pressed back and easily manipulated her body over the thin sheath of her clothing. She was soaking wet, and she felt the heat between her legs.


    Damien dug his middle finger into the center of her crotch until he found the folds of her skin, and he pushed on her opening.


    She sucked in a deep breath and let out a long sigh while he worked a passionate burn into her pussy. His mouth kissed the crease between her breasts and moved over her tank top to take her nipple ring between his teeth. He tugged on it, hard, and the shock sent a tremor down her body. It mixed with the sensations multiplying between her legs. They collided and exploded, and she came with a loud moan. She convulsed underneath his hand, twitching and jerking while she silently rode out a titillating orgasm – without removing a stitch of clothing.


    Damien’s lips moved to her neck while her body shook with aftershocks. He looked deep into her eyes. “That’s what I feel every time I play, and it’s exactly what I want my music to do to everyone who listens to it. Especially you.”
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    Alyssa couldn’t hide her smile as the tattooed biker in her chair fidgeted in his seat. “I sometimes pass out from needles,” the burly hellion admitted.


    “You’ll be fine. It’ll be over before you know it.” The toughest ones were the biggest babies sometimes. She opened the mini-fridge under her station and retrieved a small bottle of orange juice, just in case.


    She pulled on a pair of gloves, opened an alcohol pad and waved it in the air to alleviate the strong odor. “This’ll probably make you sneeze.” His eyes crossed as he watched her swab his septum. She waited while he twitched his nose and stopped him before he rubbed it with his hand. “Tickle the roof of your mouth with your tongue. It sometimes relieves the itch.”


    “I’m good.” His gruff voice matched his appearance.


    “Are you sure? Because you don’t want to sneeze while I’m pushing the needle through your skin. It could rip your septum.” His eyes widened and he turned a shade paler. The tiny smile on her lips didn’t convey the laughter she was enjoying on the inside. She had an evil sense of humor.


    It wasn’t his fear that she enjoyed, it was the power of the needle, and the knowledge that he voluntarily wanted it stuck through the sensitive membrane of his septum, even though he knew it would hurt like hell. She was the wielder of the sword, so to speak, and it gave her a surge of adrenaline and power.


    She gave him another second to collect himself and glanced outside at his buddies sitting on their Harleys. She never understood why bikers traveled in pairs of two or four, and sometimes more.


    “Can we hurry this up?” Biker Boy prompted. “My brothers are waitin’, and I gotta meet my ol’ lady. She’s next.”


    She changed her gloves and inspected the instruments that were sitting on the covered tray. She always felt like Dr. Frankenstein when she looked at her implements and at the waiting customer nervously bouncing his knee in the chair next to her. She clamped the forceps around his septum. Once she confirmed it was in the correct location, she asked him if he was ready.


    “Yep. Get to it, young lady.”


    She wasn’t wasting time with a countdown and plunged the needle through his septum. Less than a minute later, he had an awesome septum clicker, and she was fifty dollars richer.


    He admired his new piercing in the mirror. “That’s cool.” He threw an extra $20 on the top of her station. “I’ll be back with my ol’ lady in a half hour.”


    “Perfect. If you have any questions, call or drop by.”


    She deposited the used needle in the sharps container and cleared off the counter, wondering what happened to Damien. He was usually at her station, cleaning up and preparing everything for her next appointment. She missed his help and his company.


    She deposited her client’s money in the register at the front desk and was surprised to see Angel sitting in the vestibule with a pastry box in his hand. “What are you doing here?”


    “I came to see you and—”


    “You want a piercing!” He flinched and his eyes widened, but she didn’t give him a chance to protest. “How about some plugs in your lobes or a nice barbell in your eyebrow?”


    “My mother would kill me!”


    She never expected a 22-year-old punk rock singer to care what his mother thought. “How about your nipples then?”


    “God, no.” He shielded one side of his chest with his free hand and brought the pastry box up to protect the other.


    “Come in the back.” She took his hand and dragged him to her station. He was fun to tease, and she laughed as he eyed the photos on the wall which identified different body piercings. He grimaced and took a closer look, still clutching the pastry box.


    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to impale you. I just didn’t want you to sit by the front door like you’re a visitor.”


    “Thank you. I appreciate that. Where’s Damien? He’s usually at the front desk.”


    “I’m right here.” Damien appeared from the back of the shop, slapped Angel’s hand, and pulled him in for a one-shoulder hug. “I was throwing out the trash. What brings you here? Are you looking for some ink?”


    “Not right now.” Angel held up the pastry box. “I brought cannoli.”


    “Cannoli?” Alyssa thought it was a strange thing to bring to a tattoo shop, but greedily took the box from his hand and tore off the white string that held it closed.


    “It’s from Villabate Alba on 18th Avenue. They have the best cannoli in Brooklyn,” Angel explained.


    “You came all the way over here to bring cannoli?” They looked incredible with thick, rich cream.


    “No. I want to have you over for dinner so we can get to know each other better. You’re important to Damien, so you’re important to me. You make him happy.” Angel looked directly at Damien for emphasis. “And I like seeing my friend happy.”


    That was deep. Although Damien never revealed much about his history with Angel, the closeness they shared and the rapport that transpired between them was clearly apparent. She hoped that by getting closer to Angel she’d learn more about Damien’s elusive past. “How can I say no to such a generous offer? Especially when you bribe me with the best cannoli on the planet.” She took another bite of the decadent pastry. “Just tell me when and what to bring.”


    “Next Saturday, and I don’t want you to bring anything.”


    [image: ]


    Angel lived about fifteen minutes away from Alyssa in a fancy one bedroom apartment. The aromas that filled the place were remarkable. “What’s that smell? Are you cooking?”


    “Of course I’m cooking. I invited you to dinner.”


    A ding from the oven called Angel away, and she followed him into the kitchen with her nose leading the way. She didn’t expect a home-cooked meal. When he invited her for dinner, she expected takeout. “You cook?”


    Angel gave a modest nod. “I’m a chef. My dad owns Garcia’s in Park Slope and I work under him.”


    Impressive, and by the smells infiltrating her nostrils, she was about to have the best meal of her life. “Did you make Spanish food?”


    “Cuban, but it’s similar.”


    “Is that where you’re from?”


    “No. I was born here, along with my brother and sister, but my parents were born in Cuba. They’d love to meet you. Especially my mom. She has a soft spot for Damien.”


    Angel was already introducing her to his parents, and she still didn’t know anything about Damien’s family. He was hiding something about his past, and she knew it was the root of his nightmares. Her stomach knotted. She liked Damien – a lot – and she loved his friends, but the last thing she needed was a shitstorm of baggage.


    A roast appeared from the oven and sent her stomach rumbling. “What can I do? Let me help.”


    “Thank you, but you’re my guest. It’s nice of you to offer, though.” His soft smile was sweet and warm.


    There was a knock at the door, followed by Jimmy’s easy laughter. Although Angel had already worked his way into her heart, she was most intrigued by Jimmy.


    He had a six-pack in each hand and was tapping his foot on the floor to the beat of an invisible drum.


    “There she is!” He kissed her on the cheek and offered her a beer.


    She reached for a bottle, but Damien intercepted it, twisted off the cap and handed it to her. His manners always took her by surprise. No one would expect that under his rough exterior lurked a sweet, and sometimes vulnerable, gentleman with a heart of gold. He saw her studying him out of the corner of his eye, and his mouth curled into a tiny smile. He kissed her cheek, and his lips drove a ray of warmth through her body. She was falling for him, but her gut kept telling her that he was trouble, although she wasn’t exactly sure why.


    Angel emerged from the kitchen with brocade oven mittens still covering his hands. He was a trip. “Good. Everyone’s here.”


    “I wasn’t sure whether to get red or white,” Jimmy held up a six-pack, “so I brought gold.” He had an appealing smile and a charismatic nature to his voice. He could probably get away with giving someone the worst insult, as long as he had that winning smile on his face.


    “Lovely.” Angel eyed the beer in Jimmy’s hands with a friendly smirk. “It’ll go perfect with my lechón asado.”


    There was such clear brotherly affection between the three bandmates, and Alyssa loved listening to them interact with one another.


    Damien took it upon himself to put the beer in the fridge. When he returned, Alyssa’s eye went straight to the tall glass of whiskey in his hand. Before she had a chance to fully decipher her feelings on the amount of liquor he planned on drinking with dinner, Angel corralled everyone into the dining room. The table was covered in platters of food: a chicken dish; a beef dish; rice; a pot of black bean soup; and a huge platter of pulled pork. “It looks wonderful, Angel, but who’s going to eat all this food? We’re only four people.”


    “Yes, but the three of you are single and live alone. In my family, when you come to dinner, you leave with dinner.”


    Damien leaned in to whisper in her ear. “I’d starve to death if it weren’t for Angel and his family. Wait until you taste it.”


    He piled a generous amount of food on her plate, taking a little from each dish. She noticed that he added a glass of diet soda to his meal, but he still had his glass of whiskey on the side. She hated that she watched how much he drank. At least he could hold his liquor, and he was never obnoxious. Actually, alcohol had the opposite effect on him than it did on most people. It made him quiet and stoic, which was probably why he drank in the first place – another red flag. There were so many warning bells when it came to Damien, but she ignored every single one of them. Sometimes she was so defiant that she rebelled against her better judgment. She couldn’t help it. Despite Damien’s troubled inner workings, he was sweet and sensitive and caring. He was sexy and hotter than hellfire in the bedroom, and her heart was drawn to him.


    Damien took a big swig from his glass of Johnnie Walker, and Alyssa tried to remember if that was his first glass or his second. Guilt crept into her belly. They were enjoying a beautiful meal with close friends who were like family to Damien, and she was watching his alcohol intake. She switched gears and focused on the food on her plate. It was the best meal she had ever tasted. “This is delicious, Angel. Did you go to cooking school?”


    “No. My dad taught me. We’ve been working side-by-side since I was 16. I started as a line cook and worked my way up to sous chef just recently. It was a proud moment for me.”


    “Sous chef?”


    “It means second-in-command in the kitchen. My dad swears that he didn’t just hand me the title. He said that I earned it, but I’m half the chef he is.”


    It was obvious how important family was to Angel, and this little group at the table were included in that circle, except the guitar player was missing. “Where’s Karl? The guitarist. That’s his name, right?”


    “Yeah.” Jimmy wiped his mouth with his napkin and took a sip of his beer. “Karl’s with his girl. He only sticks around for the shows or band practice, otherwise he heads up to Westchester.”


    Karl wasn’t dedicated to the band the way Damien, Angel and Jimmy were. If he showed as much determination as they did, it might propel the band further. “He’s your weak link.”


    Everyone stopped, forks and beverages in hand, and turned toward Alyssa. Shit. Her big mouth got her into trouble again. It was too late to take that card off the table, so she had no choice but to elaborate – and dig herself a deeper hole. “Like I told Damien the first night I saw you play, Karl’s good and plays from the heart, but each of you play from the soul. You can tell the music doesn’t mean the same thing to him.” She searched for the right words.” He looked like he was playing for fun. You all played, or sang, because you needed to. I don’t know how else to explain it.”


    Angel nodded. “If he pushed himself a little harder, he’d excel, and that’s exactly what we need to propel this band to the next level – a killer guitar player.” He shrugged. “So far, Karl’s the best I’ve come across. It’s a shame he doesn’t get more involved, though. He could have brought his girlfriend today, and they could be sharing this meal with us right now.”


    “What about you? No . . . date?” She knew he was gay, but didn’t know if it was proper etiquette to talk about it openly, since she really didn’t know him that well yet. Her inner voice screamed with laugher. Since when the fuck did she care about etiquette? “No boyfriend, Angel?”


    “No. I’ve been in a few committed relationships, but they didn’t pan out. Right now, I’m very happy bouncing from guy to guy.”


    “I can see that.” He was surrounded by men at every show.


    Angel’s voice and expression took on a melancholy note. “I’m having fun, but deep down I’m an old-fashioned guy. I’d love to come home to a steady man every night. Someone I could cook for and lavish with attention.” He placed the palm of his hand over his heart. “I’m a hopeless romantic.”


    Jimmy chuckled. “Man, you don’t act like that when you’re humping the mic stand on stage.”


    “Something happens to me when I get in front of a crowd with the microphone in my hand.” His face lit up with animation. “The blood runs through my body like electricity.”


    The differences between Angel’s stage persona and his everyday personality were vast. On stage, he was flashy and in-your-face. He dripped raw sex appeal and confidence. Off stage, he was just a regular guy. He was sweet and kindhearted and smart, with a strong hold on family values. He still had a charismatic charm and smooth vocabulary, and his good looks literally made you stop and stare.


    Alyssa’s eyes shifted to Jimmy. “What about you?”


    His eyes flashed, and a smile spanned his cheeks. “I love the ladies – all of them – but the drums are my number one priority.”


    He was naturally flirtatious. It was his smile and the dimple in his cheek that held a woman’s gaze. His fingers constantly tapped on the table, on his leg, and on his beer bottle. It’s probably something all drummers did, but she knew it was going to grate on her nerves before the night was over. “And what do you do when you’re not playing the drums?”


    “You mean for a living? I deliver the mail.”


    A smile burst across her face. “You’re a postal carrier?”


    “Yup. I got a job with the post office right outta high school. I didn’t even need to go to college.”


    Damien clocked his head toward Jimmy. “This is who the government trusts with our mail.”


    It was more far-fetched than Angel being a gourmet chef. “What made you go to work for the post office?”


    “My father didn’t want me to be a musician. He was a famous drummer in the seventies but gave it up to raise a family. He didn’t like being on the road all the time and away from us. Man, I remember how my mother used to cry every time he left home. Us kids too.” He looked off to the side and shook his head. “I’ll never do that. I know my drums come first; that’s why I’m not settling down with one chick any time soon.”


    She was intrigued by Jimmy’s father’s music career. “What was the name of his band? Does he still play the drums?”


    “Summertime. And he’ll never stop playing the drums. It’s inside him, just like it’s inside me. I probably picked up a pair of drumsticks before I could hold a spoon. Been playing for longer than I remember. My parents have a picture of me as a baby, sitting on my father’s lap, holding a stick bigger than me and trying to hit the snare.”


    She listened with fascination while Jimmy talked about his childhood and reminisced about playing the drums with his dad. Ironically, she realized that now she knew more about Jimmy and Angel than she did about Damien.


    


    [image: ]Chapter Eleven[image: ]


    Damien sat behind the front desk at the tattoo shop and palmed the wad of cash in his pocket through his jeans. He had been saving up for the new Ibanez for two years, and he finally had enough money to purchase it. That sweet four-string was going to be his before the day was over.


    Alyssa handed her client an after-care sheet, looked across the room at Damien and nodded. It was her signal that she wanted his help in clearing her station. It didn’t matter how many times a day they made eye contact, the subtle acknowledgement always made Damien’s heart beat a little faster.


    She held his stare as he walked over to her station, still clutching the roll of hundred dollar bills in his pocket.


    Her gaze fell to his hand and her lips pulled back into a naughty smile. “What are you holding onto down there?”


    He took her hand and placed it over the conspicuous bulge in his jeans. “What does it feel like?”


    She squeezed and prodded it. “It’s substantial, but it wasn’t what I was hoping for.” She wrapped her fingers around it, still trying to assess its identity. “What the hell is that?”


    “Money. I’m buying a new bass. Another Ibanez but this one’s top of the line. I’ve had my eye on it for a long time. Do you want to take a walk over to the music store with me when you have a break?”


    She checked her appointment book. “I could do it at three. Does that work?”


    “It’s a date.” He headed back to his desk, envisioning the feel of the fine instrument in his hands.


    “Hey!” Alyssa called after him. “Did you forget something?”


    Her voice broke his concentration, and he turned back toward her.


    She motioned to her work station with a teasing glint in her eye. “Aren’t you gonna help me clean up? I got a crisp twenty dollar bill to donate to your new guitar.” She waved the money in her hand and taunted him with it.


    He stuffed it down the front of her top, purposely skimming her breasts with his fingers. “You know I don’t take your money. And it’s a bass, not a guitar.”


    “What’s the difference?”


    He abruptly straightened his shoulders. She was serious. “You really don’t know?”


    She pursed her lips together in thought, shook her head slightly, and tried to hide the smile that was spreading across her face. “Not really.”


    “I’m gonna have to give you a little education tonight.”


    The spiked heel of her stiletto dug into the top of his boot. She was twirling her foot, and the heel was spiraling into him. With her chin tilted down, she looked up at him with smoldering eyes. “I planned on giving you a little education tonight as well.” She moved closer, so no one else could hear. “I hope you’re ready for it.”
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    With his new baby tucked safely in its new case, and a box that contained a small cabinet amp, Damien and Alyssa piled into the backseat of the waiting taxi.


    The driver eyed them through the rearview mirror, waiting for an address.


    When Damien directed him to bring them back to Designs For The Flesh, Alyssa cocked her head in his direction. “Don’t you want to drop that stuff off at your apartment first? We’re going to my place tonight. I have a little surprise for you. Remember?”


    How was he supposed to explain to her that his place was a dilapidated relic, when she lived in a pristine, modern apartment building?


    “What’s wrong?” She didn’t understand his silence. “Don’t you want me there?”


    Guilt made him hang his head into his chest. Now her feelings were hurt, or she thought he was hiding something. “Course I want you there, but my place is a dump. You’re used to nice things. I don’t want you to see how shitty my apartment is.”


    “That doesn’t matter to me.” She laced her fingers through his. “I get it. You’re a struggling musician. My mom is an artist, too. We had it rough sometimes when I was a kid, before people started buying her paintings. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Damien.”


    The understanding in her voice was appreciated, but he still didn’t want her to see his apartment in its current condition. He didn’t care that the bathroom toilet had rusty water stains or that the kitchen had never been updated. He had a brand new bed but barely any other furnishings. The couch and tiny kitchen table were from a thrift store but looked more like they were salvaged from the curb on garbage day. Angel’s offer to fix the place up would make it a little more presentable for Alyssa, and Damien found himself reconsidering the suggestion.
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    With his new Ibanez across his knee, Damien settled into Alyssa’s living room couch. He plucked at the strings and listened to the most beautiful sound in the world. There was nothing more pleasing to his ear than a freshly tuned bass. The thump of each string sent a low hum through the apartment. “Sit next to me,” he called to Alyssa.


    She folded one leg underneath her and sat attentively at his side. “Are you going to teach me to play?”


    He popped his head up. “Are you serious?”


    “No.”


    That damn half-smile was teasing him again. She was always baiting him with her snarky jokes, and he always fell for them. He reached out and tickled her waist until she broke out into a series of giggles. “One of these days you’re gonna pay for tormenting me.”


    “OK! OK! I’m sorry.” She shielded her waist with her arms while her laughter died down. “What did you want to show me?”


    “I want you to listen.” He plucked one note at a time, then played a piece from an Immortal Angel song. “Did you hear that throaty growl? The boom that matches the bass drum?”


    She nodded. “Your guitar sounds different than Karl’s.”


    “Bass,” he corrected her. “Karl plays lead guitar. I play the bass.”


    “OK, your bass sounds different than Karl’s guitar.”


    “Are you making fun of me?”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


    Again, he questioned whether her tone was playful or sincere. He stared at her with slightly narrowed eyes until they both slowly smiled at the same time. Damien put his bass aside and pulled Alyssa into his arms. “You’re a smartass. You know that?”


    She laughed. “I just like to keep you on your toes. Seriously, though, you’re an excellent musician. Did you take lessons?”


    The memory was bittersweet for Damien. It was a long time ago, and he was trying to leave it behind. “No. Couldn’t afford them. The manager at the music store where I used to work taught me a little. He showed me chords and how to read music, but I basically learned by listening. I can play by ear. I’ll show you.” He put his iPod on the docking station and played Around the World by The Red Hot Chili Peppers. He bobbed his head and tapped his foot while he isolated the bass notes. When Anthony Kiedis started singing the chorus, Damien played along with the song.


    Alyssa sat back, surprised and impressed. “How’d you do that?”


    “I can hear it. Listen.” He stopped playing and tapped his foot along to the drum beat, then joined in again with his bass.


    Alyssa was shaking her head. “I still have no idea how you did that.”


    It wasn’t often that pride filled Damien’s heart, but when it came to music, it was his one accomplishment in life. He mastered his instrument and excelled at it. There was ease and familiarity in each note he played. There was an intimate connection since the first day his fingers graced the strings. It was a natural ability and something he could never suppress.


    When the song ended, he put his bass on the couch next to him and admired the bright red paint and the gleaming silver accents. It felt like forever while he waited to own the beautiful instrument next to him. He leaned down and kissed the strings.


    “You have a lot of talent, Damien. I don’t know anyone who can play the way you do.” She moved closer to him and ran her fingers over his shoulder.


    The way she touched his neck and fingered the edge of his ear made the blood run through his veins like a wildfire. Just sitting close to her was enough to give him a rush. She was watching him with a small smile that quickly turned seductive. There was a smoldering heat behind her eyes, and she let out a breathy sigh before her lips fell on his neck. When it came to Alyssa, restraint was out of the question. He took her by the waist and pulled her onto his lap. His mouth covered hers in a kiss and his hand slid up her thigh.


    She stopped his hand and pushed him back on the couch, trying to take control. He pushed back, but she slipped out of his arms.


    “Where do you think you’re going? Get back over here.”


    “You gave me a little education on music.” She kissed his chest, fell to her knees and pawed at his belt. “Now it’s my turn to show you a little something.”


    His heart quickened, and his cock swelled at the erotic thoughts that filled his head. Her mouth engulfed him and her tongue stud hit the tender flesh on the underside of his cock. He spread his legs a little wider, threw his head back on the couch and moaned. She pulled her mouth away, leaving him yearning for its return. “You little tease. Don’t stop.”


    Her body skimmed his as she slithered up to place a kiss on his lips. “Let’s go into the bedroom.”


    With his heart racing, he followed her to the bed.


    “Get naked and lie down.”


    He did as she instructed. He had no idea what she had planned, and he watched as she rummaged through the back of her closet, moving things around until she found what she was looking for. The simplicity of the brown cardboard box she produced intrigued him. Images flashed behind his eyes as he tried to guess its contents.


    The box landed on the bed and Alyssa gave him a sly smile. “Don’t be afraid.”


    Her warning sent a hot chill up his spine, and his cock throbbed while he watched her open the box. She pulled out a surgical pad and placed it on the bed. The bottle of lube that she retrieved next made him break out in a nervous smile. The idea of anal play wasn’t completely off the table, but he wasn’t sure how far he was willing to go.


    She knew what he was thinking and chuckled at his reaction. “I’m not going to use that hole.”


    The questioning smile on his face gave away his confusion.


    She left her box with the contents still inside and knelt between his legs. She stroked his cock a few times, then started to lick it from the base to the tip. She toyed with the head and prodded it between her fingers. She played with his slit and tickled the delicate opening with her tongue. She teased it with a series of aggressive flicks, while her tongue stud hammered his cock with a wonderful beat.


    “That feels so good,” he sighed, as his legs started to tremble.


    She pressed the stud against the tip of his cock, and it slipped inside the slit. Damien gasped at the intrusion, unsure about the invasive action. It was unfamiliar and foreign, different than anything he experienced before. It didn’t hurt like he would’ve thought. It was surprisingly erotic. He wanted her to do it again, even though he was still processing the new wave of sensations, but she returned to her box of goodies.


    Latex gloves joined the bottle of lube. He noticed that it wasn’t ordinary lube. It was Surgical Lubricant. His eyes grew wider and his heart beat a little faster as he wondered what she had planned. The next item she retrieved from the box was wrapped in paper towels. He watched her uncover its contents with intense interest. They were long cylinder rods sealed in plastic. Like silver daggers, they shone brightly under the light from the ceiling fixture, casting an eerie white glow. Their purpose was still unclear, and even though they looked ominous, his blood was racing with excitement. “What are they?”


    “Urethral sounds.”


    Mild shock, accompanied by a healthy dose of fear, passed through his body. His heart rate increased rapidly, but he wasn’t protesting – not yet, anyway. Her laughter should have scared him, but it calmed him.


    “Don’t worry. I was a nurse, remember? My favorite thing, besides penetrating the skin with a needle, was inserting a catheter.”


    His mind was spinning with images of the metal rods penetrating his penis. It was an unheard of experience, but if it felt anything like the tongue stud, which was larger in circumference than the rods, he wanted to try it. “Have you done this before?”


    “No, but I always wanted to. I’ve never met anyone who I felt comfortable asking – until I met you.”


    Goosebumps rose on his flesh. Her provocative smile and the glint of light off the instruments in her hand made the blood rush to his cock. It was a crazy idea. Most men would’ve probably jumped from the bed and ran, but Damien was ready to be infiltrated by the spear-like, metal rods.


    “They’re brand new and I sterilized everything in my autoclave. You have nothing to worry about. I know what I’m doing. I would never try this if I wasn’t an experienced nurse. If you don’t like it, just tell me and I’ll stop.”


    He was eager and ready. “Do it.”


    Her eyes sparkled back at him and her red lips smiled wider.


    The doctor/patient fantasy was about to unfold.


    She carefully opened the package and let the instruments fall onto the sterile pad without touching them. The black latex gloves slipped over her hands with a snap at the wrist. Watching her smear the head of the instrument with a generous amount of lubrication brought reality home. She was going to insert a long metal rod into the head of his penis. Surprisingly, he felt his cock harden, even though his heart was racing out of control.


    “Ready?”


    A grunt left his throat, and he nodded. It was supposed to be an “uh-huh”, but anticipation stole his voice. He propped himself up on his elbows so he could watch, unsure if he really wanted to see it enter his body or not.


    Her hand tightened around his cock to steady it while she dropped a dollop of lube on its opening. The first rod she was going to use was the thinnest. It would fit easily inside his slit, but alarm made his blood soar. It was a powerful high that turned him on and terrified him, equally.


    Alyssa stroked his cock in her hand a few times, but if it got any harder he could use it as a sledgehammer. She nudged at the opening with the urethral sound. Heavily coated in lubricant, it practically dropped inside. It was only a few inches, but Damien felt like he was speared straight down past his balls and into the mattress.


    Alyssa held the sound in place and waited for him to get used to the sensation.


    He didn’t expect the rush of pressure. The idea of his cock accepting penetration seemed taboo and absurd, but the feeling of fullness inside him sent him over the top. His breath came in short gasps while his body twitched. A tingle surged throughout his entire lower region. Alyssa pushed and pulled the sound in and out of his cock, slowly, and she grabbed his sac in her free hand, pulling on it slightly. Waves of intense pleasure made Damien tremble. He watched the small rod disappearing into his cock. It was a mind fuck. This woman did things to his body that he never dreamed of. A shock ran through him like a bolt of lightning, and he fell back onto the bed. The orgasm completely overtook his body, and he was helpless as he writhed in the aftermath of the thrilling new experience.


    He had no idea how long he laid on the bed with his eyes closed. He caught his breath and wrapped his mind around the fact that Alyssa just fucked his cock with a metal rod. When he summoned enough strength to open his eyes, white goo covered his torso, the bed and one of his arms.


    Alyssa was sitting next to him with her legs folded underneath her, leaning back on one hand with a triumphant smile. “I guess you enjoyed that, since your cum almost shot the urethral sound clear across the room.”


    He knew it was an exaggeration, but he thought he might have hit the ceiling when he spewed – that’s how hard the orgasm had rocked him.


    A deep breath was all that left his mouth. Words seemed to have disappeared. He nodded his head with a lazy smile and half-closed eyes. While he laid there in contented bliss, Alyssa cleaned him up and rid the bed of her instruments of pleasure.


    “You’re amazing,” he whispered.


    Alyssa snuggled into the crook of his arm. “No. You’re amazing, Damien.”


    She worked her way into his heart from the moment they met, and he knew, eventually, he needed to let her inside his head. He just didn’t know if she was prepared for the turmoil and chaos that resided there.
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    Meeting Angel’s parents was more like meeting Damien’s parents. Maybe there was more truth in the analogy than Alyssa thought, because they treated her like she was the newest member of the family. Angel’s family lined up for the introduction as soon as she walked through the door.


    “Everyone! Come meet Alyssa!” Angelita, Angel’s mother, called to her family, and they dutifully appeared. Angel’s brother, Nesto, and his sister, Maria, came running down the stairs one behind the other. They were both younger than Angel, but probably only by a few years. Angel and his dad emerged from the kitchen, both wearing matching white aprons. Whatever the hell was cooking behind that kitchen door blew through the house and made Alyssa’s stomach rumble to be fed.


    Angelita beamed with approval and fingered Alyssa’s hair, pulling the strands in front of her shoulder just like her own mother often did. “You are very beautiful, Alyssa. I have been waiting, without exercising much patience I’m afraid, for Damien to bring you to Sunday dinner. He is part of this family, and now you are part of this family.” Angelita kissed her cheek. “Welcome, my dear.”


    Alyssa never expected such a warm and loving reception. It was a little overwhelming. “Thank you. I . . . It’s very nice to meet you all.”


    Ricardo, Angel’s dad, kissed her hand and gave her a short bow. “It is a great pleasure to meet you. Damien speaks very highly of you, as does my son, Angel. Welcome to our home. Please make yourself comfortable. If you will excuse me, I need to get back to dinner preparations.”


    Angel’s parents were formal and sophisticated. They had a light and whimsical Spanish accent that was elegant, and their English was refined. Nesto and Maria were more causal with their greeting and then returned upstairs, presumably to their own rooms.


    “I’m so glad you finally made it here,” Angel said. “My mom’s been grilling Damien about you, and she was starting to think he made up a fictitious girlfriend.” He glanced at his mom with affection. “She thinks everyone should be married and having babies by the time they’re 25.” He spoke with so much love for his mother, and their resemblance was almost eerie. They had the same dark hair and eyes and the same bright smile.


    Angelita patted her son’s cheek lightly. “That means you are going to be an old maid very soon, mijo. You better hurry and find a nice young man to share your life with.” She turned back to Alyssa and Damien. “Please make yourselves at home while I get the table setting.”


    Angel watched his mother head toward the dining room. “She’s always trying to get me married off.” He sighed. “Ah, one day.” He gave Alyssa a quick kiss on the cheek. “I need to get back to the kitchen and help my dad.” He joined his father, sending another wave of delicious aroma through the house as he passed through the swinging kitchen door.


    “I told you they’d love you,” Damien whispered in Alyssa’s ear.


    “I know, but people’s parents don’t usually take to me so quickly because of the tattoos. I didn’t know what to expect.”


    “Look at me. I have a mohawk and tattoos up to my chin.”


    “That’s different. They already know you. Plus, most girls don’t have tattoos across their chest and on their arms. I’m the newcomer. I didn’t think I’d feel accepted so quickly. I expected Angelita to give me the once-over when she first saw me, but she never flinched. She welcomed me with open arms. I can tell that she looks at you like you’re one of her sons, and you know how mothers are. No girl is ever good enough for their son.”


    Damien visibly withdrew, and his eyes slowly dropped to the floor.


    She inadvertently hit a nerve. It was the same reaction he had when she asked him about his family over drinks when they first met. She still had no idea why the mention of his family turned him inside out. “Are you OK? I’m sorry if I said something to upset you.”


    “I’m not upset.” He quickly picked his head up and made a poor attempt to shake off whatever was truly bothering him.


    She tried to read his face, but whatever was lurking behind his troubled eyes would probably reside there for eternity.
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    Damien was helping Angelita set the table, and Alyssa needed to do a double take. They had a system – one followed the other and they circled the table. It was obviously a ritual. She watched Damien. There was a serenity about him, a light that shone inside of him, whenever he was around Angelita, and Alyssa wished she saw that light in him more often.


    She didn’t want to disturb them, so she ventured into the kitchen to offer her assistance to Angel and his dad. Every step closer to the kitchen sent waves of enticing flavors through her senses, and she passed through the swinging door eager to identify the source behind the wonderful aroma. “Can I help with dinner?” The moment the words left her mouth she wished she could take them back. Angel and his dad were chefs. She didn’t know how to cook.


    Angel seemed shocked at her offer. “You want to help?”


    “Um. Yeah. You look like you’re going to a lot of trouble to make this elaborate meal.” The kitchen contained two ovens. Both were occupied and several pots sat on top of the stove. Angel was slicing an avocado, and his dad was in the middle of making a salad. “I can do that,” she offered.


    Ricardo stepped back from the center island. “Normally, I would never allow one of my guests to work in my kitchen, but it is an honor to have such a beautiful señorita with us today. I cannot say no.”


    He was extremely charming – and handsome. Alyssa pulled her hair back into a knot, washed her hands, and stared at the bowls of salad fixings, a little perplexed. There were so many ingredients.


    Angel came to her rescue. “First, when you’re in the kitchen, you wear an apron.” He tied a white cloth apron around her waist before she had a chance to protest. “It’s all prepared. All you have to do is layer it in the bowl.” There were three different kinds of lettuce, tomatoes, onions, the avocado that Angel sliced, and black beans. “Start with the lettuces, then top it with a little bit of everything else, and start over with another layer.”


    She was halfway through the salad, when Damien entered the kitchen. “I was wondering where you went. What are you doing in here?”


    “Angel is showing me how to make a salad.” She realized how silly it sounded and laughed. “I mean, he’s letting me help by making the salad.”


    Damien came up behind her. “You look really sexy in that apron.”


    His words, in her ear, were soft and playful. She saw the teasing smile behind his eyes, and usually she had a feisty retort but not today. This was the happiest she’d seen Damien outside the boundaries of their relationship, and she savored the peace that he found in the Garcia household.


    “I’ll make a cook out of her yet,” Angel called from the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen, while he spooned rice into a serving dish. He handed it to Damien. “Can you set this on the table, please? Dinner is just about ready.”


    Alyssa followed Damien into the dining room with the salad, and they sat at the table next to Angelita. Alyssa felt Damien’s stare and turned to him. He had a warm smile on his lips, and his eyes were softly gazing at her. There was no tension, no hidden truths of his past that stared back at her, only a sense of fulfillment and harmony.


    She flushed from the unexpected emotion that filled her heart. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    “Do you know how many times I sat at this table and stared at the empty chair between me and Angelita?” he whispered. “Its emptiness always reminded me that I was alone. Sometimes I thought about bringing a date – anyone – just to fill that seat, but I couldn’t bring a stranger to the table. Not here. The dinner table is for family. People close to the heart.” He put his lips to her ear. “This seat was waiting for someone special to fill it. It was waiting for you, Alyssa, and I wouldn’t have anyone else sitting beside me.”
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    After Damien brought Alyssa to meet Angel’s parents, she wanted him to meet her mother. He was nervous as all hell. He had never met a girl’s parents before. Even though Alyssa portrayed her mother as an older version of herself, there was still a generation between them and a maternal bond that carried a certain degree of judgment and suspicion.


    Alyssa stood with her hand poised on the doorknob. “Are you ready to meet my mom?”


    His heart ticked a little faster. “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”


    “Just be yourself, Damien. She’s going to love you.”


    Alyssa’s mother hugged her as soon as she opened the door. “You need to come with me on my next trip! I missed you!” She held Alyssa’s hands and gazed at her with a loving smile. “You look beautiful . . . and happy.”


    “So do you, Mom. Did you sell a lot of paintings at the art show in Paris?”


    “Enough to pay for my trip, but it was more of a convention.” She reached into the hallway and produced a large package wrapped in brown paper, obviously one of her paintings. “I saved this one for you.”


    Alyssa was about to tear off the paper, but her mother stopped her with a hand on her arm.


    “That can wait.” Alyssa’s mother looked directly at Damien. “I want to meet this gorgeous creature standing in your living room.”


    “That’s Damien.” It was moving to hear the pride in Alyssa’s voice and receive the affectionate smile she gave him over her shoulder.


    Her mother walked toward him with her arms out to the side, offering a hug. Open displays of affection made Damien uncomfortable, especially from a total stranger. There was no time to protest or react. Alyssa’s mother threw her arms around him like he was a long lost relative.


    “Damien! I’ve heard so much about you. I feel like I know you already.” She drew back but kept her hands on his biceps. “I’m Melanie Taylor.”


    “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs.—”


    “Uh-uh.” She waved her index finger at him. “If you call me Mrs. Taylor, I’ll kick your butt. It’s Melanie.”


    He was immediately relaxed by her informal demeanor and exhaled away his nerves. “It’s nice to meet you, Melanie.”


    Her resemblance to Alyssa was both parallel and contrary. Her hair was bleached pale blonde, offset by distinct black eyeliner. It wasn’t as heavy as Alyssa’s, but the contrast of Melanie’s hair made her darkened eyes stand out. While Alyssa wore deep ruby lipstick, her mother wore fire engine red. A black furry hat circled her head, a knee length leopard print trench coat was tied at the waist, and she wore matching spiked-heeled ankle boots. She was much younger than Damien expected, probably only in her mid-forties.


    Melanie’s head moved side to side as she studied Damien’s face. Her eyes traveled up to his hair and over the tattoos covering his neck. “You’re magnificent. I would love to paint you.”


    “Mom . . .” Alyssa rolled her eyes and stood by Damien’s side.


    Melanie stepped back and looked at the both of them from top to bottom. “You’re a striking couple. You both could be the subject of my next collection.”


    Damien was flattered, but he wasn’t a model. “Thanks, but I’m not really into that.”


    “And you know how I feel about being the subject of one of your paintings, Mom.”


    “You’re both a work of art. At least let me take your photo.” Melanie shed her coat and tossed it on the couch but retained the hat. Black tights hugged her legs and met a solid black formfitting dress that ended mid-thigh. Her platinum hair fell just past her shoulders, and a large silver skull dangled on a chain that landed halfway down the front of her dress. She was the coolest woman Damien had ever met – besides Alyssa.


    Melanie dug in her oversized tote bag and pulled out a heavy camera.


    Unfamiliar with having his photo taken, and unsure how to pose, Damien draped his arm over Alyssa’s shoulder and pulled her closer.


    Melanie threw her head back and laughed. “That could win a prize for the best offbeat prom photo ever!” She waved them over to the dining room. “Let’s take a real photo.”


    Alyssa shrugged at Damian. “Sorry.”


    “It’s OK. No one ever wanted to paint my picture before, and it’d be nice to have a couple of photos together.”


    “What are you two waiting for? Come sit.” Melanie had an armchair from the table placed caddy-corner in the room next to a floor lamp. She grabbed them each by the hand. “I love taking photos and painting portraits, and my only daughter hates having her picture taken. Damien, sit. Alyssa, stand next to the chair, slightly back, with your hand on his shoulder.”


    “My mother can never just take a simple photo. There always has to be an intricate stage setting.”


    Damien smiled up at Alyssa, while her mother snapped a series of photos. “I’m enjoying this.”


    “Don’t encourage her.”


    “I heard that.” Melanie put the camera down. “Enough photos. Open your painting so we can sit down and catch up before we go to the restaurant.”


    While Alyssa ripped the brown paper off of her mother’s painting, Damien hung Melanie’s coat in the closet.


    “I love it! It’s beautiful! Thank you, Mom.” Alyssa held up the painting. “Damien, look at this!”


    It was similar to the other paintings that hung in the apartment. It was a portrait of a woman from the waist up. She had long red hair, pinned back with a big blue flower. She was naked with her hands strategically placed over her breasts. Her face was artfully painted like a sugar skull – bright white with swirls, flowers, and blackened eyes. It was the nicest of the bunch. “That’s beautiful, Melanie. It’s so cool that you paint these.”


    “Thank you. Would you like to do the honors of hanging it?”


    Alyssa picked out an empty wall, and Melanie selected the proper height. They handed him a hammer and picture hook. Damien had never hung a picture or put a nail in the wall before, but it was a special moment, shared by the three of them. Melanie and Alyssa watched him as he gently tapped the small nail with the hammer and placed the painting on the hook. They stepped back to admire it together.


    Melanie stood between Alyssa and Damien and took hold of their hands. “It’s perfect. Thank you for hanging it, Damien.”


    He smiled at her. She smiled back, and Alyssa smiled at them both. He never expected the reward or gratification that washed over him. It was a ceremonious event that embodied the meaning of home, and it was the closest he came to feeling like he had his own family.
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    After they went to dinner, Melanie took a cab back to her apartment in the Bronx, and Damien left the restaurant with Alyssa on his arm. He reflected on the warm relationship Alyssa shared with her mother and their similarities, while they walked to the train station. “I really like your mom. The two of you seem close.”


    “We are.” It was chilly and Alyssa snuggled closer. “It was just the two of us when I was growing up. My dad passed away when I was young. I don’t really remember him.”


    “I never knew my father.” It was the first piece of information Damien offered about his family, and he saw Alyssa react with surprise and curiosity.


    “Did he pass away, too?”


    “No. He took off right after I was born.”


    “Oh. I’m sorry.”


    She was saddened by the admission that his father abandoned him, and that was the least horrific of the stories about his childhood. He imagined how she’d react if she knew his mother was an alcoholic and verbally and physically abusive. He didn’t know what else to say, so he stayed silent and kept walking with his head down.


    Over the noise on the street and the traffic he heard a haunting voice up ahead in the distance. His body went rigid, and he skipped a step, momentarily paralyzed. He recovered without more than a sideways glance from Alyssa, but his heartbeat accelerated as the voice grew louder. It was closer. He tried not to look up because he knew she was headed directly toward him. In a matter of moments, he would cross paths with his mother for the first time since she threw him out of the house.


    It had been over four years. Her voice had the same drunken slur that he had learned to recognize when he was six years old. It had meant that she would lash out at him, either verbally or with the back of her hand – sometimes both.


    He clenched his teeth together and forced himself to look up ahead. His stomach flip-flopped as soon as he saw her. She wasn’t looking in his direction and passed without noticing that her son just walked by. Her face was weathered, but she still styled her hair and wore too much makeup. The ever-present cigarette was between her fingers, sending a plume of smoke trailing after her.


    He was transformed back to his childhood when his mother had cared more about the man on her arm than her own son. Horrible memories flooded his head and made him dizzy. There was a two-ton weight on his chest that squeezed him like a vice. His stomach lurched, and his dinner threatened to make a reappearance.


    Alyssa was staring at him closely now, her brow creased with concern, and he realized that his pace had slowed to a halt. Sweat broke out on his forehead and down his back, and he was hunched over from the pain that tore at his gut.


    “What happened?” Alyssa sounded scared. “Are you sick? Do you want to sit down?”


    “N-no. I just want to go home.” He flagged a cab that was lucky enough to be at a red light and opened the car door for Alyssa. “I’m sorry. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    “Wait. What’s going on?”


    He put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. He saw concern, fear – and love. She was the first woman who cared about him, and he was pushing her away. It tore him up even more, and he hated himself for rejecting her – the same way his mother had rejected him.


    Damien knew he was headed for a meltdown, and he didn’t want Alyssa to witness it. He was afraid that if she knew how fucked up his head was, she’d leave him, and he didn’t think he could handle it.


    He fought the tears that filled his eyes like a warrior, but his vision was slightly blurred, and his body trembled. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I can’t explain it right now.”


    Her eyes frantically searched his face. “Let me help you. I’m worried about you. I can help. Please.”


    He slowly shook his head, and it took all his strength to speak. “I’m sorry.” He stuffed $40 in her hand for the cab fare, gave her a powerful hug and took off down the street.


    He ran until his side hurt, then doubled over to catch his breath. Air was coming in giant gulps, and his stomach heaved. He vomited in the street and held onto a lamppost to steady himself. At least the pain in his heart was superseded by the ache in his gut. He needed his medication. He needed a drink. He wanted to go home. More than anything else, he wanted Alyssa, but he couldn’t let her see him go to pieces.
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    A taxi took Damien back to his apartment. He went straight to the kitchen cabinet and drank from the bottle of Johnnie Walker. He guzzled the whiskey until the welcome burn in his throat cut off his air. Flashes of his childhood were knocking against his head, and he squeezed his eyes shut in an attempt to block them out. Deep, labored breaths filled his lungs while he braced his hands on the edge of the counter to steady himself. He needed his medication. The bottle was wedged between two coffee cups and he couldn’t get to it fast enough. He threw everything in its way out of the cabinet. Mugs shattered on the floor with a crash, and napkins flew through the air, but he got his medication. Johnnie Walker washed two pills down his gullet. He looked into the small amber bottle at the remaining pills. He thought there should be more. Had he taken so many since his last refill? How many nightmares had he endured?


    Broken glass crunched under his boots on the way into the living room. He threw himself down on the couch and waited for the pain to go away. How long would it take before the pills took over and numbed his heart and clouded his mind? He held his head in his hands and curled his knees up to his chest. The sound of the mugs shattering on the floor echoed in his head. The image of the mugs distorted into a dinner plate, and he wasn’t in his apartment anymore. He was in his mother’s house, and he was 15. He had been playing his bass in the living room when he had heard her car pull into the driveway. In his haste to hide his bass from his mother before she walked in the door, he had left his dinner plate on the table. She had entered the dining room while he was holed up in his bedroom, just like he had always done whenever she was at home. He had remembered the plate the second she started yelling. He had run downstairs to clear it from the table and entered the dining room just as she flung the plate across the room. If he hadn’t blocked it with his hand, it would have hit him square in the forehead. The dish had shattered against his wrist and left a deep gash in his flesh. Blood had splattered everywhere. It had splashed across the shards of glass that littered the carpet, dotted his shirt and the stark white wall next to him. He had held his hand up to examine the wound, and two thick streams of bright red blood had trickled down his arm and dripped onto the carpet. He knew it had been an accident. His mother had flung the dish at the precise moment he had stepped into the room. She probably hadn’t even realized he was there.


    A pathetic laugh caught in his throat. He was still defending her actions almost a decade later.


    The gaping wound on his wrist had needed stitches, but his mother had never looked at it or asked him if he was OK. There hadn’t been the slightest bit of remorse or concern. She had only yelled at him for dripping blood on her carpet and demanded he clean up the mess. He had been furious and stomped into his room. She could have knocked him unconscious or taken out his eye, but all she had cared about was the glass and blood on her fucking carpet.


    The memory ripped his chest in two, and he just wanted it to stop. He sat upright and knocked back another long gulp of whiskey from the bottle, but the images remained. He ran his finger over the scar that was still prevalent on his wrist. A guttural moan rose up from his belly, and he slammed his fist into the coffee table. The aged wood splintered under the force of his blow and opened a deep crack across its surface. A bright red substance spotted the wood and splattered the knee of his jeans. Blood – his knuckles were covered in it. He turned his hand and watched it slowly make its way down his forearm. It looked just like the injury caused by the plate his mother had thrown at him.


    The pills finally kicked in, and he felt nothing. He laid back down on the couch, cradling the whisky bottle in his arms like a baby, and wondered if his mother had ever held him in such a way. He didn’t care anymore. Relief washed over him and settled his erratic heartbeat. His lids grew heavier with each blink of his eyes, and sleep took him into its tender embrace.
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    A pounding on the door woke Damien, but his arms and legs wouldn’t move. They felt like lead, and there was no saliva left in his mouth. “Go away,” he managed to call out.


    The pounding continued. “Open this fucking door right now, or I’m gonna break it down!”


    It was Angel, and he sounded frantic.


    Damien let out an exasperated sigh. It took all of his strength to roll his legs off the couch and pull himself up. The room was spinning, and his knee bumped the coffee table. He needed to hug the wall in order to keep from stumbling, but he made it to the door and just about turned the lock when it flew open.


    Alyssa rushed toward him and wrapped her arms around him. “You scared the hell out of us! We were banging on the door for fifteen minutes!”


    The sight of Alyssa sobered him. “What are you doing here?”


    “I was worried about you. I made the taxi follow you, but it lost you when you turned down a one-way street. So I called Angel.”


    Angel had a concerned crease across his forehead. He let out a deep breath. “I’m just glad you’re OK.”


    “Thanks.” Damien lowered his eyes, embarrassed that Alyssa was finally going to get a look at his shabby apartment. “Come in.”


    She stepped inside but Angel stayed out in the hallway. “As long as you’re OK, I’m gonna split. You two probably need to talk. I only came because I didn’t want Alyssa coming to this neighborhood by herself at night.”


    Always valiant and thoughtful, Damian now had another reason to be indebted to his friend. He nodded his appreciation.


    “Trust her,” Angel whispered. “She cares about you.” He gave Damien’s shoulder a gentle squeeze, and then he was off.


    Damien slowly closed the door and stared at it for a few seconds before he turned to face Alyssa. He spread his arms out toward the edges of the room. “It’s shit, but it’s clean.”


    Her eyes never left him. “I don’t care about your apartment, Damien. Are you all right? What the hell happened back there? One minute we were talking, the next you were having a breakdown in the middle of the street.” She hesitated. “Was it because I mentioned your father?”


    “No.”


    “Well, then, what was it?” She took a step closer and placed a loving hand on his arm, while her eyes pleaded with him for an answer.


    A part of him wanted to confess his past and explain his odd behavior, but a bigger part of him was afraid it’d be too much for her to handle. He was a fuckin’ basket case. “It’s heavy, Alyssa.”


    “Yeah. I get that. We’ve been dating for a couple of months. When are you going to let me in?”


    His lids were still weighted and he momentarily closed his eyes. Even though the pills numbed his mind, his body felt like it was hit by a truck. He had no idea what to say to Alyssa or where to begin. He just wanted her to hold him, and he wrapped his arms around her waist. She pressed her hand to his cheek and held him in a tight embrace. It was safe and protective. He squeezed her so tight he heard the breath leave her lungs, and he hid his face in the crook of her shoulder and underneath her long, black hair.


    She rubbed his back and pressed her cheek against his. “It’s OK. You don’t have to go through this alone. Whatever it is, I’ll help you.”


    Her words were soothing. Her kindness and affection chipped away at his bleeding heart, and he started to falter. Overwhelmed by the emotions that wreaked havoc on his psyche, his defenses quickly broke down. His lips began to tremble, followed by a surge of heat to his face. Tears burned his eyes with both anger and relief. He was helpless as they rolled down his cheeks, and silent sobs racked his body.


    Alyssa held him tighter. “Everything’s gonna be all right.” Her voice quivered, and her hand shook as it stroked his back. “It’s gonna be OK.”


    Damien didn’t know how long he stood there and wept on Alyssa’s shoulder, but eventually, there was nothing left. There were no more tears. No more pain. He was hollow. Drained. Empty.


    She led him to the couch and sat next to him with a protective arm around his shoulder. Her eyes went to the near-empty bottle of Johnnie Walker now lying on the floor by his feet. She picked it up. “Was this full?”


    “Maybe. I don’t remember.”


    She saw the split in the coffee table and the blood. A gasp left her throat, and she grabbed his hand to inspect his bruised knuckles. “What did you do? Damien . . .”


    After the upheaval of emotions he went through tonight, he thought he didn’t care about anything anymore, but he cared about Alyssa. He was in love with her. He was embarrassed at his drinking and his violent assault on the coffee table. He hung his head into his chest and imagined the thoughts running through her mind. He expected her to bolt out the door, but she was still sitting on the couch next to him.


    She placed a gentle kiss on the back of his hand and cradled it to her chest.


    The simple act of tenderness sent a fresh wave of emotion coursing through his body, but he fought it with renewed strength.


    “Stay here. Let me get something to clean that up.”


    He was too tired to tell her not to bother. He listened to the running water in the kitchen, debating whether or not to go into detail about the turmoil of his childhood when she returned. He covered his eyes with his hands, and when he looked up, Alyssa was standing in front him.


    She shoved the bottle of pills in his face. “What is this? You’re taking oxycotton – and drinking?”


    Just when he thought he couldn’t feel any worse, his stomach hit the floor. No one knew he took prescription drugs, not even Angel. He had no words. He was humiliated, and he hated himself at that moment because of the disappointment on Alyssa’s face.


    She put the bottle on the crippled table with a distressed sigh and sat down next to him. She put her arm around his shoulder and pulled him close to her. “Just tell me everything. Please.” Her voice was soft and caring. Reassuring. Trusting.


    He needed to wait for the heat to leave his face before his voice returned, but it was still barely above a whisper. “I’m so ashamed of myself. I know I’m better than this. I’ve been drinking and taking pills since I was 14.” He leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees and covered his face with his hands. “It got ahold of me, and it won’t let go.”


    “Fourteen? How . . . why?”


    It sounded worse now that he said it out loud. He wondered how bad the rest of it would sound once the words left his mouth, because he decided he needed to tell Alyssa at least some of the shit that was hitting the inside of his head like a battering ram.


    He took a few deep breaths to prepare himself to explain. The remnants in the bottle of whiskey called to him. He fought the urge, but it was too strong, and he reached for the bottle. Just before it touched his lips, Alyssa took it out of his hand.


    “You can’t do this to yourself.” There was a sheen of moisture over her eyes. “I won’t let you.” She snatched the bottle of pills off the table and stuffed it in the pocket of her jeans.


    His first instinct was to snatch it back, but there was an endless supply on the street. He could get a refill in 30 minutes if he chose to. “I’m not proud of it, Alyssa, but it’s the only way I survived.”


    She softened again. “Survived what?”


    He took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “My mother.”


    Alyssa was quiet while she studied his face. “What did she do to you?”


    “It’s more like what she didn’t do to me.” He rubbed his eyes. “She never cared about me. Never showed me one ounce of love. Never said one nice thing to me.” He slowly shook his head. “The only time she ever talked to me was when she was drunk. Then she’d tell me I ruined her life and how rotten I was. She’d tell me I’d never amount to anything and I was wasting my time playing the bass.” He slowly looked at Alyssa. “She made fun of me. I think that’s the only reason she let me keep my bass. She tried to take it away from me when she first found it.” He fingered the scar on the side of his temple. “She even hit me over the head with it. But I took it back when she was passed out. When she woke up and came to my room looking for it, I told her she’d have to kill me to get it.” She must have realized that I was serious, because that was the first time she backed off. I think she was a little afraid by what she saw in my eyes.”


    The shock was clear across Alyssa’s face. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was gaping open.


    “I have a million of those stories. I try not to think about them, but they come back to me in my dreams sometimes or something triggers a memory. I had food and clothes and a nice house to live in – when I wasn’t sleeping in the car.”


    “Why did you sleep in the car?” Her eyes were wide with horror while she imagined his answer.


    “Because I couldn’t stand sleeping in the same house when my mother brought one of her boyfriends home. They were always drunk and not exactly quiet.” The memory nauseated him. “One or two of her boyfriends were nice to me. The rest were pieces of shit. One hit her once, and I went after him with a kitchen knife. She took his side, though.”


    “What happened?” Alyssa pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry. I’m asking too many questions. You don’t have to answer me.”


    He wanted to answer her. For the first time in his life, he wanted to talk about his troubled past. He was tired of it tormenting his soul and twisting his head and mangling his gut. “I woke up and heard them arguing in the kitchen. The guy was slurring his words worse than my mother. I knew it was about to get ugly. I got to the kitchen just as he back-handed her across the mouth. She fell to the floor, and I grabbed a kitchen knife out of the drain board. It was big, like one of the knives Angel uses when he cooks.” Alyssa’s eyes were growing wider as he spoke. “I told him to never lay a hand on my mother again, and I lunged at him with the knife. He dodged out of the way, and the knife landed in the sheetrock. It went in deep, and I had a hard time taking it out. When I finally got it free, he was gone and my mother went ape-shit that I made a hole in the wall. Her mouth was bleeding. I tried to hand her the dish towel, but she smacked it out of my hand and told me I had to pay to fix the wall.” He huffed a sarcastic laugh. “That was so fucked up.” He turned to Alyssa. “That’s how I spent my 13th birthday. I almost stabbed a man to death, and my mother was too worried about a hole in her kitchen wall to remember it was her only son’s birthday.”


    “She didn’t even remember it was your birthday?”


    “She never did. I never had a birthday cake or a card or a gift. She remembered my 18th birthday, though. That’s when she gave me my walking papers.”


    Alyssa wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “I can’t believe any of the shit you’re telling me right now.” Her voice was a low, disgusted whisper. “I’m so angry and so hurt for what you went through. You didn’t deserve that, Damien. I hope you know that.”


    He knew he didn’t deserve to be treated like garbage; that’s why it hurt him so much. After all the bullshit he went through, after all the hurt and anger she vented upon him, he had still loved her. She was his mother. He thought she didn’t matter to him anymore. He thought he left his feelings behind, but the nightmares and the pain in his heart made him wonder how he really felt about her now.


    Alyssa was still blotting the corners of her eyes. “Is that what happened earlier tonight? Something triggered a memory?”


    A fresh wave of humiliation spread heat across Damien’s cheeks, and he lowered his head. “I saw her. She passed right by us on the street.”


    “Your mother? Oh my God. Did she see you?”


    “No. She wasn’t even looking in my direction.” He narrowed his eyes a little. “But my hair stands out a block away. How could she have missed it?”


    Alyssa was quiet for several seconds, then ran her hand over the starched edge of his mohawk. “What was your hair like when you were a kid?”


    “Short. Spikey. Almost as dark as yours.”


    “I’d love to see a picture of you when you were young.”


    He shrugged one shoulder. “Don’t have one.”


    “You don’t have any pictures of yourself from when you were a kid?”


    He shook his head. “We didn’t have phones with cameras back then, and I don’t think my mother ever took a picture of me.”


    Alyssa leaned forward, like she didn’t hear him correctly. “What mother doesn’t take a picture of her child?”


    “My mother.”


    “Your mother was a witch.” Alyssa covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. She’s still your mother, and I know you still care about her.”


    He searched his heart. There were so many contradicting emotions when it came to his mother. He wasn’t sure which way he sided anymore. “I think I love who I wanted her to be. I just wanted a mother. Is that too fucking much to ask for?”


    “No.” Alyssa positioned herself on the edge of the couch so she could look directly at him. She took his hand and cradled it to her chest. “You shouldn’t have to ask for your mother to love you. It’s supposed to come naturally. What about the rest of your family? Didn’t they know what was going on? Couldn’t you tell them?”


    “There was no one else.” He looked off to the side as a memory flickered inside his head. “I had a grandmother.” He hadn’t thought about her since he was a kid. “She was nice to me. But she saw my mother slap me once, and they had a big fight. My mother threw her out of the house, and I never saw her again. I don’t remember why my mother hit me. It was just on the arm, but I remember it stung like hell, and I cried. I was young . . . maybe six.”


    “My God . . .”


    The disgust on Alyssa’s face and the pity in her voice added another layer of humiliation to Damien’s already disgraced ego. He leaned back on the couch and avoided her gaze. He needed a drink and another pill. He needed to forget. The Johnnie Walker glistened in the bottle. The amber liquid twinkled at him and offered relief. Despite Alyssa’s disapproval, he gulped the whiskey as fast as he could swallow it, hoping to numb his mind and body enough to finish his conversation with her.


    She gently pulled the bottle from his lips. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself. I understand it’s hard. I know it’s fucked up, but you need to stop relying on the alcohol.” She covered the jar of pills in her pocket with her hand. “And I don’t want you taking these pills anymore.”


    He hung his head into his chest and rubbed his eyes. The whiskey rushed to his head and eased some of the turmoil, but it was the medication that would erase it. “I don’t know if I can do that, Alyssa. I got so much shit swimming around in my brain sometimes. When I get like this, I need something to make it go away.”


    Her soft hands turned his face toward her, and she placed a tender kiss on his lips. “Talk to me. It’ll make you feel better to talk about it. Tell me everything. I want to help you.”


    She offered him everything he ever wanted – comfort and understanding, affection and warmth, love and hope. It was time he trusted her. “I’ve been on my own since I was 18. That’s when she threw me out. I was getting ready to leave anyway, but I didn’t have enough money to get an apartment. I didn’t have a good job. I worked at the music store part-time making minimum wage.”


    “What’d you do?”


    Another round of shame warmed his cheeks. “I lived on the streets for a while. I kept my bass and amp at Angel’s. I told him that my mother was threatening to sell it when I wasn’t home. He found out the truth about a month later.”


    “You were on the street for a month?” He could hear the empathy in her voice, and he was ashamed.


    “It was a piece of cake after living with my mother. Anyone who tried to fuck with me or my shit got my boot in their ass. I had some pretty nasty fights.” He pulled up the sleeve of his T-shirt and pointed to the small, lumpy scar on his shoulder. “That’s where I got this.”


    Alyssa ran her finger over it. “What happened?”


    He hated thinking about his time on the street, but it wasn’t as bad as the time he spent living in his mother’s house. “I had a decent spot to sleep. It was in the park, in a corner. It was covered and out of sight. Some asshole thought he was gonna take it from me. I wasn’t giving it up. I had been sleeping in that spot for a week. It was mine.” Renewed anger pulsed in his veins at the memory. “We got into it. He had a knife. I didn’t.”


    “You got stabbed?” The alarm was clear in Alyssa’s voice.


    “Sliced. Grazed. It wasn’t deep, but it bled like a bitch. I was so pissed off. I grabbed his wrist and almost broke his arm. He fled, and I got my sleeping spot. People learned not to fuck with me real fast after that and left me alone. I’m just glad it wasn’t winter.”


    She placed her lips on the scar. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. How did you get off the streets? Did Angel take you in?”


    He nodded. “I argued and didn’t want his help, but he dragged me into his car against my will. He can be pretty stubborn once his mind’s made up. Strong, too.” Damien recalled that first night he spent at Angel’s apartment. He had been embarrassed and didn’t want to burden his friend, but Angel was adamant about helping him. Angel had even offered to give up his bed, but Damien couldn’t take it. He would have been happy to just sleep on the carpet, but he ended up taking the couch. “It was real nice to sleep on something soft again after lying on the ground. The couch was like paradise. I only stayed with him until he got me into public housing.”


    “You lived in the projects?” Alyssa grimaced.


    “It was a war zone half the time, but it was a roof over my head. Angel brought me leftovers from the restaurant all the time, and his mom was always having me over for dinner.” He reflected on his strong friendship with Angel. The man practically saved his life, all out of the goodness of his heart. “I owe him everything, and I’d do anything for him and his mom. His dad too. Both of his parents have been really good to me.” Exhausted after recounting so much of his screwed-up life, Damien collapsed into the couch cushions and put his head on Alyssa’s shoulder. He was surprised that she was still there and didn’t run out the door an hour ago. He should have trusted her sooner. “I’m sorry to put all this shit on you at once, and I’m sorry I wouldn’t let you see my apartment sooner.”


    “This place isn’t so bad, Damien.”


    He picked at the piping on the slipcover. “Angel’s been helping me fix it up. I was trying to make it nicer for you. You should have seen the couch before I got this cover.” He motioned toward the windows with his chin. “Angel just put up those curtains for me last week.”


    “They’re pretty.” She leaned forward and looked across the room. “Is that a rat?”


    Elvira was still on the credenza in front of the window, chewing on a toy in her cage. She rarely used the small cage anymore. He had bought her an elaborate setup of winding tunnels to run through that connected to a large cage. Damien smiled. He loved that little rodent. “That’s my other girl – Elvira. Does it bother you that I have a rat as a pet?”


    “No.” Alyssa crossed the room. “I love rats. I had them as a kid.” Her voice echoed with enthusiasm. She bent down so she was eye level with the cage. “Hi, Elvira.”


    Elvira backed up into the corner and stood on her haunches, a little unsure and frightened.


    “She’s not used to people. Angel’s the only other person she’s met, and he won’t get within five feet of her.”


    Alyssa chuckled. “He’s hysterical sometimes.” She rested her finger in between the bars of the cage, so Elvira could take in her scent.


    Damien opened the cage door and Elvira immediately jumped out, ran up his arm, and perched on his shoulder. He turned toward Elvira, and she sniffed his ear. “She’s just a little skittish. Come sit down and let her get to know you.”


    He sat on the couch with Elvira in his lap, and they pretended she wasn’t there. After a while, she tentatively began to sniff at Alyssa with her curious pink nose. She tested Alyssa’s knee with her front paw, then jumped on her leg. Alyssa didn’t move but smiled down at her. She let Elvira sniff her hand before offering a tiny pet with her index finger. Elvira sniffed it, then jumped back into Damien’s lap. That crazy little rodent brought such a smile to his face. “That’s the closest she’s been to anyone but me since I’ve had her.”


    He put her back in her cage and resumed his seat next to Alyssa. The numbing effect of the pills and alcohol was wearing off, and he knew that soon he’d be a mess again . . . or maybe not. Maybe his talk with Alyssa allowed him to shed his demons. Maybe he set them free and now they would stop haunting him.


    Drained from opening his heart and soul, he lay down on the couch and put his head in Alyssa’s lap. She fanned her hand across his mohawk and tenderly stroked the shaved side of his scalp, then she leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. Her long, black hair tickled his neck and deposited the scent of flowers across his face. He curled his arm under her leg and pressed his cheek into it. He couldn’t imagine what he’d do without her.


    Her lips were on his cheek and he turned to catch them. She held his face in her hands while she bathed his mouth in a kiss. It was the most tender kiss he had ever received. Time slowed while she caressed his cheek and ran the back of her hand down his neck and across his chest. Her touch was gentle and whispered across his skin. He yearned for her sharp nails to dig into him and pushed the tips of her fingers into his flesh.


    “No.” She tickled his lip with the sensual stroke of her finger. “None of that tonight. Tonight my touch is gentle and healing.” Her caring eyes were filled with sympathy and compassion, and Damien knew he was lucky she was with him tonight. He needed her.


    He led her to the bedroom where she undressed him. She slipped the shirt over his head and unbuttoned his jeans. She pulled them down to his knees, and he sat on the bed so she could pull them off of his legs.


    After he was naked, she stood in front of him and caressed his cheek. He was eye level with her breasts when she removed her top, and he buried his face in the center of her chest. Her arms pulled him close to her heart. He needed to be held right now, and her comforting embrace blanketed him with its soothing warmth. He basked in the security of her arms, while she continually stroked his back and his cheek. The closeness they shared was overwhelming for Damien. He didn’t expect Alyssa to understand or console him so readily without judgment. Everything she had done for him tonight – tracking him down at his apartment to make sure he was OK, holding his hand and listening to him while he spoke – were actions that showed him what it was like to be loved by a woman.


    His hands slid up her back and found the clasp of her bra. He tossed it onto the bed setting her breasts free. His lips clamped down on her nipple, and his teeth gently tugged on the ring. Normally, he would have been rough and yanked on it, but tonight was about tenderness, and he was looking forward to a soft and comforting hand.


    Alyssa stepped out of her boots and jeans, kissed his lips, and lightly pushed him back on the bed.


    He surrendered to her touch. There was no vying for control tonight. He needed to be loved and cared for. He slid up to the pillows and lay there, defenseless and powerless.


    Her mouth whispered over his chest and up to his ear. “I’m going to make love to you, tenderly and slowly. I want you to submit and let every soft touch of my body heal you.”


    The kiss on his neck was so faint it was little more than her breath on his skin. The way her fingers feathered across his chest and torso was like a delicate breeze. It left him paralyzed, fearful that movement would chase away the silken touch that weakened him. He sighed and fell deeper into the mattress as her mouth moved lower.


    She knelt between his legs and licked his inner thighs, tickling him with her tongue and leaving a soft, wet trail. Her hands lightly stroked him, while her lips placed a tender kiss on the tip of his cock. The warmth of her mouth closed around him and he let out a tiny whimper. She kissed her way back up to his lips. Cupping his face between the palms of her hands with the care of someone holding a newborn bird, she let her lips settle on his. Her tongue was graceful and supple as it dipped into his mouth, as if she was tasting him for the first time.


    He reached into the top drawer of the nightstand, produced a condom and handed it to Alyssa. She was in charge tonight.


    She straddled him and sat back on his thighs, so his cock was standing right between her legs. She rolled the condom down his length with a soft slip of her fingers. Damien was unused to the gentle touch and it sent a warm shiver up his spine. Ever so slowly, she guided his cock inside her. It was like everything was happening in slow motion. Her hips rose and fell with gradual precision. Each movement of her body was exact and perfectly choreographed.


    He didn’t want to think anymore and let his mind go blank. He only wanted to feel the joy that Alyssa was bringing to his body. He let go and gave himself to her. He let each sensation sweep through him, moaning deeper with each gentle thrust of her pelvis. He succumbed to her without any restraint or control. He just allowed the heavenly buzz to overtake him, and he climaxed with a deep sigh. It was unlike any experience before. The tenderness and gentle movements were something he wasn’t used to. He never thought it would make him feel so utterly satisfied and protected. He lay in the shelter of Alyssa’s arms and held her tightly, and he never wanted to let go.
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    Alyssa stared up at the ceiling for what seemed like hours, while Damien slept soundly on her shoulder. His slumber was that of someone who hadn’t slept in days. There was no movement under his lids or twitching of his mouth. His limbs were still. His weight on her shoulder seemed heavier than usual. It was more than likely the combination of drugs and alcohol that made his sleep so content.


    She paid close attention to his breathing which was deep and regulated. Her fingers counted the pulse in his neck for fifteen seconds. It was strong and within normal range. Now that sleep held him safely in its realm, she let herself replay the night over in her head. The resilience that she held onto for Damien’s sake quickly disintegrated. The neglect and abuse he suffered as a child was too overwhelming to bear. Hot tears blazed a trail from the corners of her eyes into her hairline, and she pressed her lips together to keep her silent sobs at bay. She held him tighter and wrapped both arms around him. Her poor, sweet man had suffered mercilessly as a child. His mother was a monster. Only someone with a heart as big as Damien’s could turn all that hate around and grow into a caring, thoughtful, and sweet-tempered man.


    The tears were overflowing like a river down her cheeks, and her chest heaved with silent sobs. She feared waking Damien, so she swallowed her emotion and slipped out of bed unnoticed. She shut the bedroom door behind her and locked herself in the bathroom. Covering her mouth with her hand, she let the tears flow freely down her cheeks. Her legs lost their strength, and she leaned against the bathroom door for support. Emotionally drained, she slid to her knees and rocked against the door. She wiped her eyes and tried to calm down. Her black eyeliner was smeared on her hands and probably across her face.


    The image of Damien as a young boy, with his innocence and kind heart yearning for his mother’s love, would never leave her head. He had been a child trying to do anything to please his mother in order to find grace in her eyes. He was her dog, begging for affection which she returned with malice and cruelty. Anger burned inside Alyssa’s belly like an acrid, bitter poison, and the crushing guilt about not recognizing Damien’s drug habit tormented her.


    She never expected to take on the emotional baggage of someone with a drug and alcohol problem who was tormented by demons from his past. She didn’t know if she could handle the heartache and responsibility. She had always steered clear of drama and complicated relationships, but she couldn’t walk away. Damien needed her. And she needed him. She worried that their relationship couldn’t survive. The odds were against them, and she knew that his recovery would most likely cause too much stress on the both of them. They could easily crash and burn. Her heart ached for the uncertainty of the future.


    She heard noise from the living room. Damien was up, and it quickly brought her emotions under control. She scrubbed her face and stepped out from the bathroom still blotting her cheek with the towel. Damien was waiting a few feet outside the doorway. The blank look on his face and the haze over his glazed eyes concerned her. “Did you have another bad dream?”


    “No. I thought you left, but then I heard the water running.”


    “I was just washing off my makeup.” She laced her fingers through his and kissed his cheek. “Let’s go back to bed.”


    He followed her in a robotic trance. Once in the bedroom, he crawled into bed and buried his face in the pillow. Alyssa remained rooted in the doorway. Her eyes were focused on her jeans, now neatly folded on the dresser. She knew she’d left them rolled into a messy ball.


    Damien never looked up while she quietly tiptoed over to the dresser and checked her jeans. The pills were still there, but they were in the wrong pocket. Her heart raced out of control. She wondered if he swallowed another pill or snatched a few from the bottle. He seemed tranquil for the last few hours, so she didn’t think he took one. It was more than likely he only swiped a few tablets for security. Either way, she knew that parting ways with the pills wasn’t going to be easy for Damien. Fresh tears welled in her eyes and blurred her vision, but she fought them. There was no time to cry. Damien was waiting for her.


    Helpless and exhausted, she slipped back into bed and took Damien in her arms. He never opened his eyes but returned his head to her shoulder and wrapped his arm around her waist. She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled him tight. There were so many things she feared about the future of their relationship, but most of all, she feared the depths of Damien’s addiction.
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    Alyssa was a mess over the next few days. There were so many conflicting emotions running through her head. She needed to vent to someone before she exploded, but her mother was at an art show in New Orleans. There was only one other person she could talk to.


    Angel opened his apartment door with surprise. “Alyssa, what are you doing here?”


    She literally wanted to collapse into his arms. Before the other night, she hadn’t cried since she was a kid. She never felt so powerless and unable to take control. She dealt with a lot of bullshit in her life, but she had no experience with substance abuse.


    “Is everything OK with Damien?”


    “He seems better . . . I guess.” Truthfully, she had no idea. After Damien confessed his troubled past, and she confiscated his pills, he hadn’t mentioned anything about either. He promised to quit, and so far she hadn’t seen him take a drink, but she couldn’t be certain he wasn’t taking pills behind her back or drinking when she wasn’t around.


    Angel recognized her distress, placed a caring hand on her elbow, and guided her into his apartment. “Sit down. I’ll make some tea.”


    She didn’t want tea, but he already had a flame under the kettle. While they waited for the tea to steep, they sat at the breakfast bar without saying a word. Angel knew she was there to talk about Damien and his past, and he waited until she was ready to speak. “Did you know him when that shit was going on with his mother?”


    Sadness passed over Angel’s face and he frowned. “Yes. I tried to do anything I could to help him. When we were still in high school, I tried to get him to stay with me and my parents, but he refused. He didn’t want anyone’s help. When I found out he was on the street,” Angel shuddered, “I drove him to my apartment and wouldn’t let him leave until he had a place to go. I worried about him in the projects, but he swore he was OK. After another shoot-out in the hallway, I insisted he find an apartment in a decent neighborhood.”


    The kettle whistled and interrupted Angel’s story. He filled two cups with tea and honey and placed a lemon wedge on each saucer. He placed one cup in front of Alyssa and sat on the stool opposite her before continuing with his account of Damien’s past. “He finally agreed to borrow money from me to pay the first month’s rent in a decent apartment building. My mom found him that place. He thinks the management company waived the security deposit, but I paid it. I know the place isn’t exactly ideal. It’s run down and outdated, but it’s affordable. I wanted him somewhere safe, and he liked it because it’s close to me and Jimmy.”


    “You’re a good friend to him, Angel.”


    “That’s how I was raised. Close friends are like family, and we take care of each other.”


    Angel came from a wonderful, loving family. It was ironic that he and Damien were best friends yet their backgrounds were completely different.


    He stirred the lemon into his tea and watched it swirl in the cup. “Damien told me what happened the night I brought you to his apartment. I’m glad you called me. He needed you.”


    She knew Angel was referring to Damien crossing paths with his mother and sharing his troubled childhood, but Alyssa wondered how much he knew about Damien’s drug problem. “Did he tell you about . . . his pledge for sobriety?”


    Angel sat up straight. “No. That’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time. I’ve been after him to quit drinking for months, or at least slow down. I hated being the judgmental friend, so I kind of stopped pressuring him. I knew that I couldn’t make him do something he wasn’t ready to do. He needed to be ready on his own terms. He needed a reason, and that reason is you, Alyssa.”


    “I wasn’t talking about his drinking.”


    Angel tilted his head with confusion.


    He didn’t know about the pills. Was it that easy to keep a prescription drug problem a secret? Now Alyssa was faced with the decision of whether or not to betray Damien’s trust and leak his personal business. She rubbed her temples and tried to figure out what to do.


    “What aren’t you telling me, Alyssa? Damien’s like a brother to me. If there’s something else going on that I need to know about, tell me.”


    She stared down into her tea. It was piping hot and the steam warmed her face. She took a long drink while Angel waited. She knew she needed to tell him about the pills, but she was stalling. If Angel guessed or mentioned it first, it would ease her guilt. No such luck. “Did you know he takes oxycotton?”


    “No. Is it prescribed from a doctor?”


    Her raised brow and the slump of her shoulders answered his question.


    “Oh my God.”


    “I don’t know how I missed it. I feel like an idiot. I can’t believe I didn’t know.” She had studied to be a nurse and should have recognized the warning signs, but he was very discreet. “I think he only takes the pills when he has those nightmares, but he seems really dependent on them – and he takes them with alcohol.”


    “That’s dangerous. What are we going to do? Should we stage an intervention?”


    “You know him better than I do, Angel, and I know he’s not the type to go for that shit. He’ll feel backed into a corner. Hell, I’d be pissed off if someone tried to do that to me.” Her mind was fried, and her heart was beaten. She was ready to drop. “I don’t know if I’m up for this. I can’t watch him like a hawk and constantly worry that he’s taking a drink or swallowing pills behind my back. I can’t live my life like that. I can’t be in a relationship like that.” She looked up at Angel. Fear was staring back at her. “He’s in a bar every weekend. That’s never going to change. Temptation will always be in front of him. I don’t know if I can trust him.”


    “What are you saying?” Angel’s eyes grew wide, and the grip on his mug was tighter. “Are you thinking about breaking up with Damien?”


    She leaned forward and covered her face with her hands, unable to look Angel in the eye. “Yes. But I can’t do it. I care about him too much. I have to give him a chance.” When she looked up, Angel was standing next to her. He put his arms around her in an emotional show of support and compassion.


    “You can count on me, Alyssa. Whatever you need, whatever Damien needs, just ask. I’m here for the both of you.”


    Angel and Damien had a unique and valuable friendship. He was probably the only person who cared about Damien as much as she did. She didn’t know how to help Damien conquer his sobriety, but she knew that she could count on Angel for help, and maybe that would be enough to help get through this hurdle with Damien.
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    Alyssa felt like a watchdog at The Quadrangle. The smaller bars that Immortal Angel played were less worrisome. The crowds were thinner, and it was made up of locals mixed in with loyal fans. The Quadrangle was a hardcore place to party. There were no ground rules. Raunchy behavior was the norm. It would be easy to solicit drugs freely in the thick crowd. Half the people in here were high already. Alyssa scanned the room. She didn’t know what she was looking for, other than an open exchange, but she didn’t think a drug deal would be that blatant, even in this free-spirited crowd.


    She leaned her back against the stage. It afforded her the best view of the place. She continued to watch the interactions between the people around her, until something tapped her on the head. She turned around and was greeted by Jimmy’s smile. He was squatting at the edge of the stage, and her eyes went to the drumsticks in his hand, knocking out a beat on his leg. “Did you just hit me on the head with that?”


    “I tapped you.”


    “Well, don’t do it again unless you want that drumstick up your ass.”


    “Whoa. I was playin’ around. Don’t mess with a drummer’s sticks.”


    “Sticks?” She smiled back at him. “I said stick. Singular. If you want to make it two, I’m game.”


    Jimmy’s brows pinched together, questioning if she was serious or not, then he quietly hid his drumsticks behind his back. “What are you doing so close to the stage, anyway? Are you turning into an Immortal Angel groupie?”


    “Yeah. Can you sign my boob?” She opened her leather jacket and pushed her chest out.


    He let out a boisterous laugh. “I’d love to, sugar, but Damien might take my head off.”


    She was glad for the moment alone with Jimmy. She needed to know that he was on board with keeping an eye on Damien. “All kidding aside, Jimmy, did Angel tell you about Damien’s problem?”


    Jimmy hunched his shoulders lower, and it was the first time she’d seen the smile fade from his face. He looked different without the carefree ease in his demeanor, and his blue eyes clouded with serious consternation. “Yeah. Angel told me. I had no idea. Man, I knew he liked his Johnnie, but I thought that was it.”


    Alyssa looked at the growing crowd congregating around the stage. People were stuffed almost halfway to the front bar of The Quadrangle. Larger crowds were showing up at each show. People were so packed together she could barely see what was happening a few feet away. She couldn’t possibly scan the room. “Who do you think Damien gets oxycotton from? It’s gotta be someone here. I doubt he gets it on a street corner. It’s too obvious. And there was nothing going on at the other bars. I’ve had my eyes open. I don’t know what goes on in the men’s room, but I see girls snorting coke in the ladies’ room here all the time. You know this place better than me. Who do you think it is?”


    Jimmy rested his elbows on his knees and tapped his drumsticks in the palm of one hand. “I really don’t know. I’m not in that circle.” He looked into the crowd and rubbed his long sideburns. “But I can tell you who would know.”


    “Who?”


    “You’re not going to like it.”


    “I don’t care. Just tell me who it is.”


    “Kendall.”


    She pursed her lips together with annoyance. “That trashy blonde who’s always all over Angel? I wouldn’t trust a word out of her delusional mouth. That girl lives in a fantasy land.”


    “You may be right, but I think she’s your best bet on leading you to the source. She’s high all the time.”


    Alyssa gritted her teeth together, but Jimmy had a point. She avoided conversations with Kendall at all costs. The girl turned her stomach, but she was the only one who might know something. Jimmy was about to tap her shoulder with the drumsticks to get her attention. One look, and he froze with his sticks mid-air. “Don’t test me,” she warned with a sadistic smile.


    He flashed her a broad smile in return and hid the drumsticks behind his back again. “We’re going on in a few minutes. I gotta get in the back.”


    “OK. Thanks. Do me a favor? Keep an eye on Damien. All right?”


    “I always do.” Jimmy clutched his drumsticks to his chest. The playful smile he always wore was replaced by sincerity. “I love him like a brother.”


    Even though the lights were still up, it was still hard to see very far in the murky bar. Alyssa searched for Kendall. There was no sign of her in the immediate area surrounding the stage, and all else seemed normal. Fans were talking while they waited for the show to start. Every few seconds a whistle or a “woot” echoed through the room in anticipation of Immortal Angel’s performance.


    The lights went down, and the crowd erupted into a cluster of shouts and fists in the air. Angel strutted on stage wearing his signature black leather pants. They were tighter than the stretch denim jeans she wore, and she wondered how he moved so freely without splitting the seams. They did look really good on him, though.


    Angel shouted into the mic, “Are you ready for the show? Because it’s gonna kick fuckin’ ass!”


    The crowd hollered in response, and Alyssa flinched when the person next to her screamed in her ear. It was the reason she rarely got this close to the stage.


    Damien, Jimmy and Karl joined Angel on stage causing another round of cheers from the crowd. She ignored them and turned her attention to Damien. He gave her a tiny smile and a nod of his head before he lost himself in the sound of his bass.


    Music exploded through the room like a stick of dynamite, and Angel’s voice lit up the stage. Two guys pushed past Alyssa and landed directly in front of Angel, vying for the center spot with Kira and Audra.


    The beat of Jimmy’s drums echoed in Alyssa’s chest, and the chime of his cymbals rang in her ears. She watched him. No shirt, broad chest, and colorful, tattooed arms flailing around like he had four of them. Watching him left her in awe. His talent was undoubtedly handed down from generation to generation. It wasn’t a learned skill. It was inborn.


    Karl played the guitar on the opposite side of the stage with humble fortitude. His hands were quick, and the notes were clear as they sailed through the sound system. He jumped on the riser and played next to Jimmy. It was the most flair she’d seen him exhibit on stage.


    Alyssa turned her attention back to Damien. Eyes closed, head slightly tilted back, the music bled from his fingertips. The concentration on his face suggested he was in another zone experiencing some profound revelation. He was mesmerizing.


    She loved to watch Damien on stage, but it was Angel who stole the show. His voice always pierced through your deepest thoughts and brought your attention back to him. The group of fans in front of him now expanded to several more male admirers, but Audra and Kira weren’t relinquishing their spot. A bulldozer probably couldn’t move them.


    Angel strutted across the stage and stopped in front of Alyssa. Her presence at the front of the stage drew his attention, and he leaned down on one knee and belted out a crazy lyric in her direction. He sang fast and he was loud, but his voice was pure and spotless. It held her prisoner with its power, and she couldn’t look away.


    Fans alongside her were reaching out to touch Angel, pawing at his legs and arms, but he ignored them and reached down and grabbed her hand. She didn’t offer it like the wild fans next to her, but he took it. He squeezed her hand and wouldn’t let go. Girls around her screamed from excitement, but she just shook her head and laughed. He finally let go of her hand and blew her a kiss. She saw Damien shoot him a sideways glance. Was that jealousy? Alyssa rolled with laughter. It was fun at the front of the stage!


    After the first few songs, Alyssa began weaving through the crowd, looking for any signs of an illicit transaction. It was too crowded to see anything beyond the groups of people she passed through. Any transaction most likely took place in the bathroom, anyway. She put it off as long as she could. There was only one person who would lead her to the source – Kendall.


    She wasn’t hard to find. There were two bars at The Quadrangle, one in the front and one in the back. Kendall was at the one in the back. Alyssa squeezed into the space next to her. She almost ordered a beer, but stopped herself. It was out of sheer habit, not a driving thirst for alcohol. She couldn’t image how hard it must be for Damien in the bar all the time. He was stronger than she realized, probably stronger than he knew.


    “Well, look who it is.” Kendall sneered at her. “I saw you at the front of the stage with Angel.”


    Why was she so fucking obsessed with Angel? “I was watching Damian. Angel found me in the crowd.” It was a dig, and Kendall felt its sharp connotation.


    “Whatever.” Kendall turned her back on Alyssa and started a conversation with a guy that was standing nearby.


    Calculating her actions, Alyssa ordered a diet coke and waited a sufficient amount of time so it didn’t look suspicious. “Um, Kendall, I have a question for you.”


    Kendall turned with a surprised arch in her brow. “Are you talking to me?”


    She called her by name. Who else would she be talking to? “Yeah. Where can I score some shit in this place?”


    “What kind of shit?”


    “You know what I’m talking about. Who should I see? Where can I score some oxy?”


    Kendall looked her up and down. “Why are you asking me? Damien knows who to talk to.”


    Alyssa reminded herself to remain calm, even though her internal temperature just rose to a boiling point. She took a deep breath. “Because he’s on stage. By the time they’re done playing, and he packs up his equipment, it’ll be two hours from now.”


    Kendall narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips to the side. She studied Alyssa, but didn’t answer.


    “Forget it.” Alyssa took her diet soda and turned to walk away.


    “Wait. His name’s Jerry. He’s the resident street pharmacist around this neighborhood. Everyone knows him, and he’s a close friend of mine, so don’t give him any trouble.”


    Alyssa was running out of patience, and she was done playing games with Kendall. “Are you going to tell me where to find this guy or not?”


    “He’s here. Don’t get all uptight.” Kendall bobbed her head and looked through the crowd of people. “There he is. The guy with the brown jacket. He usually stays in that corner most of the night.”


    Hatred coursed through Alyssa as soon as she laid eyes on Jerry. He was a sleazy, scumbag drug dealer. She walked away from Kendall without another word and positioned herself at the other end of the bar so she had a clear view of Jerry. She watch him transact business with several people over the next twenty minutes. Trades were exchanged between sly handshakes. It was happening in front of everyone, but no one noticed what was going on – or they didn’t care. She had no interest in confronting him. She only wanted to know who he was so she made sure Damien kept his distance.


    Returning to the front of the stage was impossible. There was a wall of people sandwiched together, and the crowd was getting more rambunctious as the night went on. There was a small mosh pit between herself and the stage, so she stayed off to the side and watched the rest of the show from a safe distance.


    A few songs later, Immortal Angel finished their set to the screams and cheers of the crowd. Alyssa settled at the bar with her diet coke and waited for the fans to disburse, before she attempted to make her way through them and into the back room to join Damien.


    The crowd cleared sooner than expected, and she finished her drink and left the bar. Damien was already on his way toward her, but Kendall intercepted him. Shit! Kendall was going to tell Damien everything. Alyssa should have known not to trust her. She walked as quickly as possible to intervene, but Angel appeared from the back room and Kendall headed straight for him.


    Alyssa tried not to sound out of breath when she approached Damien and gave him a quick hug. “Great show.”


    “Where’d you go? I opened my eyes and you were gone.”


    “The smoke machine was choking me, and when I tried to get back up front, it was too crowded, so I stood against the wall.” First she was spying on Damien, and now she was stretching the truth into white lies. What was she turning into? She wondered if Kendall said anything to Damien and glanced in her direction, but Kendall wasn’t talking to Angel any more. She had been pushed aside by two of his front row male groupies.


    “Do you wanna help me pack up my shit so we can get outta here?”


    She turned back to Damien with a soft smile. “Sure.” She wanted him out of The Quadrangle as fast as possible now that she knew the temptation of alcohol and prescription drugs were both easily accessible and within his reach.
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    Alyssa woke in Damien’s arms, but didn’t move. She kept her eyes closed and listened to his breathing, while she reflected on the show at The Quadrangle last night. She wondered if she was going to spend every weekend worrying about Damien in the bars, and how he was coping with his urges.


    He stirred beneath her and stretched his arms out to the side. “You awake?”


    “Yeah.” She kissed his chest and looked up at him. “Sleep OK?”


    “Always, when I’m in bed with you.”


    Sweet little comments like that always put a smile on her face. She rested her head on Damien’s shoulder and fingered the gully in the center of his chest. His black and grey macabre tattoos caught her eye. They all depicted either some sort of demon or skull. An elaborate graveyard scene was etched across his belly, complete with rotting corpses. It was beautifully-detailed work. She sat up on the bed and took in all of his tattoos as a whole. It painted a very dark picture, and she knew it reflected his past and the pain he kept bottled inside.


    Damien placed his hands behind his head, spreading the tattoos that covered his chest. “Do you like them?”


    “It’s some of the best work I’ve seen.” She kissed the mound of his chest. “This one’s my favorite.” It was a bleeding heart shaded black as coal. It was a powerful statement, but she loved the symbolism because it was the exact opposite of Damien’s true nature. He didn’t have a black heart. He had a sensitive and caring heart, but he didn’t show it to many people. He presented a hard, tough exterior to the world in order to protect his fragile emotions.


    “Do you want to know why I got a black heart?”


    She nodded her head, then covered the tattoo with her hand to feel the gentle beat beneath it.


    “Because I used to think my heart was dead. I thought I couldn’t love anyone . . . and I didn’t think anyone could love me. I thought my heart was diseased and poisoned. I imagined it was a black rock inside my chest.”


    Her brows cinched together and the corners of her mouth bowed down. It was a morbid description and tainted her love for the piece.


    Damien brushed his fingers across her cheek. “That all changed when I met you. You opened my heart. It came to life and started beating the minute we met. I know what love is now because of you. I love you, Alyssa. You’re the only person I’ve ever said that to. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.”


    He sat up so they were face to face, and he slowly moved in for a kiss. His fingers laced through her hair, and the palm of his hand gently cupped her cheek. His lips met hers with tender affection. Overwhelmed by his gentle touch and heart-rending words, moisture filled Alyssa’s eyes. She kept them closed while their mouths remained engaged in a loving and passionate kiss, and she clung to him. A tiny tear broke through and hung in the corner of her eye. When their lips parted, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and wiped away the tear. “I love you, too, Damien,” she whispered.


    When she pulled away to look at him, he had the most serene smile on his face. “Let’s stay in bed today.” He snuggled into the covers and patted the spot next to him.


    She threw herself into his arms. “I haven’t stayed in bed all day since I had the flu when I was a teenager.”


    He looked into her eyes, still wearing a blissful smile, and traced a trail from her neck to her collarbone with his lips. “We both have a heart tattooed on our chest, only yours is red.”


    She looked down at the tattoo that spread from shoulder to shoulder. “I got this two years ago when I turned 21.”


    “What does it mean?”


    “It’s not easy for me to let people in. I’m a loner, like I told you when we first met. I don’t have close relationships. I have friends, but they’re more like acquaintances. I guard my heart. I keep it under lock and key.” She looked down at the tattoo again. “When I turned 21, I wanted to change, so I tattooed my heart outside my body and gave it wings to set it free.”


    “Did it?”


    “No.” She smiled and shrugged. “That’s just the way I am. A tattoo isn’t going to change who I am. I love it, though.” She placed one hand over her red heart tattoo and one hand over Damien’s black heart tattoo. “It makes me feel connected to you. We’re both alike in a lot of ways, you know.”


    He nodded. “I know. I felt it right away. You hesitate to show your emotions, but you speak your mind. Like me. There aren’t many people I can be myself around. I’m comfortable with you. Safe.”


    “You’ll always be safe with me.” She kissed his neck and eyed the demons that collared him. “Why did you get these tattooed around your neck?” She knew the answer was about his past, and she was trying to coax him into talking about it. He hadn’t said anything more about his childhood since he bore his soul a few weeks ago.


    “I don’t want to talk about them.” He kissed her shoulder. “Why this little butterfly?” He took her hand, and his lips moved to the inside of her wrist. “Why this little skeleton with a top hat?”


    She smiled. “I love that little guy. He reminds me of me.”


    He glided the back of his hand over her cheek. “Because your skin is like porcelain?”


    She gazed back at him and sighed. It was hard to believe that he held so much pain inside of him, yet he could be so sweet and romantic. “You’re amazing, Damien. I don’t know what goes on in your head half the time, but you’re a good man, with a good heart, and you make me happy.”


    “You make me happy, too. Happier than I’ve ever been. Happier than I thought possible.”


    She settled into his shoulder. “I’m always here for you, if you ever want to talk. You know that, right?”


    “I know, but I don’t want to talk about sad stuff today. Today’s about you and me.” He kissed the butterfly on her shoulder and the skeleton on her wrist. “You never told me what these little tattoos mean.”


    She remembered each tattoo like she had just gotten them yesterday. She looked at the funny skeleton on her wrist. “I just thought this guy was goofy. He’s being silly, but trying to be refined by wearing a fancy top hot. He’s not fooling anyone, though. Everyone can see he’s just a skeleton. The top hat didn’t change who he is.”


    A crooked smile spread across Damien’s lips. “That’s pretty deep for a little dancing skeleton.” He tickled her shoulder. “And why this butterfly?”


    “Same reason for the heart with the wings. It’s just another symbol to represent opening up and breaking free.” She settled back in Damien’s arms and sighed. It was the perfect day, filled with relaxation and laughter. She lifted her head from Damien’s shoulder and gazed up at him, but he was staring at one of her gargoyle statues. “Do you like him? That’s Goliath.”


    “You name your statues?”


    “Yeah. I’ve been collecting them since I was a kid. Some girls like dolls. I liked gargoyles.” He was trying not to laugh, so she poked him in the ribs. “Don’t make fun of me.”


    “You’re too damn cute to make fun of.”


    She stood up on the bed and took Goliath off the shelf. He was a menacing cross between a dragon and a bat, with huge fangs, pointed ears, long talons, and a wide wingspan.


    Damien took the statue from her and studied it. “I’ve been looking for the right gargoyle.” He turned the statue over and examined it closely. “I think I like this guy. Is it OK if Spyder sketches him and tattoos him on my back?”


    Damien’s back was a blank canvas. She’d asked him about it once, and he had said he had an elaborate piece planned. He had said he was just waiting to find the right artwork. She was honored. “My Goliath? On your back? I would love that, Damien! My mother gave him to me for my tenth birthday.”


    He was hiding a laugh again. “I can’t believe your mother gave you a gargoyle statue for your tenth birthday.”


    “It’s art, and gargoyles have a rich history. They were used to ward off evil and to act as guardians of the church. My mother explained all that to me. I just thought they were cool.”


    “I didn’t know about the church thing, but I knew they were symbols to ward off evil. That’s why I want it. I want it to protect me from the devils that haunt me. I want to move on and leave that shit behind.”


    She thought it was perfect. “I think that’s a great idea, Damien.” She was about to lie back down on his shoulder, but remembered about the toy. “I picked up a little something for you the other day.”


    Damien tilted his head affectionately in her direction. “You bought me a present?”


    “Uh-huh, but it’s really for the both of us.” She leaned over the side of the bed and reached into the top drawer of her nightstand. The first thing she threw on the bed was a condom.


    Damien picked it up and turned it over between his fingers. “Thanks, but I got dozens of these.”


    “That’s not your present, silly.” She handed him a small, brown paper bag. She had been meaning to give him the toy for almost a week, but had always been too caught up in the moment to slow things down long enough to retrieve it.


    He sat up with excitement and greedily stuffed his hand into the bag, tearing the seam in his haste. He removed the small plastic box and examined it closely. His smile indicated he was pleased. “It’s a cock ring.”


    “Not just an ordinary cock ring.” She took it out of the box to show him. “It’s a vibrating cock ring. You see this little nub right here?” She fingered the protrusion. “It’s gonna hit me right in the clit. I already sanitized it, so it’s ready to go.”


    He snatched it out of her hand, and his eyes fell on it with a hunger. Still clutching the cock ring in his fist, he grabbed her by the waist and threw her down on the bed. His mouth covered hers with an intensity that made her body respond with impatience. She grinded her hips against his erection. It was so stiff it threatened to skewer her lower abdomen, and she wanted it inside her wearing the new toy.


    He nibbled on her neck while his hand traveled under her tank top and over her breast. His finger accidentally caught her nipple ring and tugged on the piercing harder than expected. She gasped and jumped at the sudden rush of pain, but it was followed by a hot shot of pleasure that made her nipple harden.


    “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?” Damien cupped her breast and studied her face with love and concern.


    “Just a little, but it also got me excited.”


    “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Remorse was heavy behind his soft brown eyes. His emotions always stirred Alyssa’s heart and left her yearning to either comfort him or fuck him senseless. Right now it was a mixture of both.


    He slipped her tank top over her head, put his lips to her breast and placed a gentle apologetic kiss on her nipple. The tenderness in which his tongue played with the ring, and the softness of his hand as it caressed her breast, took Alyssa by surprise. It brought her arousal to a higher level. She wanted him to put his teeth to the ring and nibble on it the way he usually did, so she tried to press his face closer and force her breast into his mouth, but he resisted. He lightly sucked the tip of her breast, nursing it with a soft suction.


    Her blood was pumping at the slow, intricate movements of Damien’s mouth and hands. She pushed against his shoulders to roll him onto his back, but he didn’t budge. His tongue slid across her body and landed on her other breast, repeating the same gentle suckling. It was a slow erotic torture. She pushed on his shoulders again, determined to straddle him and satiate the burning need between her legs, but he was an immovable rock.


    “Stop fighting,” he whispered against her breast.


    “I need it rougher, Damien.” She moaned while she rubbed her crotch against his cock. “You’re killing me.”


    He brought his lips up to her neck. “Let me love you, for once. Lay back and relax.”


    “But I like pleasuring you.” She sunk her teeth into his shoulder. “And I like being in charge.”


    “I know you do.” He placed a hard, possessive kiss on her mouth. “That’s what makes it so exciting. We constantly battle for the upper hand.”


    He took her arms and pinned them to the mattress. His body weighed her down, and she tried to wiggle out from underneath him, but he was too heavy. She couldn’t move. A devilish laugh escaped her lips. “You’re going to pay for this.”


    “I hope so, but not today. Today you’re gonna pay.” He placed a small kiss on her neck and gave her a harsh bite. “Is that what you want? Is that the way you like it? Is that rough enough?”


    She jumped at the unexpected force after he had just exhibited such a gentle touch. Her breath left her lungs, and she couldn’t vocalize more than a moan that she hoped sounded like ‘fuck, yeah’.


    His mouth returned to her breast, while his hands still pinned her arms to the bed. He took her entire nipple between his teeth and clamped down on it with a sucking motion.


    “Harder,” she murmured.


    He ground his teeth together with enough pressure to make her gasp. Although he bit her nipple, the pressure was in between her legs, pulsing behind her clit. She was so turned on she thought she might come from the friction alone. His mouth assaulted her other nipple in the same way – grinding his teeth against the metal ring and scissoring the point of her breast between his teeth. She felt like she was floating above the mattress and every cell in her body was being fed with an electrical current. Euphoria made her draw in deep breaths and exhale slow, long sighs. She wasn’t trying to fight him anymore. She went limp and let him love her in this new erotic spin on their lovemaking.


    He straddled her with his knees on either side of her ribcage, and his cock landed between her breasts. His large hands pushed them together so they sandwiched his cock like a hot dog between two buns. He ground his erection up and down between the full mounds of her breasts. The palms of his hands pressed against her swollen and raw nipples. It was an erotic burn that sent impulses to her soaking wet pussy. Every time his cock slid up, she tried to grab it in her mouth, but he’d pull it away before she could taste it. He was teasing her. He knew she wanted to suck that gorgeous hunk of meat, and he held it just beyond her reach. He was killing her with anticipation today, and she let out a painful whimper. “I need you inside me. I want you to fuck me, Damien. Don’t make me beg.”


    “All you had to do was ask.” He slid down between her legs, leaving a nice little dollop of his juice between her breasts, and slipped on a condom and the cock ring.


    “Did you turn it on?”


    He searched for a button and a beautiful hum filled the room. Damien’s eyes rolled up into his head for a brief second, and he took a deep breath. “Fuck! That feels good.”


    He was engorged, and his cock looked like a giant sausage. “Is it too tight?”


    “It’s perfectly tight.” He was still on his knees, enjoying the sensation, and it made her yearn for him. She never wanted to be penetrated so badly. She wanted something inside her – not just anything – she wanted his cock and that titillating vibrating ring to pleasure the both of them at the same time. She bolted upright and tried to grab his cock, but he blocked her hands and pushed her down on the bed. He crawled up her body until he was lying parallel on top of her. “Still trying to run the show?”


    “If you don’t hurry up and fuck me, I’m going to straddle the bedpost.”


    His gaze drifted down toward the footboard, and his mouth fell ajar.


    She could see the mental images forming inside his head. “I’m kidding.”


    Disappointment spread across his face. “Too bad.” He plunged his cock deep inside her without warning.


    A low growl erupted from Alyssa’s throat as if she were harpooned, but it was a cry of ecstasy. She wondered if depriving her of physical contact was his plan all along, just to drive her insane. The sudden fullness of her body, accompanied by the intense vibration of the cock ring, put her on the verge of coming as soon as he entered her. The nub on the ring made contact exactly where it was supposed to and sent a blast of heat through her crotch.


    Damien ground his hips in a circle. He kept his body pressed against her so the vibrating point of the cock ring was stuck on her clit. It was pulsating and pushing sensations through her body that made her tremble.


    Damien gently rocked his hips. “Is this how you want it? Nice and slow?”


    He was still teasing her. “We don’t do anything nice and slow. We do it hard and fast.”


    A spark ignited in his eyes, and he slammed his hips into her with a force that literally moved them both higher on the bed. “Is that the way you want it?” He thrust his hips again. “Like that? Is that hard enough?”


    “Harder.”


    “All you had to do was ask.” He grabbed a chunk of her hair at the base of her neck and yanked her head back. He covered her mouth with a brutal kiss. Their lips pressed together with a bone crushing force, and Damien’s tongue infiltrated Alyssa’s mouth with possession.


    She needed to break the hold in order to breathe and abruptly turned her head to the side, sucking in a gust of oxygen.


    “I thought you wanted it rough?” His hips bumped into her and the cock ring gave her another thunderbolt of vibration.


    “I do,” she gasped. “I just needed air.” She bucked underneath him, encouraging him to thrust harder. There was only so much she could do from the bottom, which is why she always preferred the top.


    He sat back on his knees and took hold of her hips. His hands covered the circumference of her pelvis on both sides of her body. He held her in place as he slammed himself into her. Their skin slapped together with an erotic thwack, thwack, thwack.


    The cock ring hit its target every single time Damien pummeled into her. He was relentless. Faster and harder, with each thrust of his hips, he drove himself deeper into her body. His balls careened off her butt cheeks, and she could feel his lorum. The metal piercing at the juncture of his cock and his sac was warm from the heat that transpired between them. It hit the base of her opening every time he thrust inside her. His fingers dug into her waist, and his hands gripped her so tightly she knew it would leave a mark. The bed shook and her body jerked erratically. She tried to hold onto his neck, but they were both bouncing on top of the mattress, and she couldn’t clasp her fingers together. She finally latched onto his wrists and braced herself against the full throttle attack on her G-spot.


    Damien’s mohawk bobbed in front of her in a blur of magnificent blues. She lost focus, but she didn’t need to see. She concentrated on the growing need between her legs and the crazy static electricity that was reverberating throughout her body – all from Damien’s incredible cock and the ring that was attached to it. Her body shook and trembled as she climaxed. Heavy breaths stole the air from her lungs, and she let out a silent cry of ecstasy.


    Damien’s grip remained tight on her hips, and he thrust himself harder. He pummeled into her one last time, and his body stiffened and twitched before he fell on top of her with a loud grunt.


    His face was stuck in the crook of her neck, and she could feel his legs trembling with fatigue. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her in a tight embrace.


    She sighed with content and bliss and languished in the arms of the man she loved.
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    With the stencil on his back, Damien was ready to get his long-awaited gargoyle tattoo. It was symbolic. It was a talisman, and he hoped it would be the crutch he needed to finally rid his dependence on the pills.


    Damien waited on the tattoo table, flat on his stomach with his hands folded under his chin, while Spyder set up his gun.


    “Ready, Dam?” Spyder gave the gun a test buzz.


    “Been ready.”


    The needle hit his skin about three inches below the back of his neck. Those first strokes always made his dick hard, which was pretty damn uncomfortable since he was lying face down on the table. He loved the whir of the tattoo gun. It was as soothing as the waves of the ocean and always cleared his head. All background noise was overshadowed by the shrill vibration of the needle that was tearing through his skin. It held his attention, and he concentrated on the hiss of the machine.


    Four hours into the tattoo outline, Alyssa came to check on him. She leaned over and fanned the top of his Mohawk. “How’s my baby holding up?”


    “A little stiff from lying here in the same position, but I zoned out.”


    Spyder let off the tattoo gun. “Sorry, Dam. You were so quiet I lost track of time. Do you need a break?”


    Damien stretched his arms and legs. “Maybe in another hour. I’m cool for now.” Once Spyder started tattooing, he never looked up. He didn’t take breaks or phone calls and only stopped if the customer needed to, which is why he was able to knock out massive tattoos in record time. Damien was eager to see the progress of the tattoo, but he didn’t want to stop. “How’s it look?”


    Alyssa leaned over to inspect Spyder’s work. “It looks like Goliath.” He could hear the smile in her voice. She rolled a chair next to him, turned it around backwards and straddled it. “Are you really going to get the whole thing done in one sitting?”


    “Yeah. I waited a long time for this piece. I want it done. Today is Spyder’s day off. He has the rest of the night to finish it.”


    Spyder sprayed the unfinished tattoo with an antiseptic and wiped it with a paper towel. “There’s probably another eight hours worth of work here. You can’t sit for that long.”


    “Sure I can.”


    “I know you sit like a rock. We’ll see how it goes, but as soon as your skin gets angry, you’re done.”


    Damien was about to protest, but Spyder was right. His skin could scar and then the tattoo wouldn’t heal properly.


    Spyder let off the gun again. “When are you gonna let me tattoo your body, Alyssa?”


    Damien shot Spyder an irate glance over his shoulder. It was the your body part that pissed him off.


    Alyssa reacted with a tiny curl to her mouth. “Me?” She held her arms straight out in front of her and inspected them. “I still have some room. I’ve been thinking about getting some roses and barbed wire.”


    “Whenever you’re ready, just let me know. I’d love to put my gun to that beautiful fair skin.”


    Spyder’s choice of words irked Damien. “Watch what you say. That’s my girl.”


    The buzz of the tattoo gun fell silent.


    Damien raised himself up on his elbow and glared back at Spyder with narrowed eyes and his jaw cocked to the side. He didn’t care that Spyder was his boss. He was out of line.


    Spyder held Damien’s stare for a brief second, then nodded and motioned for Damien to lie back down on the table. The gun came back to life, and Spyder returned to his work.
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    Eight and half hours later, Damien’s protector was etched into his back for all eternity. He used a handheld mirror to inspect the tattoo in the full-length mirror behind him. Having only seen a glimpse of the tattoo when it was halfway done, with blood and ink smeared across it, he was unprepared for the artistry and detail of the completed piece. Red, orange, and yellow fire blew out of the gargoyle’s mouth while the black and grays of its scales contrasted with the sharp colors. It was a masterpiece. “That’s fuckin’ awesome. Better than I ever expected.”


    Alyssa stood behind him to examine Spyder’s rendition of her statue. “It’s my Goliath, but he looks different. He’s been transformed into your very own warrior. It’s gorgeous, Damien.”


    Spyder layered a generous amount of antibiotic ointment on the tattoo and wrapped it. “When that’s healed, a picture is going up on my wall. That’s a show piece.”


    They took a taxi to Alyssa’s apartment. The car ride was uncomfortable because Damien couldn’t sit back against the seat and was forced to lean forward. By the time the car pulled up in front of Alyssa’s apartment building, his bones ached, and there was a small fire burning from the back of his neck down to the waistband of his jeans. He couldn’t stand fully erect and walked with his back hunched over. Alyssa held onto his forearm and escorted him through the lobby and into her apartment.


    “Are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable in your own bed tonight? We don’t have to stay here.”


    “This is where I’m most comfortable.” He looped his fingers through the top of her studded belt and pulled her towards him, even though the movement tugged at the raw flesh on his back. “Everything I need is right here. My bass and amp are in the living room, and my girl is in my arms.” He forgot about Elvira. He felt guilty that she was alone all day, and now he was spending the night at Alyssa’s apartment. Elvira had a big cage attached to one of those Habitrail things, plenty of food, and a water bottle. She was fine. She was just alone. He thought about leaving her at Alyssa’s apartment, but they never talked about moving in together. Even though Alyssa loved Elvira, bringing his pet to live at his girl’s place was a little too intrusive.


    Alyssa helped him off with his shirt. It was an oversized button down garage shirt, but he still winced every time he moved, and he was starting to regret getting the tattoo in one twelve-hour sitting.


    Alyssa knew what he was thinking. “I’m impressed, Damien, with both you and Spyder. I’ve spent a lot of time in tattoo shops, and I’ve never seen anyone take on a piece that big in one shot.”


    “I didn’t want to go through the healing process all over again. And Spyder’s the only one I trust to pull off something this size.” He wished his back wasn’t still taped up. He wanted to admire the tattoo again.


    “Lie down in bed, and I’ll make you something to eat.”


    She took his arm to lead him to the bedroom, but he stopped and turned to her in surprise. “You’re gonna cook for me?”


    “I’m . . . gonna heat up leftovers.”


    He had never seen her flustered before and he was amused. “It still requires turning on the oven. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you do that. Are you sure it works?”


    “Very funny.” She let go of his arm and faced him with her hands on her hips and an ominous smile. She dug the heel of her boot into the floor and twirled her foot. “You’re in a very vulnerable state. It’s not a good idea to fuck with me right now.”


    “Really? Are you going to punish me if I tease you about your cooking skills?” He tried to stand up straight and challenge her with his height, but his shoulders refused to cooperate. He didn’t know how the hell he was supposed to work tomorrow, and he wouldn’t be using his guitar strap for two weeks.


    She lifted his chin with her index finger. “I might just be in the mood to walk all over your back with my new boots.”


    A nervous laugh escaped him. “I take it back.” He put his hand over his heart. “I swear, I’ll never make fun of your cooking skills again.”


    “That’s better.”


    He didn’t need assistance walking, but he enjoyed the attention and let her guide him to the bedroom.


    She plumped up the pillows and helped him lie face down on the bed, then pulled off his boots. She ran her hand over his mohawk. “I could make you a grilled cheese sandwich. Is that OK?”


    “Grilled cheese sounds wonderful.”


    “OK. I’ll be in the kitchen. Call me if you need anything.”


    He smiled into his pillow. “Try not to burn the place down.”


    He heard her pause and vaguely saw her hair fly as she turned back to look at him, then kept walking.


    He chuckled softly. He loved to tease her. Whether it was the accumulation of the hours sitting under the tattoo gun, or the comfort of Alyssa’s soft bed, he was suddenly drained of energy and couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer. He drifted off and sleep descended upon him.


    The leather strap across his back stung like a hot iron. He thought he could outrun his mother in her drunken state, but she lashed out with the belt, and it struck his bare skin.


    “I told you not to leave your clothes in my living room!”


    He ran as fast as he could, rounded the stairs and raced up to the safety of his room. She was too drunk to follow him up the stairs, and he knew it would be his escape. He threw himself face down on the bed and cried into his pillow. His back was searing. It was burning with intense heat. It felt like hot tar had been poured from the back of his neck to his waist.


    He was jarred awake and brought himself up on the palms of his hands. Alyssa was sitting next to him on the bed, staring closely at him and stroking his arm. Her brow was creased with worry, and a grilled cheese sandwich sat on the nightstand. Relief washed over him when he realized it was only a dream, and he reached for her hand. The flash of pain across his back made him flinch.


    “Are you all right? Was it a bad dream or is it your back?”


    He was still shaken by the dream and the memory it triggered. Oblivious to the pain in his back, he jumped up and sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor.


    Alyssa immediately sat next to him, so close that their thighs were touching. She brushed the back of her hand across his cheek. “You’re crying, Damien.” Her voice held so much worry and concern that it tugged at his heart.


    “It’s . . . just my back. It’s sore.” It wasn’t the memory of the physical pain that haunted Damien, it was the emotional one. The dream was exaggerated and distorted. He had never run upstairs to his room and cried when his mother hit him with the belt. He had stopped and faced her. The anger in his belly had been steadily festering, and he was tired of the abuse. He had challenged his mother. “Come on. Hit me,” he had said. “I’m not gonna run away. I’m right here. If you want to hit me, go right ahead.”


    His mother had been startled by his defiance and had lowered the belt to her side. They had stared at each other, assessing one another, before she turned and walked away. That’s when he had marched up to his bedroom, slammed the door shut and threw himself face down on the bed. He had been 13. It had been a life changing year for him. He had realized that his mother was unjust. She was sadistic and cruel. Up until then, he had thought he did something wrong, and that’s why she had been punishing him. When he turned 13, he realized that she was at fault, and her actions weren’t the way a mother was supposed to treat her child. Still, he had longed for her affection. The lack of compassion and the absence of the warmth and kindness a mother was supposed to show her child had wreaked havoc on Damien’s insides. It still did. That stupid dream crippled him.


    “Damien . . . answer me.”


    He hadn’t heard Alyssa calling his name. The memory had blocked everything else out of his head. “I’m sorry. My back hurts. That’s all.”


    “I’ve never seen you react like this to physical pain before. It’s more than just your back. You had a bad dream, didn’t you?”


    He slowly nodded his head.


    She clasped her fingers around his hand and let out an exasperated sigh. “Tell me about the dream.”


    “There’s nothing to tell.”


    “Damien, come on. I see you’re upset. And pain never bothered you before. Except when it was your heart.”


    “I’m . . . just hungry.” He needed to distract her from the truth and bring her focus elsewhere. “Is that my sandwich?”


    She knew that he was changing the subject but handed him the plate without pressuring him. “I hope it’s still warm.”


    He nibbled at the corner of the grilled cheese sandwich, even though his gut was twisted and threatened to reject it. “It’s perfect.” He ate in silence, forcing himself to methodically chew and swallow without thinking.


    Alyssa never took her eyes off him. She stroked his cheek and the side of his neck, careful to steer clear of his back.


    The massive tattoo didn’t bother him anymore. It was his head and his gut that were mangled with painful memories. The harsh words and insensitive nature of his mother hurt more than any needle could inflict. Why couldn’t he just let go and forget about the past? Why couldn’t it just go away?


    “Take this.” Alyssa was standing in front him, holding a glass of water and two Advil in her outstretched hand.


    He was too lost in thought to realize she had left his side – or that he finished the sandwich. He swallowed the pain reliever and gulped the entire glass of water, unaware that he was so thirsty.


    Alyssa took the plate from his lap, along with the glass, and put them on the nightstand. “That’ll help with the pain.”


    No it won’t. There’s only one thing that would make the pain disappear . . .


    “Do you want to lie down and rest or try to watch TV?”


    He wanted the horrid memories of his childhood to stop banging against the inside of his head. “Will you lie down with me?”


    “Of course, I will. I won’t leave your side again.”


    Her words offered a tiny bit of comfort. “OK. I’m gonna use the can. I’ll be right back.”


    She started to follow him. “Do you need help?”


    “I can handle it.” He gave her hand a squeeze of appreciation and trudged his way to the bathroom. Every step made the bandages scrape against his new tattoo. He closed the bathroom door and twisted to look at his back in the mirror. Blood and fluid had soaked through most of the bandages and colored them with a mixture of bright reds. It was going to be a bitch to heal.


    He faced the mirror and looked into his eyes. He saw himself as the 13-year-old boy who stood up to his mother for the first time and dared her to strike him. In a way, he was grateful she threw him out. Living on the street was rough, but it forced him to take control of his life. He would be fine if it weren’t for the fucking nightmares that brought everything back to him. Why wouldn’t they stay away?


    He pressed his knuckles to his temples and leaned his head against the cold tile wall. “Stop,” he whispered. “Just stop. Go away, and leave me alone.” The thoughts and images flashing inside his head wouldn’t listen. He pulled his wallet from his back pocket so fast and hard that it unclipped from his belt loop and fell to the floor. He sunk to his knees and scrambled to retrieve it. Behind the bits of folded paper, which he had thrown to the floor in his haste, he found the small plastic bag that contained his only salvation. He silently cursed the pill as he swallowed it.


    Three days. It had been three days since he last took one of his pills. His goal was to make a week without medication, but that damn, stupid dream knocked him off his tower of strength. Alcohol was easier to relinquish. It was the pills that were proving to be his biggest obstacle. It gave him another reason to resent his mother. Angry and frustrated that he fell victim to the hold that the medication had over him, he drew his foot back to kick the waste basket. A knock on the door stopped him before he could extend his leg and connect with the basket.


    “Do you need help? You’ve been in there a long time.”


    The guilt washed over him like a black heat. Alyssa meant more to him than those damn fucking pills, but he wasn’t ready to say goodbye to them yet. Soon, he promised himself. Soon he could throw them out completely – but not yet.


    “Damien?”


    “I’m coming.” He stuffed the contents back into his wallet and shoved it into his pocket. The jingling of the chain that connected the wallet to his belt loop indicated that he was pulling up his jeans after relieving himself. It was the perfect cover. It was the ultimate degradation and a new low for him.


    When he opened the door, Alyssa was already in the boy shorts and tank top that she usually wore to bed every night. She studied his face while they walked back to the bedroom, and he wondered if she suspected the deceit that was perpetrated behind her bathroom door. His head felt a little better, but it was his heart that bore the weight of his actions. He hoped sleep would come and relieve him of his burdens. He undid his jeans and pushed them below his hips before he sat on the bed. Alyssa pulled them from his legs and helped him with a pair of sweatpants.


    “Careful.” She helped him crawl up to the pillow and lay flat on his stomach. “I don’t think you should go to work tomorrow. I’ll stay home with you.”


    Maybe it was better if he stayed home. His back hurt like hell, and he was already stiff from lying in the same position. He doubted he would get much sleep tonight, either.


    Alyssa was parallel to him on the bed and made tiny, loving strokes above his ear with her index finger. Her touch was soothing and helped alleviate the pounding inside his head. She traced her finger down his jaw, over his lips and gently placed a kiss on his mouth. “I’ll text Spyder now. He’ll understand. He knows how much pain you’re in.”


    Damien nodded into the pillow. He hadn’t taken a day off in months.


    Alyssa placed a kiss on his cheek and grabbed her phone off of the nightstand.


    His head began to clear, thanks to the pill that gave him as much comfort as it did distress. It wasn’t easy to sever ties with the only thing that chased away his demons, but he was trying his best. He was starting to realize that he could rely on Alyssa to ease his internal pain – some of it, anyway.
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    Damien slept better than he expected, even though he woke up frequently throughout the night when he involuntarily rolled off his stomach and contact with the mattress set his back ablaze. He never expected a tattoo to cause him so much discomfort. The bandages were now stuck to his body, and his muscles ached from lying in the same position for so many hours.


    Alyssa sat up the moment he stirred. “Easy does it. Let me help you get out of bed.”


    She was his personal home health aide. The way she tended to him was heartwarming and a little bit exciting. His head kept drifting to a naughty nurse/sick patient role-playing episode, but right now, he could barely stand up straight.


    “Are you going in the shower to get those bandages off?”


    “Yeah. Is that OK?” He should have gone home. He didn’t want to dirty her bathroom.


    “Why wouldn’t it be? You shower here all the time.”


    “Because it’s different with a fresh tattoo. I got junk on your sheets last night. I don’t want anything to ooze on your towels or in your shower. You shouldn’t have to clean it, and I know I won’t be able to bend over like that for a couple of days.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous, Damien. Get in the shower.”


    He didn’t realize how stiff his body was until he walked through the apartment. His bones creaked, and his neck felt like a block of concrete on top of his shoulders. He couldn’t reach to rub it without pulling at the bandages on his back.


    Alyssa massaged the back of his neck. She pressed circles into the knotted muscles until she felt them loosen. It was heaven.


    “You better uncover that tattoo. It needs antibiotic ointment. Do you want me to help?”


    Visions of her beautiful body, wet and naked, stuffed in the shower only a few inches in front of him sounded perfect. He gave her a crooked smiled and nodded.


    She helped him off with his sweats, then disrobed, and they stepped into the shower together.


    The spray of the lukewarm water saturated the bandages, and they fell to the floor of the shower. They were soaked with blood – some fresh, some dried. The water cleansed his back, but it stung like hell, and he needed to turn away. Even the light pressure of the water felt like a thousand needles in his flesh.


    “Let it drip over your shoulders from the front. Don’t let the water directly hit the tattoo.” Alyssa gathered the discarded bandages and placed them in the waste basket. She returned to the shower with a bottle of Betadine and a wash cloth. She poured the entire bottle of Betadine over his back. It burned at first, but once she rinsed it by drenching the wash cloth and squeezing the water out over his back, it relieved some of the sting.


    “Where’d you learn how to do that? I’ve never used anything but soap and water.”


    “I studied to be a nurse, remember? They use this on everything in the hospital. It’s a strong antiseptic. It’s my little ritual whenever I get a tattoo.”


    He turned to face her, keeping his body away from the harsh pelt of the water. “Your secret’s safe with me.”


    She stepped out of the shower, wrapped herself in her short fuzzy robe and held the towel open for him. He stepped into it, and she gently patted the tattoo dry, then moved the towel down across each arm, one at a time, and followed through with his legs.


    She helped him step into a pair of shorts, making sure the band was well below his waistline. She lathered antibiotic ointment on his back and worked it into the tattoo. Her fingers were gentle, but his back was a giant open wound. Even though it felt like she was scratching his body raw, he never flinched.


    “All done. In three days, you’ll be back to your old self again. Come on. You need something to rehydrate, and you need to eat. You need calories to heal.”


    He followed her to the kitchen where she promptly poured him a large glass of orange juice. He sat down and leaned forward with his elbows on the table. It was a bitch not to be able to lean back in the chair.


    “Just sit there and relax. I’ll make breakfast.”


    “Breakfast?” Alyssa never cooked. “You’re cooking, again? When did you get so domesticated?”


    She put her hand on her hip and laughed. “Yeah. Grilled cheese and now scrambled eggs. Next thing you know, I’ll get my own cooking show and take over Angel’s job at the restaurant.” She gave him a teasing smirk. “Drink your juice.”


    Alyssa darted around the kitchen in her fuzzy robe and slippers and wouldn’t let him help her make breakfast. He couldn’t do much, anyway. His movements were limited and slow. He enjoyed watching her portray a domestic goddess in the kitchen but felt guilty that he loved the doting attention she lavished upon him.


    She placed a plate filled with bacon and scrambled eggs in front of him, followed by toast and coffee. It was just a simple breakfast, but the tender attention and genuine concern and care she’d been giving him was overwhelming. Breakfast was the thing that put him over the edge, and he felt a lump in his throat. “This looks wonderful. Thank you.”


    She ran her hand over his cheek. “It’s just eggs.”


    He suddenly realized he was ravenous and gobbled a big forkful of the fluffy eggs. They were rich and flavorful. “What’s in them? They’re delicious. Did Angel give you the recipe?”


    “No.” She laughed. “It’s just leftover cheese from last night. And you know Angel wouldn’t make anything as ordinary as scrambled eggs with cheese. He’d make something like eggs benedict with chorizo infused potatoes.”


    It made Damien smile because food was elaborate for Angel, never simple, and her statement sounded just like him.


    “Do you really like the eggs? Or are you just saying that to be nice?” She was flattered that he compared her cooking to Angel’s.


    Damien took her hand and kissed it. “They’re the best eggs I’ve ever tasted.”


    “You’re so sweet sometimes, Damien.”


    He gave her a tiny smile. It was all he could muster. His body ached and he was uncomfortable. His spirit was weakened from the dream that still disturbed him, and he was tired from a fitful sleep last night. The last 24 hours was nothing but a series of trauma for him – physically and mentally – but the biggest thing that affected him was Alyssa. She took care of him. The tenderness and concern that she exhibited was something he never experienced before. It was what he longed for and exactly what he needed.
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    By the sixth day, Damien’s back was a peeling mess. The pain was gone, but it was replaced by an intense itch that he knew he couldn’t touch. He tapped his fingers on the kitchen table, much like Jimmy always did on every available surface. When Alyssa entered the kitchen with the bottle of lotion, he breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Sorry it took so long. It’s a new bottle, and I couldn’t get the safety seal off. Are you jumping out of your skin yet?”


    “Hell yeah. I never had anything itch like this before. It feels like things are crawling up and down my back.” He turned the chair around and straddled it. The lotion hit with cool, calming relief, and Alyssa gently massaged it into his skin. Her touch was light, so she didn’t disturb the healing flesh, but it felt like ecstasy. He moaned and sighed every time she moved to a new spot. “It feels so good. I don’t want you to ever stop rubbing that lotion into my back, unless you want to drag your fingernails across it.”


    A laugh bubbled from her throat. “Normally I’d love to, but you know I’d ruin your tattoo.”


    Every square inch of his back itched like someone was tickling him with a feather. “Just scratch it lightly.”


    “Uh-uh. Your skin is just starting to grow back. It’s new and fragile.”


    Another cool dollop of moisturizer dropped onto his back which sent a relieved sigh up from Damien’s throat. He couldn’t decide if the lotion helped or made the itch worse once it was absorbed. Alyssa finished smoothing the last of the moisturizer into his back and fanned it with a magazine. The cool breeze was exactly what he needed to chase away the lingering tingle.


    He pushed his chair away from the table and spun it around so he could sit facing forward. Alyssa draped herself across his lap and dragged her fingers across the sides of his scalp which were scruffy with razor stubble. They were practically nose to nose while she wiped the excess lotion that still clung to her fingers into his scalp.


    His heart was heavy as he stared into her eyes. “No one ever took care of me the way you do, Alyssa. I never thought I’d have someone like you.”


    She placed a soft kiss on his lips while holding his face between the palms of her hands. “I wasn’t looking for love when I met you. I didn’t want a serious relationship. But I fell in love with you. It happened so fast I didn’t even see it coming. You’re easy to love.” She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapped her arms around them and snuggled into his lap.


    He held her close, with both arms circled around her, so she didn’t fall off the chair or move an inch away from his body.


    “I’m glad you got my Goliath tattooed on your back. Sometimes I used to have nightmares when I was a kid, after I watched a scary movie. He protected me. That’s why I keep him in the bedroom. I knew they were only dreams, but I told myself as long as he was there with me, he’d shoo them away.” She paused and played with a strand of her hair. “Maybe he’ll do the same for you – chase away your bad dreams.”


    That was exactly his reasoning behind the tattoo. They both knew the gargoyle was only symbolic, and that his subconscious was responsible for the nightmares that manifested inside his head. He needed to hang onto the belief that the gargoyle would shield and protect him, though, in order to give him some kind of reassurance if he was ever going to fully stop taking the pills.
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    Alyssa’s last two appointments cancelled, so she quickly packed up her station before any walk-ins preempted her early night. She hated when Damien had the night off and she was stuck late at work. It wasn’t the same without him, and she missed their playful banter throughout the day. Work was boring without him.


    She started to text him as soon as she left the shop, but there was a taxi dropping off a passenger right in front, so she chucked her phone in her bag and jumped in the car. There was no traffic, and fifteen minutes later she was entering Damien’s apartment building. A familiar figure walked past her in the hallway. There was something recognizable about him, but she couldn’t place him, and the baseball cap he wore disguised his features. Suspicion made her slow her pace and watch him over her shoulder as she slowly walked down the hall. When he turned the corner at the end of the corridor, he glanced back at her. Recognition made her gasp out loud, and she froze in place. It was Jerry.


    Nausea swept through her gut and made her queasy. Damien was doing so well – at least that’s what she thought. Maybe he’d been taking pills all along without her knowledge. Sickened and disheartened, she drudged the rest of the way to his apartment with a million different thoughts swarming inside her head.


    She paused in front of his door while she tried to grasp onto the reality that Damien was still using drugs – and that his dealer made house calls. A delivery was only a phone call away. It was as easy as ordering a pizza. She pushed her fingers through her hair and clutched chunks of it in her fists. Her heart was beating out of control with fear and worry. She needed to help Damien, but she wasn’t sure what to do. Frustrated, she let out a deep breath and knocked on the door.


    Damien answered right away. “Hey. I didn’t expect you for another hour or so.”


    “I got done at the shop early.” She pushed her way into the apartment, while her eyes searched every available surface for the batch of pills that Jerry dropped off. It was stupid to think Damien would leave them lying around in plain view, but finding them would save her the anguish of asking him about it point blank.


    She kept her back to him and closed her eyes, praying that when she opened them she’d be in her bed, and the whole thing was a bad dream. Damien came up behind her and put his arms around her waist, but she stepped out of his embrace and turned to face him.


    He knew something was wrong right away. The wavy line of her lips and her wrinkled forehead were a dead giveaway. He knew she saw Jerry leave his apartment, and he dropped his head in shame.


    “Look at me.”


    He slowly lifted his head. The pain that passed through his eyes was worse than when he recounted his tormented childhood. His lips were pressed together, and the corners of his mouth bowed down into a frown. “I’m sorry. I still need them to help me sleep.”


    Her heart fell into the pit of her stomach. Although she knew the truth, a small part of her had clung to the hope that he sent Jerry away without following through with a purchase. It was a desperate plea to mask reality, and a foolish expectation. She tried to reach into the pocket of his jeans to take the pills away from him, but he caught her hand.


    “I’m trying, Alyssa. It’s not easy.”


    “That’s because you need to enter a program or get counseling or something. You can’t do it on your own.”


    “We’ve had this conversation before. I’m not going into one of those programs, and I don’t need someone with a medical degree to tell me I had a fucked up childhood. I already know that. I can quit on my own.”


    Wasn’t that the line all addicts used? Her mind was spinning with panic and doubt. His addiction was stronger than she realized, and the pills were easily accessible. It didn’t have to be in a bar. A phone call was all it took to feed his habit. Her lips trembled from desperation, and she pleaded with him. “Damien, please . . .” She grabbed both his arms and squeezed them tightly. She wanted to shake some sense into him. “Get help – for me. I can’t watch you do this to yourself.”


    “I’m not doing anything to myself except getting relief. I just about quit drinking.” His eyes fell to the floor. “I slipped up a couple of times.”


    His admissions hit her like a hard slap in the face. Stunned by the overwhelming news, her mouth hung open with disbelief and disappointment. She didn’t realize the extent of his dependency on the pills and alcohol. Fear gripped her heart, and it ruined the belief that he could give up his habit. He was slowly destroying himself, and she was powerless to help him. “You have to stop, Damien.” She grabbed his T-shirt in both of her fists. Her hands shook almost as much as her voice. “I know you’ve made progress, and that’s great. I’m proud of you, but you have to stop taking those pills. Please reconsider and go to counseling.”


    “I can do it on my own.”


    His mind was made up. Nothing she could say would change it. Her hands fell to her sides with defeat, and all of the energy left her body. “Prove it,” she whispered. “Give me those pills you just bought.”


    He shielded the front pocket of his jeans with his hand. “I can’t do that. Not yet.”


    A searing pain split her heart in two. She couldn’t stand by and ignore or condone his behavior. Tears scorched her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. “Please . . .” she begged, holding out her hand. “Give them to me.”


    He stared into her empty palm and slowly shook his head. “I’ll just get more.”


    Her lips clamped down to suppress a sob, and her fingers rubbed her temples. “I’m sorry, Damien. I love you, but I can’t be with you as long as you’re taking those pills and dependent on alcohol. I just . . . can’t.”


    Fear spread across Damien’s face like a wildfire. “Alyssa, I need you. Don’t—”


    “No. You need those pills.” Her tears flowed freely, and Damien was nothing more than a blur behind a wall of water. She needed to leave before her vision cleared enough to see the pain in his face and she weakened. She needed to be strong and walk away. “I’m sorry. Call me when you’re clean. I can’t watch you destroy your life.”


    He caught her arm. “You can’t leave me.”


    The tremor in his voice cut into her, but she couldn’t bear to look at him and kept her head turned away from him. “I love you, Damien, but I need you clean and sober.” She slipped out of his grasp and out the door.


    She ran out of the building and down the street without looking back. She was vaguely aware of Damien calling her name until it trailed off in the distance. The wind blew the tears off her cheeks and stung her face. She stopped to catch her breath and sobbed into her hands while a cutting pain stabbed her in the gut.


    Walking out on Damien was the hardest thing she ever did in her life. She had no idea where the strength came from, because she was ready to collapse. Her gut churned with anguish, but she knew she needed to take a stand – for Damien’s sake.
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    Damien watched Alyssa race down the street and out of his life. He thought about chasing after her, but he knew it was hopeless. Nothing could change her mind once it was made up. He didn’t blame her. He was a mess. He endured a lifetime of pain, but nothing compared to the heartache of losing the only woman he ever loved. He was determined to win her back. She was the incentive he needed in order to turn his life around.


    He returned to his empty apartment, heartbroken and dejected. Elvira was happily munching on a chew stick in her cage. He envied her simple and uncomplicated life. Why was his world always so fucked up? A breeze blew in and moved the curtain. He remembered the day Angel hung them in his apartment in an attempt to make the place a little prettier for Alyssa. Now they mocked him. Curtains and slipcovers weren’t going to make this dump presentable. His apartment was shit. His life was shit. He pulled the small plastic bag from his pocket and emptied the contents into his hand. He rolled the pills around in his palm, then popped one in his mouth. He spit it on the floor with disgust, just before he was about to swallow it. He wasn’t going to lose the best thing that had ever happened to him – his girl – because of a little yellow pill. He would deal with the heartache and the turmoil, no matter how painful.


    Without the medication, the relief and solace that he longed for never fell upon him. Taking a pill, or drinking a glass of whiskey, was always his remedy to overcome grief, but he fought it. For once, he was going to do the right thing.


    He buried himself in the bed sheets and kept all the lights off, but sleep never took him into its embrace. Self-pity swam through him and collided with regret and shame. Why couldn’t he have had a normal life with a decent mother? His childhood played over and over in his head and ate away at him. He covered his head with the pillow and punched the mattress to make it stop.


    When he removed the pillow from his face, the sun was up, but he didn’t remember falling asleep. Had he spent the entire night twisting and turning in bed, begging for the ache inside his chest to go away? He jumped out of bed. He couldn’t stay in his apartment any longer.
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    Damien opened the tattoo shop at 8:00 a.m., two hours earlier than scheduled. Alyssa’s first appointment wasn’t until 11:00, so he still had a few hours to collect himself. He had no idea what he would say to her, or if she wanted to speak to him. Perhaps they’d reconcile once they saw each other, or at least remain friends while he proved he could remain sober.


    The door chimed and Spyder entered the shop. “You’re here early.”


    “I couldn’t sleep.”


    Spyder studied him suspiciously before moving along to his work station.


    Alyssa’s empty chair stared at Damien from across the room. Yesterday he was in the exact same spot, only the love of his life was smiling back at him, flashing her shiny instruments in the light to tease him. It brought a smile to his face. The momentary bubble of joy quickly burst into flames at the memory of Alyssa running out the door last night. It was the lowest moment of his life.


    There were a dozen things Damien could be doing right now, but he kept his eye on the door, hoping Alyssa would walk through the threshold. He imagined she’d stop as soon as she saw him. She’d stare at him, slump her shoulders and shake her head, then slowly walk up to him and put her arms around his waist and rest her head on his shoulder. All would be forgiven, and they’d start over. In a perfect world, that’s how it would play out, but his life was far from perfect.


    Impatience made him check her schedule to see if maybe she’d cancelled her first appointment. Something was wrong. Her calendar was empty. He closed the program and reopened it. Still nothing. He checked Spyder and Axel’s appointments. They were all safe and still on the calendar. The other two artists’ appointments were also untouched. Confusion and panic rolled through his head. “What’s up with Alyssa’s calendar? Where’s all her appointments? She had a full day today. Now everything’s gone.”


    Spyder folded his newspaper and marched over to the front desk. “I knew there was going to be a problem between you two.”


    “What the fuck are you talkin’ about?” Damien’s heart was thumping in his chest, and fear made the blood rush through his veins.


    “Alyssa called me late last night and said she was taking some time off. She told me to clear her schedule for the next two weeks, but she probably wouldn’t be back before thirty days. She said she had to tend to a family problem.” Spyder narrowed his eyes. “Now I know what kind of problem she was referring to. She better come back, Damien.”


    If he wasn’t already sitting, Damien probably would’ve collapsed. His entire body went limp, and his hands caught his head. He squeezed his eyes shut to block out the reality that Alyssa was gone. She wasn’t coming back to the shop, and he might never see her again.
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    It had been a week since Alyssa left, and Damien’s head was constantly being pulled in a dozen different directions at once. He was the first one in the studio for band practice and sat in the corner by himself, plucking on his bass. It was hard to focus and concentrate, but music was the only thing that kept him sane. The hole in his life was only surpassed by the hole in his heart. His life was meaningless without Alyssa. The bluesy notes that bellowed from his bass reflected the sadness in his soul. He was lost without her.


    Her empty work station at the tattoo shop was like a shrine, untouched, with everything in the precise position as she left it. His days were spent either staring at her vacant chair or pretending she was in the back room getting ready for her next client, but he knew he was only fooling himself.


    Damien hadn’t taken a drink since the night she left, but fell victim to the draw of the medication on more than one occasion. He had tried to hold out, but the ache in his heart pulled his head into a bad place. He had only taken one pill each time. No alcohol. It was a milestone achievement, but he knew it wasn’t good enough. He needed to be sober, and he needed to do it for Alyssa. He reminded himself of it every day.


    Jimmy was the first to arrive for practice, and Damien acknowledged him with a slight nod of his head.


    Jimmy stopped mid stride and looked back at him. “You all right, man?”


    Damien shook his head, but kept his eyes on the strings of his bass. “No. I couldn’t be further from all right. I lost my girl.”


    “What the hell happened? You two looked happy.”


    Damien pressed his lips together and exhaled loudly. “It was my fault. She’s an angel. I’m so fucked up in the head, I’m surprised she didn’t run in the opposite direction when she first met me.”


    “Don’t be so hard on yourself, man.” Jimmy sat on the couch next to him. “Is there a chance you can still work it out?”


    “Yeah. I think so. I’m trying . . . but it’s so fucking hard.”


    “Do you want to talk about it, buddy?”


    “I gotta turn my life around. I gotta stay away from liquor . . . and stuff.” He didn’t know how much Jimmy knew about his drug habit, and Damien wasn’t in the mood to enlighten him.


    “You can do that, man. Just remember what’s at stake.”


    “I think about her every minute of every day. It’s the only thing that keeps me from jumping off a bridge, or drowning in a pool of Johnnie Walker.” Or oxycotton. “Without her, I have nothing left.” He nodded his head with confidence, giving himself a silent pep talk. “I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna clean up my life and win her back. I can’t live without her.”


    “She’s a cool chick. She cares about you. She’ll take you back.”


    “She has to. There was a time when I didn’t care if I lived or died. When I met her, she brightened my world. I can’t go back and live in that black abyss again. It’ll swallow me whole, and I won’t be able to climb out this time. I won’t make it alone, not when I finally know what it’s like to be loved.”


    Jimmy squeezed his shoulder. “You’re not alone. You got friends. We care about you.”


    Damien nodded. He knew Jimmy and Angel cared about him, and Angel’s mom was the closest thing he had to a real mother, but none of it mattered. The only thing that mattered to him was Alyssa.
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    Somehow, Alyssa knew Angel would eventually show up at her door. She stepped aside and extended her arm. “Come on in.”


    Angel had that look of concern on his face that always caused his brows to pinch together. He took a seat on the couch and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He stared at the carpet and clasped his fingers together. “I know Damien has issues, and I know it must be really hard to deal with,” he lifted his head and looked her in the eye, “but he needs you.”


    She sat next to him, but looked away so he couldn’t see the guilt-ridden worry in her face. “I need him, too. This isn’t easy for me, but I need to be strong and adamant. Tough love. If Damien isn’t going to enter rehab, he needs to clean up on his own. Now. Before he gets any worse. Before it’s too late.” She had second-guessed her decision to leave Damien a million times. She walked out on him when he needed her the most, but in her heart she knew she did the right thing. “He needs to know that I’m serious. I’m not going to put up with his drug use and sneaking around taking pills behind my back. He needs a reason to stop.”


    Angel ran his fingers through his hair and tugged on the ends. “I’m worried about him too, Alyssa. I always tried to look out for him and be a good friend, but I’m not around him the way you were. I didn’t even know he was using drugs. You’re the one who brought it to my attention. I let him down.”


    She took Angel’s hand. “No. You didn’t. You’re a loyal friend, and you shared your family with him.” She wondered how much of Damien’s troubled past Angel had witnessed firsthand. “Did you know his mother?”


    Angel sat back and lowered his eyes. “Of course I knew her. I don’t know how he ever endured growing up with that detestable woman. She was horrible to him. I brought him around my family as much as possible, but you know Damien. He hates to be a burden on people. He wants to deal with everything himself.”


    “What was it like for him? Did he talk to you?”


    “Damien never talked about her, but I saw some things. He’s a stronger man than I am, because if my mother treated me like that,” he slowly shook his head and pressed his lips together, “it would have destroyed me. But it didn’t destroy him. Damien shrugged it off. He acted like it didn’t bother him, even though I could see the hurt in his eyes. In a way, it strengthened him. It made him fight back. It gave him a reason to push forward and better himself.” Angel looked off into the distance, then turned to her. A small smile formed on his lips. “I always wanted him to meet a girl, but he was never interested in anything more than a hook up – until he met you.”


    Her heart broke all over again. She missed Damien. She missed the sound of his bass that had always boomed through her apartment. She missed the scent of hairspray that had always clogged her lungs after Damien fixed his hair in the morning. She missed his tender smile and the way he had cradled her in his arms at night. She leaned forward, held her face in her hands, and covered her eyes. “I’ve been a loner my entire life. I never thought I’d want to stick with one person. Something told me to stay away from Damien the minute I met him, but I couldn’t. I was drawn to him by some sort of unstoppable force.” Her hands began to shake as she recounted so many memories in her head. They all crashed together and overlapped each other. She wanted to go back to work and share the day with him. Even if they didn’t speak and avoided each other, at least she would know he was OK. It would give her comfort to be in the same room with him, but she knew it was unrealistic. “I miss him so much.”


    Angel put his arm around her and rubbed her back. “He misses you, too. I’m keeping an eye on him. So is Jimmy. We’re trying not to let him sulk off on his own.”


    “Thank you. I hope I’m doing the right thing by staying away until he gets clean. My biggest fear is that it’ll backfire and push him deeper into drugs and alcohol. I’ll never forgive myself it that happens.”
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    Damien didn’t know what to do with himself half the time. If he wasn’t working or if they didn’t have a gig or band practice, he was lost. Idle time was dangerous. He didn’t trust himself to sit in his apartment alone, so he walked, and it helped to clear his head. Every night he walked the same path, and after a while, he realized that he was getting closer and closer to his old neighborhood. It was a subconscious plea to make amends with his past and conquer the memories that kept infiltrating his head, but he debated whether or not he could really go through with it. Maybe a final confrontation with his mother was the only way to make the nightmares stop. Maybe that’s what he needed to do in order to put his drinking and drug use to bed once and for all. It’s the only way he was going to get Alyssa back. He needed to hold onto the thought that Alyssa would take him back as soon as he sobered up, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to function. Without her, there was no reason for him to be sober, and he would probably end up on an all-night bender.


    Tonight he ventured farther than any other night. The house he grew up in – his mother’s house – was only a few blocks away, but he couldn’t bring himself to continue. His feet were rooted in the concrete and wouldn’t move. He wasn’t ready to confront her, but this was the closest he came. On occasion, he thought about what he would say to her if they came face-to-face, but it was never anything more than a fabricated conversation that took place in his mind.


    McGinty’s bar was a few feet away. The local bar had poured him his first drink when he was only 17 years old. With the emergence of his bright blue mohawk, no one had recognized him, and no one gave him any shit. The bartender had never asked him for I.D. or questioned his age. He had sat at the bar and gruffed-up his voice so it sounded older, and he had ordered his old friend Johnnie Walker. It was Johnnie Red back then, the less-favored brother of Johnnie Black. Johnnie Blue, the best of the three, was still out of his price range, but it was an indulgence that he allowed himself once in a while.


    Damien peeked in between the half-lit, aged neon beer signs that hung in the window of McGinty’s, but it was too murky to see inside. The neighborhood bar had been one of his regular hangouts, and it brought back a fond memory or two. He stepped inside out of curiosity, only to see if the place had changed in the last few years, but he found himself sitting at the bar.


    The bartender placed a cardboard coaster in front of him and asked for his order.


    “Diet coke.” Damien threw some money on the bar. Although the bartender was different, the lacquered wood underneath Damien’s fingertips was exactly the way he remembered it – worn and scratched. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror behind the bar and saw himself as a teenager sitting on the same stool, only with a whiskey between his hands instead of soda. It was another omen that he needed to revisit his past in order to carry on with his future.


    Damien watched each bottle of alcohol as it left its home on the shelf, filled someone’s glass with liquid pleasure, and returned to its rightful place. He counted off the bottles against the wall behind the bar. They were all neatly arranged and sorted by types of alcohol, and his eyes rested on his favorite three Walker brothers, all sitting proudly with the other bottles of scotch whiskey. Johnnie Blue summoned him.


    The burly silhouette of the bartender blocked Damien’s view. “You look like you could use something a little stronger than that soda.”


    “Tall glass of Johnnie Blue. No ice.” It would be his last drink. After tonight, the bottle was history. No more alcohol and no more pills. Once he was clean for seven days, he would call Alyssa and tell her. She might still balk about taking him back so soon, but she’d know he was serious. He wasn’t going to fuck it up, either. Alyssa meant more to him than anything in the world.


    The whiskey filled the tumbler like a golden waterfall filling an empty reservoir. He swirled the amber liquid in the glass and held it up to the light. It was beautiful. “You and me are parting ways, brother. Thanks for the mind-numbing blackouts and the suppressed memories.”


    The alcohol went down his throat like a warm coating of honey. Johnnie would be missed, but he had to go. There wasn’t room in his life for that kind of poison anymore. He finished his drink, took his change from the bar and hopped off the stool ready to head home and start the countdown to sobriety on the calendar.


    An older couple passed through the door just as he was about to exit, and they almost collided head on. Damien froze. All color and warmth drained from his face in an instant. Every hair on the back of his neck stood straight up from the chill that was making its way down his body. He stared at her, waiting for her to say something, but she only looked back at him with disgust.


    He swallowed hard and realized he had been holding his breath. The man with her was eying them both, assessing their stand-off with confusion. Damien stood tall with his shoulders back and spoke in an even voice. “Hi, Mom.”


    The man’s head turned so quickly Damien thought it would snap. “I didn’t know you had a son, Judith.”


    “I don’t.” His mother’s eyes never left him as she denied his existence.


    A sarcastic snort left Damien’s lips. “I’m right in front of you. I’m not dead, and I’m not a bum on the street. I’m a musician. And a damn good one.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she hissed at him. “I never had a son, and if I did, it wouldn’t be the likes of you.” She walked passed him, but her male friend stayed in the doorway. They both stood side-by-side and looked at his mother with disbelief.


    Her words were a sharp kick in the face. “Are you fucking kidding me? You threw me out four years ago on my 18th birthday. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me? I had nothing. Nowhere to go.”


    She spun around with her teeth clenched and her lips drawn back from tension. “I don’t care. I told you, I don’t have a son.”


    “Yes! You do! Me! Damien!” He pounded his fist into his chest to solidify the fact that he was real, flesh and blood, standing in front of her.


    She turned her back to him, but her male friend advanced toward her. “Judith. What’s going on here? Why would this kid say he’s your son if it wasn’t true?”


    Damien’s mother glared at him with eyes as hard as steel. “He’s not my son. He’s a liar.”


    Everyone in the bar was staring, but Damien didn’t care. It was the denial that cut into him. He didn’t exist in her eyes. She washed her hands of him four years ago and probably never gave him a second thought until today. “Why do you hate me so much? What the fuck did I ever do to you? I cleaned the house, washed your car, and stayed the hell out of your way. I slept on the fucking street after you threw me out. Why are you so fucking heartless? You were supposed to be my mother.”


    His mother became visibly unglued. Her bloodshot eyes bulged, her face turned bright red and distorted with anger. “Stop saying that!” she screamed. “I don’t owe you anything! I took care of you! And I let you keep that stupid guitar!” She marched toward Damien, but she was eerily calm all of a sudden. “It was all your fault. You’re the reason my husband left me. He didn’t want a kid. He didn’t want the responsibility. So he took off and left me. I was stuck with a kid and no husband. I had to work two jobs to pay the bills.” She flew into another rage. “You ruined my life once! You’re not going to do it again! Stay away from me!” She drew her hand back to strike him, but she stopped when she saw the loathing in his eyes.


    “Don’t lay a fucking hand on me. I’m not 15 anymore. That’s the last time you hit me. Don’t think I’ll ever forgot every slap, every shoe or object that you threw at me. But you know what? None of it mattered, because you noticed me. It was the only time you paid any attention to me, so I was happy to get any kind of reaction from you.”


    The man looked at the both of them, clearly shocked by his mother’s outburst and the exchange that transpired. “Judith? What’d you do to this kid?”


    “I didn’t do a Goddamn thing.” She stormed out of the bar, and the man followed her.


    Damien was left standing by himself, staring at the door that his mother just walked through. She abandoned him for the second time – for the last time. Everyone’s eyes were upon him, and the humiliation burned his cheeks, but it was the slow crushing ache in his heart that immobilized him. He didn’t know why he cared about what his mother thought or said anymore, but his insides crumbled and disintegrated. The trembling started in his hands and worked its way up his back.


    Someone thrust a glass in his hand. It was the bartender. “I don’t know what the hell that was about, but you look like you could use this. On the house.”


    It was another tall glass of Johnnie Walker. He could recognize the smell three feet away.


    “Do you want me to call someone, kid? You don’t look so good.”


    Damien digested his pain and used it to fuel his strength. “No. I don’t need anyone. Thanks for the drink.” He looked at the glass and swallowed it in three quick gulps.
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    Damien didn’t remember how he got home, or when he bought the bottle of Johnnie Walker, but it was a third shy, and he was on the couch staring at his reflection in the blank television screen. The confrontation with his mother was supposed to bring closure, that was the intention, but it peeled the scab off an unhealed wound. That wound was in the center of his chest, raw and bleeding, oozing pain and toxin through his blood like a poison. The venom his mother injected with her sharp tongue coursed through his veins. It debilitated him physically. He was probably more vulnerable right now than he was when he was a small child with no one to console him. There was never a loving hand or a kind word. Never a hug or kiss was sent his way. He never felt a mother’s love. He built a tough exterior early on, but it was gone. It burned up and fell in a pile of ashes the moment his mother said she never had a son.


    The alcohol usually numbed the pain, but tonight it amplified it. He wanted it to stop. He needed it to go away. It was suffocating him like a plastic bag. It was a machete to his gut, and his insides were tumbling to the floor. He zig-zagged to the kitchen, holding onto the wall and the furniture to stabilize himself. He searched the contents of the messy kitchen drawer and then dumped it on the floor with impatience. The amber bottle rolled toward him and landed at his feet, offering him solace. He swallowed two pills and washed them down with a handful of lukewarm water from the sink. He tucked the medicine bottle in the front pocket of his jeans and returned to the living room.


    The bottle of alcohol on the coffee table beckoned to him, and he chugged the harsh taste of the whiskey. He knelt in front of Elvira’s cage and found her in one of the tunnels that were part of the maze that attached to her enclosure. She had almost ran away last week. She had disappeared under the baseboard for several frantic minutes. It was stupid that he was so attached to a little rat, but he loved her. He stuck his finger through the bars of her cage, and she ran to him and sniffed his hand, just like she always did. It brought a brief and minuscule smile to his lips. The medication started to kick in, and his lids began to close. Each blink was an effort, and his legs were heavy and sluggish as he waked back to the couch. His vision blurred, his eyes sealed shut and brought relief with the darkness.
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    Damien bolted wide awake. He was drenched in sweat and his heart was pounding. Thick fog clouded his head and masked the nightmare that jerked him awake, but one thing reverberated in his mind – his mother’s voice. He sat up too quickly and swayed from a sudden bought of dizziness. The room spun, and he forced himself to focus. His eyes settled on the bottle of whiskey. It was half empty. Had he drank it all by himself? He presumed so, but he couldn’t remember. The only thing he remembered were his mother’s words – “I never had a son, and if I did, it wouldn’t be the likes of you.” He clamped his hands over his ears to silence the voice, but it was useless. When he closed his eyes, he saw the hate in his mother’s eyes when she had denied his existence. She had despised him from the moment he was born. She told him that he was the reason his father left. She blamed him for her failed marriage. Every name she had ever called him, every slap in the face, every foul remark she had made about him, all swirled in his head. He balled his hands into fists and pounded them into his temples. He needed to silence the tornado that was ripping him to pieces. The overpowering rush of pain devastated him. He fished the pills out of his pocket, washed two more down his throat with the alcohol, and waited for the numbness to alleviate the pain.


    He stared straight ahead, and his eyes rested on Elvira. She was chewing on one of her toys and kicking up her bedding. She was the only ray of light in his world of darkness right now. He went to her, but stumbled and knocked over the bottle of liquor. It rolled off the coffee table and landed on the floor with a thud. The haze of alcohol and medication started to take over and threw off his perception. It took both hands to open Elvira’s cage, and she jumped out of his grasp and ran around his feet. He dropped to the floor and rocked on his hips. He tried to pick her up, but he had trouble focusing, and his hands weren’t steady enough to catch her. She jumped into his lap, and he was able to hold onto her. “Sit with me, girl.” Her pink nose twitched at him, and a tiny smile formed on his lips. “Thass a goo grl.” The words were foreign, and he didn’t recognize them. His eyes lost focus, and his vision blurred. There were two, now three, images of everything. His lids wouldn’t stay open, and his head lolled back, then fell forward.


    He didn’t realize how much he drank, and the last two pills exceeded his tolerance. The alcohol mixed with the pills in his bloodstream and elevated to a toxic level. He needed to call for help, but his phone was in the kitchen and he knew he’d never make it. Alyssa would blame herself, but Angel would probably grieve the most. Elvira scurried away as he scrambled to get to his feet. His legs were like rubber and couldn’t support him, and he fell back onto the floor. The corner of the coffee table hit his temple on the way down. There was no pain, only the warm trickle of blood running down the side of his face before the blackness fell upon him.
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    Death. Damien thought it would bring him a sense of euphoria or peace, but he felt neither. His body ached, his head hurt, and his throat was dry and raw. There was darkness. His eyelids were weighted, too heavy to open. There were voices too far away and muffled to distinguish. He tried to move, but the ache in his ribs stopped him. He heard himself moan. Someone took his hand and held it. It was a woman. She was next to his bed speaking another language. It was prayer. He wasn’t dead. He was in the hospital.


    Damien forced his eyes open. His lids fluttered, allowing a sliver of light to enter, but it was too bright, and he squeezed them shut.


    The woman tightened her grip on his hand and called his name. “Damien! Damien! Wake up. I am here with you. You are not alone. Open your eyes and look at me.”


    His mother? Why was she here? He tried to pull his hand away, but she wouldn’t let go, and he was too weak to fight her. Something wasn’t right. Her voice was different. She had an accent. He squinted through the blur of his lashes, but only saw a haze of white light.


    The woman shook him vigorously by the shoulder. “Wake up, mijo! Wake up!”


    Mijo? At first, the Spanish term confused Damien, but he recognized the warmth in the familiar voice. It wasn’t his mother. It was Angelita, Angel’s mother. This time he forced his eyes to stay open, although they were little more than slits that were shielded by his furrowed brow. His vision slowly came into focus and he was able to identify the silhouette of Angelita’s dark hair. She smiled down at him. The love and tenderness in her eyes awakened his heart, and it ached with need.


    She placed her hand on his cheek and pressed her lips to his forehead. “You had us very worried, Damien. People love you. I love you.”


    A giant ball of emotion rose up from his chest. Angelita Garcia loved him. He gulped down the knot in his throat and tried to steady the corners of his mouth.


    “Why would you do such a terrible thing?” There was pain and genuine concern in her voice. “You are a young man. You have your whole life ahead of you with infinite opportunities.” A tear hung in the corner of her eye. “Why would you try to end your life?”


    “It . . . it was an accident.” His chest was weighed down with guilt. He needed to explain, but he barely had a voice and spoke just above a whisper. “I just wanted the pain to go away.”


    “Did something happen to upset you?”


    He was embarrassed and lowered his eyes to the bed sheets. He fiddled with the monitor that was clipped on the tip of his finger, careful not to disturb it and alert one of the nurses. He wanted to be alone with Angelita. After the horrible incident with his mother and the years of rejection, he needed a maternal presence in his life right now. “I saw my mother.”


    Angelita put a comforting hand on his arm. “Tell me what happened.”


    A deep breath calmed him, but he was still hesitant to talk about the incident. His insides were lacerated and injured, without any time to heal. He was raw and vulnerable, but he pushed himself to say the words. “I practically ran right into her. We were face-to-face for the first time in years.” He closed his eyes, but it didn’t stop the incident from replaying in his head. “My mother . . . she acted like she didn’t know me. She said she didn’t have a son. Denied that I existed. Then she said I meant nothing to her.”


    The horror that passed over Angelita’s face made his heart ache even more. It reinforced the loneliness of never having a mother’s love – a love that he was entitled to from birth but never received. Thoughts began to circle through his mind – the same thoughts that tormented him the night he took the pills. Was it yesterday, or the day before? He had no idea how long he was in the hospital, or why his gut ached. It was a physical pain, but it was insignificant compared to the emotional turmoil that gnawed away at his insides. Everything came crashing down on him all at once. It was too much for him to process, and he was overcome with grief and remorse. His face contorted with pain and he couldn’t control it. The walls that he built around his heart were destroyed, and he didn’t have the strength to steel himself against the harsh reality that was his pathetic life. The tears came and he was helpless to fight them. Years of repressed anger and frustration were finally vented.


    Angelita put her arms around him and rubbed his back. His spine went rigid, and he froze. He wasn’t used to physical contact in the form of affection. No one had ever tried to console him – except Alyssa. He wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of sympathy and compassion. It was warm and inviting. It brought him solace and relief. There was security and acceptance in Angelita’s embrace. He felt a mother’s love for the first time in his life, and it brought a fresh set of tears down his cheeks.


    Angelita hugged him tighter and rocked him. “You did not deserve to be treated that way, Damien. You are a good man with a good heart.”


    He didn’t know how long he sobbed on Angelita’s shoulder, but he felt freed. It was an epiphany to finally let go of the pain that was building inside of him, instead of masking it with pills or alcohol or pretending it didn’t bother him.


    He sat back and wiped his eyes with two shaking hands. A deep breath made his body shudder. “Thank you. You’ve been nicer to me than anyone in my whole life. My mother never had one nice thing to say about me. All she wanted to do was tear me down and tell me how worthless I was. She never tried to comfort me, and I don’t think she ever hugged me once in my life.”


    Angelita’s brows furrowed over her blazing eyes. She scowled and spit on the floor. “That woman is not your mother! Not anymore!” She pointed her finger toward the ceiling. “I am your mother now!”


    Only a woman as classy as Angelita Garcia could make spitting on the floor look dignified. He gave her a small smile, and she leaned down and kissed his cheek. Angel was lucky to have such a wonderful mother. “Thank you for being here when I woke up. I don’t know what it would have been like if I was alone.”


    “We did not want you to be alone. We took turns and stayed with you around the clock.” She wiped a stray tear from his cheek with a tissue. “I am glad I was the one who was here when you woke up.” She patted his hand with reassurance. “Let me notify the nurses that you are awake. Will you be all right by yourself for five minutes?”


    He nodded. “I feel better than I’ve felt in years.” His heart did, but his body was weak, and he still had a tender pain in his right side. “Can I have some water before you go?”


    “Of course.” She poured him a cup of water from the pitcher next to his bed and handed it to him before she left the room.


    He watched her walk away. She was a beautiful woman, on the inside as well as on the outside. She was loving and nurturing – everything a mother was supposed to be.


    The water was ice cold and quenched his thirst, but his throat was still scratchy. He leaned back on the pillows and stared at the ceiling. By all rights he should be dead. He still didn’t know who found him or how he ended up in the hospital.


    He heard someone approaching his room and turned to the entrance expecting to see one of the nurses, but it was Alyssa who stood in the doorway. She was his dark angel coming to his rescue. He couldn’t describe the relief that washed over him as soon as he saw her. He was a broken man, and he needed her in order to put himself back together. He heaved a giant sigh and pressed his lips together to keep them from trembling. His cheeks twitched and tears blurred his vision. The overwhelming sobs crept up from his throat and he couldn’t suppress them.


    Alyssa ran to his bedside and threw her arms around him. “Thank God you’re all right.” Her voice was shaky, and she held him so tight that it hurt his ribs.


    He missed her so much. The shame of his drug use and overdose washed over him like a tidal wave. He pressed his face into her shoulder, and his body convulsed while he silently wept. The crushing pain in his heart tore his insides to pieces. He was exposed and helpless, susceptible to every emotion that racked his inner being. The sobs choked him and took his breath away. He was horrified that she had to witness his emotional breakdown and see him in such a fragile state. He clung to her and crumpled the back of her shirt in his fists. She was his life preserver. Without her he would drown. She was his chance at life, his shot at happiness, and his reason for living.


    “Shh. It’s OK, Damien. I’m here, and I’m not leaving you.” She rubbed his back and pressed her lips to the side of his head. Her voice still wavered, but her words were strong. “You’re going to get through this. You’re tough. Believe in yourself, because you have so much to live for.”


    There were so many demons festering inside him. They were fighting to take control and overpower him. He wouldn’t let them win. He would fight the torment he suffered – for Alyssa. His sobs abated, but he couldn’t let go of her and rested his head on her shoulder.


    She continued to hold him and pressed her cheek to his. “I love you, Damien. I’ve been by your bedside practically every minute. Angelita and Angel, too. Jimmy was here yesterday, and he’s been calling nonstop. We’re your family.”


    He took a deep breath and pulled away just enough so he could look at her. Her beautiful, caring eyes were filled with tears. He never meant to hurt her or cause her grief. “I’m so sorry for everything I put you through. I don’t deserve someone as wonderful as you.”


    Her eyes turned intense. “You deserve everything. You had a fucked up life. That’s behind you now. We have a future together, and we’re gonna live it . . . but you have to promise me something.”


    “Anything, Alyssa. I love you so much. Whatever it is, just say it.”


    “You need to promise me that you’re going to give up the drugs and alcohol.” Her eyes filled with tears again. “I love you, Damien, but I can’t watch you die.”


    “I promise.”


    A nurse entered his room, accompanied by Angelita. She probably wouldn’t leave the nurses’ station until one of them came back to the room with her. The nurse checked his vitals and examined him. She placed her thumb on his brow and pulled up his eyelids, one at a time. “Are you having any pain in your abdomen?”


    It was the pain in his ribs. “Yeah. My right side.” She cranked his bed down and pressed her hands along his ribcage. He winced under the pressure.


    “Your liver is still enlarged, but it’s better. It’ll be tender until the swelling goes down.”


    Damien saw the worried look on Angelita and Alyssa’s faces, and it made him nervous about the extent of the damage done to his body. He had been abusing drugs and alcohol since he was a teenager. “Am I going to be all right?”


    The nurse kept writing in his chart and never looked up. “This time, yes. Your liver is a little overloaded. If you keep feeding your body with toxins, not only will it fail, but your kidneys and possibly your heart will as well.”


    She was trying to scare him, but she was scaring Alyssa. Angelita had the same no-nonsense look on her face as the nurse.


    “Next time you might not be so lucky.” The nurse clicked the top of her pen and returned it to the breast pocket of her light green scrubs.


    Damien looked directly at Alyssa. “There won’t be a next time.”


    “I’m glad to hear that. The social worker will be here to see you in the morning.” The nurse deposited his chart in the bin at the end of his bed. “Get some rest.”


    Angelita kissed him on the forehead. “I will leave the two of you alone. Goodnight, mijo.”


    “Thank you, Angelita.”


    She gave his hand one last squeeze, hugged Alyssa, then followed the nurse out of the room.


    Damien patted the bed next to him, inviting Alyssa to join him. She snuggled next to him and rested her head on his shoulder, just like she did when they went to sleep at night. Her stark black hair and boots contrasted sharply against the crisp, white sheets.


    Now that they were alone again, the lump returned to Damien’s throat. He took her hand and placed it over his heart. “I was doing good. I swear. It was the first time in days . . .” He couldn’t finish his sentence. He couldn’t revisit the incident with his mother. Not yet. “I’ll never touch drugs or alcohol again, Alyssa. I promise. I don’t want to hurt you anymore.”


    She lifted her chin so she could look at him. “You need to do it for you, Damien.”


    He nodded. “I want to stop. This was my wakeup call. You make me happier than I’ve ever been in my life. I don’t want to miss one minute of that time with you. I need you.”


    She didn’t pressure him into telling her why he took too many pills. She wasn’t the type to pry information out of him. If he wanted to talk, she’d listen, but she would never press him to talk about something he wasn’t ready to share. He would talk about it when he was ready, and she would be there to listen. “It was an accident. I just wanted the pain to go away. I was drinking and the pills weren’t kicking in fast enough.”


    Pain and empathy was glistening back at him through Alyssa’s tearful eyes.


    Guilt ate away at his gut from the betrayal. “I’m sorry I never told you that I was still taking pills. I know you thought I’d stopped. I’d cut down, but I still needed them.” He closed his eyes and sighed. The look of disappointment on Alyssa’s face when she’d caught Jerry leaving his apartment, and then left him, was still fresh in his memory, and it sliced into him.


    “I’m sorry, too. I feel guilty because I never asked. I think I was afraid of the answer. I convinced myself that you were clean, because I didn’t know how to deal with it.” Moisture covered her eyes, and she pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry that I ran out on you. You needed me and I wasn’t there.”


    He gazed at her with all the love in his heart. “You’re my salvation.”


    She cupped his face in the palms of her hand and placed a long kiss on his lips. “You’re moving in with me.”


    It wasn’t a question or a suggestion. It was a statement. She was taking charge, and his spirits were uplifted. “Are you sure you want that? I leave my socks all over the place.”


    She smiled at him. “I love you and your socks. We’re going to get through this together.”


    He held Alyssa in his arms. The sharp pain in his side reminded him that he still wasn’t fully recovered. He was ready to start living his life and leave all the bullshit behind. “I love you, Alyssa,” he whispered.


    Damien must have fallen asleep, because when he opened his eyes, Angel was at his bedside, still in his chef’s apron fresh with stains from the restaurant. He had a tilt to his head and concern in his eyes. “I came as soon as I heard you were awake.”


    Alyssa stretched and stepped down off the bed. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to find a vending machine and some coffee.”


    Damien reached out to her. “Don’t go.”


    She smiled back at him. “I won’t be long.”


    Angel grabbed Damien in a powerful hug. “You scared the hell out of me! I was the one who found you.” His voice started to waver. “I’ll never forget the blank, glazed look in your eyes. I thought you were dead.”


    It was Angel who saved him. It was another debt he owed his friend. “Thank you for everything you’ve done me for, Angel. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have made it on my own. And your mom . . . she’s a hell of a lady.”


    Angel’s brows slowly creased together and his mouth bowed into a frown. “What happened?”


    Damien was still embarrassed and fiddled with the sheet between his thumb and index finger, but Angel deserved an explanation. “It was my mother. I tried to talk to her.” He shook his head, regretting the confrontation and ultimate outcome. “I should have just turned and walked away when I saw her. I struggled my whole life because of her. She’s the reason I got hooked on pills and alcohol. She wanted me dead, and she almost got her wish. I can’t believe I was so stupid! I was drinkin’ and I didn’t realize how many pills I took. I didn’t do this on purpose.”


    “I’m glad to hear that. You need to forget about her and get well.”


    The answer sounded easy, but deep down Damien knew that the evil of his mother’s rejection would never leave him.


    “I wrote a song about you the other night,” Angel said. “It’s called Cyanide Sensation. It’s about the glorification of drug use and how it can kill you. I called Jimmy and his cousin, and they wrote music to go with the lyrics. It’s good. You need to get better so you can write a baseline, because right now it’s just a spineless jellyfish. You need to give it backbone.” Angel put his hand on Damien’s shoulder and his voice was low with emotion. “I need my bass player and my best friend. My brother. I know how hard it’s been for you, but that was the past.” Angel lowered his eyes, and his brows creased with apprehension. He hesitated before he continued. “I have to tell you something. Please don’t be mad, but I went to your mother’s house. I’m sorry. I . . . I just thought she should know what happened. I had no idea you saw her or that she was the reason behind this.” He hesitated again. “She wouldn’t talk to me. She was in the middle of packing. The only thing she said to me was that she sold the house and was leaving New York. So she’s gone. You can leave that part of your life behind and move forward. You were given a second chance, Damien. You can start your life over right now. Consider it a rebirth. A resurrection.”


    Everything Angel said sounded like the perfect answer, but Damien doubted he could ever outrun the devils that chased him. He knew that no matter how hard he tried to forget about his mother, his heart would always mourn the loss of her acceptance. He would never be able to sever his ties to her. “You make it sound so simple, Angel, but I’ll always be Damien Hardy. Nothing can ever change who I am or where I came from. Every time I hear my last name, I’m reminded of my mother and my past.”


    “It doesn’t have to. You can change your name to whatever you want. I personally like Damien. It’s a strong name, and it fits you. You could change your last name to something a little more polished.” Angel tapped his index finger against his lips and looked off to the side in deep thought. “Diamond. Your new name could be Damien Diamond – because you’re a diamond in the rough.” Angel’s face broadened into a wide smile. “It sounds like a rock star to me!”


    Damien Diamond. It felt right. The sound of it lifted his spirits and filled him with confidence. He was offered a second chance at life. He needed to take advantage of the opportunity to make a change. His life was headed in the right direction. He was moving forward with a new name. He got his girl back and they were moving in together. The band’s popularity was starting to skyrocket on the indie scene. Immortal Angel could resurrect punk rock and bring it to the forefront of the music industry. He saw his future as a bright light on the horizon. He nodded at Angel. “Damien Diamond. I like it.”


    “It’s nice to see you smiling again.” Alyssa stood in the doorway with a tray in her hand. She offered Angel a cup of coffee and glanced down at his apron. “Plan on cooking?”


    “No. I left the restaurant as soon as my mom called and forgot to take it off.”


    “Too bad, because I’m starving.”


    Angel placed his hands on Damien’s shoulders and stared at him for several seconds. Their years of friendship passed between their eyes with unspoken affection. It left another knot in Damien’s throat. Today was an emotional roller coaster.


    Angel tightened his grip on Damien’s shoulders. “I’ll be back in the morning. If you need anything at all, just call me. I mean it. I don’t care what time it is. Call.”


    He nodded at Angel. Too many emotions were running around in Damien’s head, and he wasn’t used to so many people showering him with attention and concern. It was overwhelming.


    Angel kissed Alyssa on the cheek and left the hospital room.


    “You need to drink a lot of liquids to flush out your system.” Alyssa handed Damien a glass of juice. “Drink this whole thing.”


    He gave her a smile. “Are you going to play nurse for me?”


    She sat on the edge of the bed and didn’t answer him. A shiny film slowly covered her eyes, and her smile turned into a straight line. “I know you feel like you’re all alone in this world sometimes, but a lot of people love you, not just me. Angelita was here the whole time. She said you needed her to be here when you woke up. Me and Angel have been taking turns sitting vigil at your bedside. Jimmy calls every ten minutes and his cousin keeps texting me. Spyder and Axel are worried sick. And you have fans, Damien. I know you’re absorbed in the music when you play, but after the show, you see how many people gather around to meet you or talk to you.”


    Shame made his cheeks flush red hot. “Everyone knows?”


    Alyssa took his hand and rubbed his arm. “No. Just the band. But I had to tell Spyder something, so I said you were in the hospital having some tests done and they admitted you. Angel told the bars the same thing when he cancelled the shows that were scheduled for the next few weeks.”


    Damien didn’t realize his life affected so many people. He mattered. He needed to take a deep breath in order to stabilize his shaking body and frazzled nerves. Shielding his emotions and the pain they brought had always been easy for him. It was a subconscious act. The walls were always in place and never faltered. Now they were gone. Nothing protected his fragile heart from the raw and gritty truth. He was an alcoholic and a drug addict. Despite his faults and his weaknesses, people still cared about him, and the outpouring of love made his heart swell.
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    Damien left the hospital with his dignity restored. He tilted his face up to the warm rays of the sun and let it wash over him. He hated being imprisoned in the stuffy hospital. It was like he hadn’t breathed in the fresh air for a lifetime.


    A taxi was waiting at the curb, and he opened the door for Alyssa. He followed her inside, and she clasped her fingers around his hand.


    “I wish you would have checked yourself into rehab like the social worker suggested.”


    “I don’t buy into the 12-step bullshit, and I don’t need to find God in order to kick a drug habit. The only thing I need to do to kick a drug habit is stop taking drugs. They had me sedated for three days while I detoxed. They wouldn’t let me out of this place for two weeks and that social worker visited me twice a day. I’m halfway through a 30-day program already. Don’t you think I can do it on my own?”


    “Of course I do, but you have issues, Damien. I think it would do you a lot of good to continue to talk about them, that’s all.”


    He nuzzled her check with his lips and kissed her neck. “You can be my therapist. We can talk for one hour every night before we go to sleep.”


    Alyssa challenged him with her raised eyebrows. “I’m going to hold you to that.”


    “Good. I like to talk to you.”


    “I mean it. There’s going to be serious consequences to pay if you don’t follow through with your promise.”


    They hadn’t slept together in almost a month and the sexual tension was killing him. He ran his hand down the calf of her leg. “Consequences that involve these boots?”


    “These boots.” She ran her stiletto heel up his leg, then scratched at his chest. “These fingernails.” She put her lips to his ear. “My piercing needle . . . that’s been dying to make its way through the tip of your cock.”


    The blood rushed to his sex-deprived organ and his erection painfully stretched the limits of his jeans. “Keep talking like that and I’m gonna bust a nut right here in this taxicab.”


    She fingered her long hair, with a self-satisfied grin on her face. “All those things that I just mentioned, they’re your rewards. If you don’t make good on your promise, they all go away.”


    “Go away?” He slipped his hand between her thighs. It traveled upwards and cupped the warm spot between her legs. “You can’t keep this from me.”


    She gasped, and her body melted under his touch.


    “You want it just as much as I do.”


    “More.” She let out a deep breath and sighed. “I missed you so much.”


    “You know what the best part is?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “They gave me all kinds of blood tests in the hospital. No hep C and no HIV. I’m clean.”


    “Was there a worry?”


    “No. But I never had a test before. I wanted to bring it up, since I really wanted to ditch the condoms, but I didn’t know how.”


    She rolled her eyes and shook her head slightly. “Don’t be afraid to ask me things, Damien. I love you. You can talk to me about anything.”


    “OK. Have you been tested?”


    “Of course. I get tested all the time. I deal with blood every single day. Clients are supposed to disclose if they have bloodborne diseases, but not everyone is truthful. And to be honest, I’ve pierced people who’ve checked ‘Yes’ on that little box.”


    It made Damien nervous and fearful. He never realized her profession contained health risks. “So . . . what were the results?”


    She clasped her fingers around the back of his neck and her lips grazed his ear. “Negative on all counts. When we get home, it’s going to be skin on skin, baby.”

  


  
    His erection swelled and tingled between his legs. He didn’t know if he could wait that long. His body was begging for release, and he let out a small whimper.


    Alyssa knew exactly what was going through is head . . . and his body. She slid her hand down his abs, tickling him with her soft touch. She fiddled with the button on his jeans and it popped open with ease. Her hand ducked inside his waistband, and the teeth of his zipper ripped open from the intrusion.


    He lurched at the sudden stimuli that shot through him as soon as she grabbed his cock and freed it from the constraints of his jeans. He sucked in a deep breath and tried to remain calm, so he didn’t alert the taxi driver of the illicit activities going on in the backseat. His flesh was burning hot from the heat of her hand as it stroked him. Up and down, rubbing the tip with her thumb, and squeezing his cock with just enough pressure to make him clench every muscle in his stomach, his body shuddered and his breath came in short gasps.


    Her lips met his in a passionate kiss, and her tongue circled the inside of his mouth with skill and domination. His thighs were shaking from exercising control and suppressing the urge to throw Alyssa down on the seat and fuck her while the taxi drove through the busy streets of Brooklyn. It only took a few more quick swipes of her hand before he was blinded with a euphoria that sent white spots before his eyes and hot liquid all over his jeans.


    He broke his mouth away from Alyssa’s in order to get enough air to breathe. He lolled his head back and stared at the black headliner of the taxicab, breathing deep enough to arouse suspicion from the driver. He didn’t care. He had waited too long to feel the touch of the beautiful woman who owned his heart and his body. He pulled Alyssa to him and kissed her. “I love you, and I can’t wait to get you home so we can finish this.”


    The taxi pulled in front of Damien’s apartment building just as he finished zipping up his jeans. He stepped outside and viewed the dilapidated building with a fresh eye. The brick was weathered and the mortar was crumbling in spots. Bars covered the windows on the first floor reminding him that the neighborhood wasn’t the best. Still, it had been the first apartment that he paid for out of his own pocket without the help of public assistance. Even though it solidified his independence, he was happy to leave it behind and move forward with his new life in Alyssa’s stylish apartment.


    The hallway stunk worse than he remembered, but it was the last time he would set his eyes on the place. He had a new home and a new life with his girl. He took her hand. “I don’t have much. Just my clothes, my guitars and my amps. The rest of the stuff ain’t worth shit.” The one thing that was worth the most was gone – Elvira. He hoped she knew how to fend for herself and avoided the rat traps.


    He cautiously stepped into his apartment with the hope that she would be scurrying along the floor or on the counter in search of a crumb, but she was nowhere in sight. He checked the corners of the room and behind the furniture, but there was nothing – not even droppings to indicate that she’d been there.


    Damien joined Alyssa in the kitchen. She was on her knees checking under the sink.


    “No sign of Elvira, huh?”


    Alyssa’s mouth drooped into a sad, gloomy frown, and she shook her head.


    Loss cut into Damien’s heart. Elvira was gone. He took one last look at her empty cage and the maze of plastic tubing that she loved to run through, and his heart truly ached with loss and sadness. He would never forget her and the companionship she provided him.


    Damien left the shoddy apartment with Alyssa and his modest amount of belongings and shut the door behind him.
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    Alyssa’s apartment was heaven, not only because it was tastefully decorated and comfortable, but because she was there with him. He came up behind her and put his arms around her waist.


    She leaned into him and cupped her hands over his. “All settled in?”


    “Yep. Since I live here now, does it mean that I can do this any time I want?” He pushed her hair aside and ran his tongue over the back of her neck.


    She sighed. “I love you, Damien.”


    “I love you, too.” He slipped in front of her so he could look at her. After their time apart and then his stay in the hospital, his body ached to make love to her. The release in the taxi was just the tip of the iceberg. He had a geyser of passion to unleash. He took her small waist in his hands and pulled her close to him. His erection hit her right in the pubic bone and sent a bombshell through his lower half.


    She let out a provocative chuckle. “Bullseye.”


    He slid his hand over her hip and across her flat stomach. He took hold of her crotch and squeezed the soft denim in his fist reclaiming what belonged to him. “Can I do this anytime I want, too?”


    She exhaled a breathy sigh. “You better.”


    He smiled into the crook of her neck and inhaled the scent of her hair. The floral aroma filled his nostrils, reminding him of the way it cascaded over his face when she was on top of him. He was ready to explode in his jeans. An arm across her lower back pressed her close, the other hand took her chin and held it in place so he could land a hard kiss on her mouth. His tongue dove inside with an insatiable hunger. He hadn’t touched her body in so long, and he needed it. It wasn’t the drugs and alcohol he craved, it was Alyssa.


    She laughed with surprise when he picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. She landed on the mattress with a light bounce. One by one, he unzipped her boots and placed them next to the bed while she shed her tank top and bra. The buckle on her belt gave him resistance, and he almost ripped it open before it yielded to his prying fingers. He removed her jeans and her panties in one quick tug, eradicating all of her clothing.


    Her naked body was perfection. Other than the artistry of the tattoos that covered her flesh, it was unblemished, and her creamy pale skin glowed with a supple sheen. Her hips fit perfectly in the palms of his hands. He pinned her to the bed, while his lips skimmed her lower abdomen. Like an animal, he could smell her scent and it drove him mad. He needed to taste her. The hunger was too great to deny.


    His tongue slid down the center of her belly and fell right into heaven. He dipped his tongue inside her and moaned at the pleasing, familiar flavor. Licking and sucking at the folds of skin, memory guided his mouth into the crevices that sent her into a frenzy.


    She wrapped her legs around his neck and dug the heels of her feet into his back. Her hands gripped his wrists like a vice while she arched her back. The spray of her black hair was tangled across the pillow from the way she was flailing back and forth. Her moans and pants were deep and raspy, and he loved the animalistic sounds that emitted from her throat.


    His fingers probed the depth of her pussy while his tongue continued its assault on her clit. He didn’t waste time with a vibrator or dildo or any of their other toys. He wanted to feel every pulse inside her and swirled his fingers against the tight muscles.


    Her legs went rigid on his shoulders, and she gasped. She threw her head back and grabbed a chunk of his spikey mohawk in her hand, pushing his face against her body.


    He worked his fingers in and out, concentrating on the same little spot that made her grunt every time he touched it. His tongue was a blazing whirlwind and worked in unison with his fingers. Together, they made Alyssa cry out with a guttural moan. Her insides milked his fingers and then drenched them.


    Her legs slipped off his back, her arms fell to her sides, and she went limp on the bed, but Damien didn’t stop. He didn’t get his fill. He was still ravenous and needed to drink every morsel her body offered. He licked up her juices with his tongue and sucked it out of her pussy with his lips. Her insides convulsed against his mouth and her pink swollen clit rested on his upper lip. He tickled it with his tongue until Alyssa whimpered and begged him to stop.


    She clawed at his shoulders and pulled him on top of her. He licked his lips clean, and then he kissed her. Her ankles were already hooked behind his back, and she pressed her pelvis upwards into his cock, trying to guide it into her body. She was molded against him so tightly it was hard to squeeze his hand between them to guide his cock inside her. When he finally made contact, Alyssa threw her head back and moaned. Her legs locked him in place, and she held onto the round muscles of his shoulders, while he continually thrust his hips into her.


    Without the barrier of a condom, her body enveloped him like a warm cocoon. Flesh against flesh, there was an intimate connection that filled his heart with love and lust. He wanted every part of her. He wanted to melt on top of her and share her spirit. He pumped his hips slowly, deepening himself with each thrust. The muscles inside her pussy clenched and released his cock, squeezing it with involuntary spasms. Warm wetness bathed his groin, aiding the momentum in which he slid in and out of her. The smell of her hair, the scent of her perfume – it all mixed with the sensual aroma of sex and turned into a powerful concoction that made Damien dizzy. His entire body trembled with a fiery sensation. It tingled like a million hands were on him. He thrust himself deeper, harder, until his moans overshadowed Alyssa’s cries. He came with a hard pounding of his hips and a long, loud moan.


    He was covered in sweat. Tiny droplets fell onto the sheet. His strength was gone, and his arms were heavy and weary. No longer able to support himself, he dropped on top of Alyssa. He stayed there, with his face buried in her hair, inhaling the array of scents from their lovemaking while he caught his breath. When he recovered enough to prop himself up on his elbows and look into her smoldering, dark eyes, all he saw was the love that he longed for. His lips fell on hers and sealed their union. “I love you, Alyssa.”


    Her fingers skimmed his cheek. “I love you, too, Damien.”


    He rolled onto the bed, pulled her into his arms and let out a long sigh when she snuggled deeper into his shoulder. Content seeped into the corners of his being. They were reunited completely, and he never wanted to be apart from her again.
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    They stayed in bed for the next few hours, relishing in each other’s arms and enjoying the quiet time. The hospital had been a constant flow of doctors, nurses and social workers, and sometimes Damien just wanted peace to be alone with his thoughts, and with his girl.


    He needed to get up, though, no matter how relaxing it was. He had spent most of the last two weeks in bed and his legs needed to regain their strength, plus he was starving. He put his pants back on, tugged his T-shirt over his head, and escorted Alyssa to the kitchen. As soon as they got there, the intercom beeped.


    “Hello?” Alyssa called into it.


    “Hi. It’s me. Angel.”


    “And Jimmy!”


    Damien couldn’t get used to the thing and entertained himself with the buzzer.


    Alyssa pulled his hand away. “Are you trying to get us thrown out on your first day here?”


    Us. She said, get us thrown out. The inclusion solidified their union. She was going to stick by his side no matter what, as long as he was clean and sober. He knew she wouldn’t stand for a relapse, which meant he couldn’t afford one. Time in the hospital gave him a chance to reflect on his life, and he realized that he was a lucky man. He could have turned out bitter and full of hate or a criminal living on the street. Instead, he thirsted for love and acceptance, and channeled his frustration through music. He excelled at the bass and found true love and loyal friendships. His life may have been twisted and ugly in the past, but it underwent a metamorphosis and was now full and happy.


    A rat-a-tat on the door signaled his friends’ arrival. Angel stood in the doorway with a broad smile on his face. “It’s good to see you home, my friend, and in a posh apartment building.”


    “Yeah,” Jimmy agreed from behind Angel’s shoulder. “Now we can visit without worrying about getting mugged at night.”


    “Or catching a disease in the hallway,” Angel teased.


    “Are you coming in?” Alyssa called from the kitchen. “Or are you still swabbing the hallway for contaminants?”


    Angel chuckled. “I was just wondering if your lease allowed pets, because I brought you a housewarming present.”


    Angel had one hand behind his back, but Damien couldn’t see what he was hiding.


    Curiosity made Alyssa join him in the doorway, and she tried to peek behind Angel. “Is that a bird cage? You got us a bird?”


    Angel’s smile widened, and he brought the cage out from behind his back. “It’s Elvira.”


    Damien thought he’d never see her again. It wasn’t often that joy filled his heart with such intensity. It beat a little faster and his face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “Elvira! Where were you hiding?” He stuck his finger in between the bars of the cage, and she sniffed it. Her little pink nose twitched, and she sat up on her hind legs.


    Damien gave Angel a big bear hug. “Thanks, dude. I thought you hated her.”


    “I never said I hated her. I was just a little squeamish, that’s all. I never saw a rat close up.” He smiled and tilted his head at Elvira. “I actually grew quite fond of her over the last two weeks. I guess you could say we bonded.”


    “Man, I never knew anyone who had a rat as a pet before,” Jimmy said. “She’s pretty darn cool.”


    Alyssa already had Elvira out of her cage and was cooing to her. It was pretty fuckin’ sexy to see his dominatrix of a woman get all sentimental over a little rat. “Don’t put her down,” Damien warned. “She doesn’t know this place. I don’t want her to run off.”


    “I’m not letting her go.” Alyssa kissed Elvira between her ears and popped her back in the cage. “How did you find her? We just scoured the apartment looking for her.”


    Angel took a deep breath. “The night I found Damien I noticed that her cage was open, and she was gone. I didn’t know whether to stand on a chair or hover over Damien while I waited for the ambulance. I chose to stay with him, of course, but I kept checking the floor to make sure she didn’t run up my leg. That’s when I saw her sitting in that little cage in the corner of the room.”


    It was the first cage Damien bought when he took Elvira home from the pet store. He had just tossed it in the corner after he bought her the big habitat with the mazes. Now he better go back and get it from the apartment. It cost him a small fortune.


    He was overcome with happiness now that Elvira was safe and back with him. “Thanks again, Angel. I can’t tell you how much this means to me. I didn’t even notice that small cage was missing. She never uses it anymore.”


    “I probably scared her, and she jumped in there,” Angel said. “She was cowering, and I felt bad for her. I knew if I didn’t close the door she’d probably run away, so I worked up my nerve and tiptoed over to the cage and locked her in. She got really agitated at first, but she calmed down when she saw me with you. I think she knew something was wrong and I was there to help. I went back and got her after I left the hospital.”


    Damien’s eyes rested on Elvira, and she looked back at him with her black button eyes. She had probably sensed his vitals were slipping and he was in trouble. She was a smart girl.


    Alyssa was happy to have Elvira back as part of the family and wore a big smile. “I went to check on her too, but when I saw the open cage, I thought she took off. I didn’t notice the small cage was missing either. I left food for her, and I checked a few times, but I never thought you’d have her.”


    “I’m sorry. I kept forgetting to mention it. Between work and going back and forth to the hospital, we kept crossing paths. I used a pair of kitchen tongs to give her a bowl of water and food, but I didn’t clean the cage.” Angel scrunched up his nose. “Sorry. It’s kind of a mess.”


    There was a lump in Damien throat again. “I don’t care about that. Thanks for taking care of her.”


    Jimmy wandered through the living room. “Do I get the grand tour? Because these digs are a major upgrade from your last place.”


    Alyssa smiled at Damien and extended her arm toward the rest of the apartment. “Go ahead. I want Angel to help me put something together for us to eat. I have a refrigerator full of food but no idea what to do with it.”


    Angel was glowing and animated at the idea of cooking. “I’d love to, Alyssa. You should have told me you wanted to prepare something. I could have given you a shopping list or brought everything with me. I could have outlined—”


    “I just want to throw something together, not cook one of your famous pork things with a half-dozen sides.” Alyssa rolled her eyes with a teasing smirk.


    “You’re such a spoil-sport.” Angel took her by the arm and led her toward the kitchen. “I swear, I’m going to teach you how to cook a proper meal one of these days.”


    Damien couldn’t hide his smile. They were the two people who meant the most to him, and they had a natural rapport together.


    Jimmy was already starting the tour on his own, inspecting Alyssa’s gargoyles and dragons. “I would have pegged this place as Alyssa’s from the get go. It’s her, man.”


    Damien never had anything to show off before, besides his bass guitars and his girl. Even though this was Alyssa’s apartment, he was proud to live in a space with taste and beauty. “The gargoyle I got tattooed on my back is from one of her statues. It’s an amulet to keep me focused on the good things in my life, and to keep away my demons.”


    Jimmy stood up from the sculpture he was admiring on the end table and faced Damien. He paused before he said anything, and his carefree smile turned serious. “You had us worried, Damien, for a long time. I’m not one to preach to the choir, but I tried to keep my eye on you to make sure you weren’t in over your head. I guess I fucked up, man. I’m sorry.”


    The genuine concern and sincerity in Jimmy’s usual lighthearted banter struck Damien harder than he expected. His recent sobriety must be amplifying his emotions, because his throat tightened with sentiment. The outpouring of support boosted his ego, but it also overwhelmed him with feelings of affection. He wasn’t used to people caring about him and expressing their concern for his well-being. He wanted to reach out to Jimmy, but his aversion to physical contact made him hesitate.


    Jimmy didn’t care and gave him a bear hug. “I’m here for you, man. Anytime.”


    At first Damien stiffened and didn’t return the hug, but his insides weakened at hearing Jimmy’s words of support. He threw his arms around Jimmy’s back and squeezed him tightly. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”


    When they broke the embrace, Jimmy’s cheery smile was back, but Damien saw the glint of a tear in his eye. These last few weeks had been an emotional time for everyone.


    Jimmy moved to one of the paintings that hung on the wall. It was part of the collection that Alyssa’s mom painted – a half-naked woman with her face painted like a sugar skull.


    “This is one hot chick.” Jimmy’s cheek dimpled under his smile while he stared at the painting.


    “Alyssa’s mom is an artist.”


    “She painted this?” Jimmy turned halfway toward Damien with surprise.


    “Yeah. They’re all over the apartment. Her mom’s one cool lady. She’s just like Alyssa.”


    “We have arroz con pollo cooking on the stove!” Angel emerged from the kitchen and proclaimed with his arms wide open.


    Alyssa swatted him with the dish towel. “Don’t be so dramatic. It’s just chicken with rice.”


    “It most certainly is not just chicken with rice.” Angel scowled at her. “You are so mouthy sometimes.”


    Damien went to Alyssa and draped his arm over her shoulder. “That’s my girl. She don’t need fancy names for her food. We’re eatin’ chicken and rice.”


    Angel put his hand to his forehead. “The both of you are a culinary nightmare. I can’t wait to find someone whose palate can appreciate my cooking.”


    Alyssa cackled with laughter. “You’re a trip, Angel.” She turned to Damien after she stopped laughing. “Did you show Jimmy the apartment?”


    “We didn’t get past the living room. We were talking. He likes your mom’s paintings.”


    “This place is a dream,” Jimmy said. “You got some mad decorating skills.”


    “Thank you,” Alyssa replied. “I’m glad you like our home.”


    Home. The word brought a million good things to mind – love, family, affection, and belonging. Damien had lived in three or four different places, but this was his first official home.
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    Alyssa cleaned up her work station for the night and watched Damien at the front desk speaking with a customer. She had returned to work while Damien was still in the hospital. It had only been for a few hours each day, but it had given Damien a chance to talk to the social worker alone, and Alyssa had been able to resume her income. She had no idea how much, if anything, Damien had said to the social worker when he was still in the hospital, but so far he’d made good on their agreement about engaging in nightly chats. He even reiterated the horrible incident with his mother that had led to his accidental overdose.


    This was Damien’s first week back at work. She was proud of him. Everyone felt a shard of guilt and responsibility for Damien’s overdose, but it was Alyssa who felt the most accountable. She should have had more patience with him, and she’d never forgive herself for letting him down. She had no experience with substance abuse and thought she was doing the right thing by giving him an ultimatum. That decision backfired and almost cost Damien his life.


    Damien seemed at peace. The overdose fiasco probably gave him a good scare, because he experienced some sort of revelation at his close encounter with death and rose like a phoenix from the ashes, reborn with strength and determination to start his life anew. Thank God, because although Alyssa vowed to stick by his side, she couldn’t watch him backslide into a pit of despair where drugs were the only thing that numbed the pain.


    Her biggest worry was Damien’s biggest outlet – performing. The bars, especially The Quadrangle, held an overabundance of temptation. She couldn’t spend every minute watching him the way she did before she left him. It was not only unhealthy; it was deceitful to spy on him. Alcohol was the lesser of the evils that lured him into relapse. Anyone could easily spot Damien with a drink in his hand or alcohol on his breath, and the telltale sign of inebriation was quick to notice in the slur of his words. It was the pills that were easily disguised, especially since he had mostly taken them before he went to bed or in the middle of the night when he had woken from a bad dream. That’s why she had never noticed the reduced size of his pupils.


    He swore he had no pills in his possession, and she believed him, but she also knew that he could easily get his hands on them if he wanted to. They were only a phone call away, she reminded herself. She was determined to cut him off at the source, which meant that she needed to get Jerry aside and make it clear that Damien was no longer a customer.


    Immortal Angel was on a 30-day break while Damien recovered. He insisted that he was well enough and strong enough to return to the stage and the temptation of the bar scene, but Angel and Jimmy refused. They were adamant that he complete 30 days of sobriety, which was nearing its final week.


    Damien must have felt her eyes on him, because he turned toward her from the front of the shop.


    She smiled at him, and he nodded back. As soon as the customer left, he came to her work station.


    “I would’ve helped you clean up. Are you done for the night?”


    “Yeah.” She tugged on the hem of his T-shirt and pulled him closer. “Should I wait for you?”


    “I promised Spyder I’d stay and close up. Axel’s got another two hours on his piece.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “I won’t be out of here until midnight. Go home. You look beat.”


    Alyssa knew Damien had to stay until closing, that’s why she didn’t book any late appointments tonight. She needed to ensure that Damien was occupied when she had her little run-in with Jerry before Immortal Angel’s return to The Quadrangle.


    “Are you sure you don’t mind if I leave?” She gave him an extra sweet smile and hoped it didn’t arouse suspicion.


    “Why are you being so cute?”


    She pressed her lips together and relinquished all signs of playfulness. “I still worry about you, Damian. I almost lost you.”


    “It takes more than 160 milligrams of oxycotton and a half-bottle of whiskey to take me out.” A tiny smile was stuck in the corner of his mouth.


    She poked him in the ribs. “It’s not funny.”


    “I don’t want you to worry about me, Alyssa. I’m good. We have our talks at night, and they help me. No nightmares in almost two weeks.”


    A sense of relief satisfied her anxiety, and she almost abandoned her quest to straighten out Jerry, but there was still too much uncertainty once Damien started playing The Quadrangle again. “As long as you’re OK, I’m gonna go home. You sure you don’t want me to stay?”


    He tweaked her chin with his thumb and index finger. “Go. I’m fine.”
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    The Quadrangle was already packed and the music was blasting from the juke box while there was a break between bands. Alyssa stayed away from the bar. She hadn’t had a drink in over a month. Nothing was worth putting Damien’s sobriety at risk. She walked through the crowd and noted the unfamiliar faces. These weren’t Immortal Angel’s fans.


    Jerry was stationed in his usual spot near the men’s room, but she didn’t approach him – not in the middle of a room full of people. She wanted to get him alone, so she waited. It disgusted her when she saw him transact business with people, but it wasn’t her business to get involved.


    She waited almost thirty minutes before Jerry moved from his location and headed for the door. He went out front, lit up a cigarette and started toward the corner before Alyssa had a chance to approach him. She quietly followed him, still unsure what she was doing chasing a drug dealer down the street. He must have become aware that she was behind him, because he quickened his pace. He was trying to lose her on foot. Before she realized it, she was a few blocks away from The Quadrangle and on a dimly-lit street with no one else around. It probably wasn’t the best conceived idea, but it was too late to reconsider.


    Jerry spun around. “Why are you following me?” He took a step toward her and stretched his arms out to the sides to challenge and intimidate her, but she didn’t back down.


    “Do you know who I am?”


    “You’re Damien’s ol’ lady.”


    “That’s right.” Now, she was the one who took a step closer. “He almost fucking died.”


    Surprise and shock passed over Jerry’s face for a brief second, before he recovered and put up his defenses. “If you’re here to blame me for it, keep fuckin’ walking. It’s not my fault. He’s a grown man.”


    Anger burned inside her belly like a raging fire. “You’re the fucking devil.”


    “You should turn around and go the fuck home.”


    “Let me finish. Damien’s been clean and sober for 24 days. He’s playing The Quadrangle next weekend. If you sell him drugs or if I catch you near him, I’ll cut your fucking heart out and feed it to a stray dog in the street.”


    He laughed at her.


    Her eyes turned to steel and she took another step closer. “I fucking mean it.”


    He must have seen her rage and realized she was serious, because he abruptly stopped laughing and glared at her. They held each other’s stare until his eyes shifted somewhere behind her. “What the fuck is this – an ambush?”


    Alyssa looked over her shoulder and saw Angel headed toward them. “What are you doing here, Angel?”


    He ran to catch up to her. “I saw you following Jerry down the street and wanted to make sure you were all right.” He glanced at Jerry. “What’s going on?”


    “This chick’s crazy. That’s what’s going on. Look, I don’t need any fuckin’ problems, especially someone overdosing on my shit. Damien can buy from someone else if he wants anything. Just leave me the fuck alone.”


    Alyssa and Angel both watched Jerry walk down the block shaking his head.


    “Are you fucking crazy?” Angel turned to Alyssa with his eyes wide with disbelief. “He could have pulled a gun on you or something. Next time wait for me.”


    He was always so noble. “Thanks, Angel, but I don’t expect you to take a bullet for me.”


    “I’m serious. He’s a thug. You don’t know what he’s capable of.”


    Angel was right. The confrontation with Jerry could have turned ugly or dangerous, but sometimes the need to safeguard the love of your life outweighs sensibility. “I just needed a little peace of mind. Aren’t you worried about Damien?”


    “Worried? I’m petrified, Alyssa. I’m the one who found him, remember?” Angel put his hands over his eyes and dropped his chin into his chest. “I’ll never forget that for as long as I live. He’s my best friend, and I almost watched him die.”


    She never realized that Angel was taking it as hard – probably harder – than she was. She put her hand on his shoulder. “He’s gonna be OK. He’s strong. He’s a fighter. He talks to me, you know.”


    It took Angel by surprise. “About his childhood?”


    “Yeah. Mostly he tells me how he felt as a kid, but sometimes he recounts some of the ugly things his mother said to him.” She fought to steady her voice. “It breaks my heart.”


    “Mine, too. It’s good that he’s talking to you, though. He always held everything inside him . . . which is probably why he turned to drugs and alcohol.” Angel sighed and hung his head again. “I should have been a better friend to him.”


    “It wasn’t your fault, Angel. It was hers. He got the pills from his mother’s stash when he was a kid. She’d leave them lying around the house when she was passed out. He got curious and took one. That’s how it all started. That’s how he got through his teens.”


    “Oh, God. I can’t even imagine what it was like for him.”


    They slowly started walking down the street together and Alyssa turned to Angel. “How did you know I was at The Quadrangle tonight?”


    “I didn’t. I was coming to see the show. I was on my way inside and just happened to see you following Jerry down the street. I knew exactly what you were up to.”


    She didn’t like that Angel thought she couldn’t take care of herself, but realistically, she was no match against Jerry if he attacked her – other than poking his eye out with the stiletto heel of her boot. “Thanks for making sure I was OK.”


    “You’re welcome. Do you want to check out the band at The Quadrangle with me?”


    “No. I have to get home before Damien closes the shop. He doesn’t know I came here.”


    Angel flagged a passing taxicab, and it pulled up next to the curb. “Next time, please call me before you do anything as brazen as threatening a drug dealer in a dark alley.” He shook his head. “I swear you’re as crazy as Damien. You two were made for one another.”


    She smiled at him. There was never a more true statement.
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    Damien was on his 40th day of sobriety. He had plowed through the show at The Quadrangle without a moment of indecision, and Alyssa felt foolish for doubting his willpower. He had more strength and tenacity than anyone she knew.


    She sat on the carpet with her legs folded beneath her and coddled Elvira. The little rat reminded her how soft and sensitive Damien was on the inside, which contrasted drastically to his tough-as-nails exterior. He seemed really happy since they moved in together, and she knew they had a bright future ahead of them.


    Damien burst through the door so quickly it made Alyssa jump. There was a lightness to his step and a radiance shone from his smile. She put Elvira back in her cage and went to him. “Good news?”


    He stood there, beaming at her, then held up an envelope. “I’m Damien Diamond.”


    “It’s done? Already?”


    “Yep. It’s all right here.” He waved the envelope in front of her.


    She ripped it from his hand and pulled out the paperwork. She wanted to see it for herself. Laughter marked her excitement as she read the legal document, and she threw her arms around him. “I’m so happy for you, Damien.” She knew how much changing his name meant to him. It was important to sever ties with his past so he could leave the heartache behind and move forward. Their nightly talks didn’t always involve revisiting his childhood, but he often reflected on the need to break the connection. Changing his name disassociated him with his mother so he was free to be the person she had tried to oppress with emotional trauma.


    Alyssa deposited the paper on the dining room table for safekeeping. The heels of her boots clicked on the hardwood floor as she slowly walked toward Damien with a seductive grin. She stood in front of him with her hands on her hips. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Diamond,” she said in a breathy voice. “Welcome to Piercings by Alyssa. Can I interest you in some of my work?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” He took her by the waist and pulled her into his body. “I’ve wanted a Prince Albert for the longest time, but my regular piercer keeps stalling. I think she’s afraid.”


    She gave him a crooked smile and tilted her head. “Why would she be afraid?”


    “Well, my cock’s been known to cause incredible mind-blowing orgasms. I think she’s afraid to handle it.”


    Alyssa leaned closer and whispered in his ear. “You’re the one who should be afraid.” A knock on the door made her burst into a short fit of laughter. “That’s my mother!”


    “Your mother? Why didn’t you tell me she was coming over?” Damien jumped back and tried to tame his erection by moving it around in his jeans. “I’m standing here with a raging hard-on and your mother’s at the door?” The look of sheer panic on his face was hysterical.


    “You came home with news about your name and I forgot. She had a meeting at a gallery in the city this afternoon and called while you were at the courthouse.” Alyssa walked toward the door and paused with her hand on the knob. “Ready?”


    He was still trying to hide his erection by pulling at the crotch of his jeans, but he was only making it more obvious. “No, give me a few more—”


    “Mom!” Alyssa flung open the door. “What a nice surprise!”


    Her mother gave her a questioning smile. “It’s not a surprise, honey. I called. Remember?”


    “Yeah, yeah. Come on in.” She gave her mother a hug and glanced at Damien. His I’m-gonna-get-you-for-this look made her laugh.


    “You’re in a good mood,” her mother glanced back at her, then gave Damien a kiss on the cheek. “How are you? Is my daughter driving you crazy yet? When she lived with me, we had a daily feud over the bathroom mirror.” She glanced up at Damien’s hair. “I bet you two have the same problem.”


    He gave her a crooked smile. “Nice to see you, Melanie.”


    Her mother shed her black leather trench and smoothed down her long, blonde hair. She nodded her approval when Damien took her coat and hung it in the closet. “Such a gentleman.”


    “How did it go at the gallery, Mom? When is your show?”


    “Not for a few months. I need to finish a few pieces first.” She lightly smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand and rolled her eyes. “I left your present in the trunk of my car!”


    “Another painting?” Damien perked up at the idea of another sugar skull. He loved them almost as much as Alyssa did.


    “Yes, but don’t worry. It’s not a big one. It’s only half the size of the others. I know you’re running out of wall space.” She headed to the closet to retrieve her coat but Damien called to her.


    “Wait, Melanie. I’ll get it. Where’s your car parked?”


    “Half way down the block to the left.” She dug in her handbag for her car keys. “You sure you don’t mind?”


    “Course not. I don’t want you to carry a package down the street.” He gestured toward her ankle boots. “Especially in those heels.”


    “Thank you. You’re very sweet.” Her mother waited for Damien to leave the apartment before she spoke again. “He looks good, but how’s he doing? Really?”


    “He’s doing fine,” Alyssa answered honestly. There was never a need to keep anything from her mother. She held onto her parental concern, but she wasn’t judgmental. Whether or not her mother agreed with her decisions in life, she was always there to show support and offer advice. “We talk every night, and he tells me that he didn’t take any pills or drink any alcohol that day.” She knew Damien still felt guilty for allowing her to believe that he had completely stopped taking the pills, but she was just as much at fault. If she had asked, she knew he would have told the truth. “We’re taking the one-day-at-a-time approach.”


    “I’m happy to hear that. I’m very proud of both of you.”


    “Me? I didn’t do anything.”


    “Of course you did. You stuck by your man. You believe in him, so he believes in himself. I know I don’t know Damien that well, but he’s a good man, and he loves you, Alyssa. You should marry him.”


    “What?” Alyssa leaned back with surprise.


    “I’m serious. You two are good for each other.”


    “Mom, I’m 23 years old. Me and Damien have barely known each other a year, and we just moved in together. Most people would tell their daughter to slow things down, that they’re moving too fast, and you’re telling me we should get married?”


    “I’m not like most mothers.” There was a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I painted your nails black when you were five years old and taught you how to apply winged eyeliner when you were 13. Remember that?”


    Alyssa laughed at the memory. She had been called to the principal’s office because she refused to wash it off, and her mother came up to the school in a rage, ranting that they were inhibiting her daughter’s artistic freedom. Growing up under her mother’s tutelage was a lot of fun.


    “And don’t forget, you pierced my nipples two years ago.”


    “How could I ever forget? Not many people get to say they pierced their mother’s nipples.” It was another fun memory. They had shared a bottle of wine and her mother wanted to do something crazy. Still, the idea of marrying Damien at this crucial stage in their relationship was ludicrous.


    “It’s your life, sweetheart, but you can’t deny one thing – he’s good for you.” There was certainty and confidence in her mother’s voice. “I’ve never seen you cling to anyone before. You always kept people, especially boys, at arm’s length. If your date was 15 minutes late, you went out on your own for the night. You never tolerated five minutes of bullshit from anyone. He taught you the meaning of commitment. And he worships you. Anyone can see how much he loves you. He has so much going for him, Alyssa. He’s a talented musician, he’s sweet and sexy and he’s polite and he adores you.”


    It all made sense, but she still wasn’t ready to marry Damien. “Since when are you so quick to jump on the marriage bandwagon? You’ve never remarried or stuck out a long-term relationship.”


    “Look at my life. I travel all the time. I’m in the studio twelve to fifteen hours a day painting, sometimes. I date, but I don’t have time for a steady relationship.”


    It was a cop-out, and her mother knew that she saw right through her answer.


    


    “OK, you got me.” The melancholy look in her mother’s eyes wasn’t something that appeared often. “I never remarried because no one ever lived up to your father’s memory. I drown myself in my work to forget. We all have our vices.”


    Her mother was always happy and jovial. She had no idea the loss of her father was still fresh in her mother’s heart after almost twenty years. “Mom, I’m sorry. I didn’t—”


    “No need to be sorry. I have a great life. The point I was trying to make is that you never know where life is headed. Reach out and grab it with both hands. When it’s right, you know it. And your relationship with Damien – it’s right.”
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    Alyssa watched Damien from the bedroom doorway. He was in bed with the sheet up to his waist. His bare chest flexed every time he plucked at the strings of his bass. Her mother’s words from earlier in the day echoed in her head. Alyssa knew how well she and Damien complemented one another, and she would never be happy without him. The few weeks they were apart were the loneliest of her life. She wasn’t the same person she was ten months ago when she first met Damien. The independent girl who was perfectly happy living life on her own terms, without anyone to answer to, now wanted someone to share her days and nights with. That someone was Damien.


    “You watchin’ me?” The intense concentration that Damien exhibited never indicated he noticed she was in the doorway, but he knew.


    “Yeah.” She crawled along the bed until she was kneeling next to him, but he still didn’t look up from his bass. Her hand silenced the strings.


    Damien’s head popped up. “Don’t ever touch my bass.”


    It was one way to get his attention. “Oh, really?” Her raised brows and rigid shoulders challenged him.


    “Really.” He was trying so hard to act stern, but there was no hardness in his eyes. His jaw was set, but she saw the tiny smile peeking out of the corners of his mouth. She took the bass by the neck and pulled it off of his lap. It was heavier than she expected and she almost dropped it on the bed, but she gently caught it, careful not to scratch the paint. Once it was securely seated in its stand next to the bed, she turned back to him. Her hands were on her hips and her head was held high. “I disarmed you. Now what are you going to do?”


    He grabbed her wrist and pulled her across his lap. Before she realized what was happening, he yanked her boy shorts down to her thighs and slapped her bare bottom. She rolled with laughter and struggled to crawl off of him, but he held her prisoner.


    “Don’t fight me,” he warned, placing another stinging slap on her butt. “Are you gonna touch my bass again?”


    “That depends.” She perched herself up on her elbows in anticipation of the next strike. “Are you going to play your bass instead of playing with me?”


    “Now you’re mouthing off, huh?” He pulled the boy shorts the rest of the way down her legs and threw them to the floor.


    Two quick slaps landed on each butt cheek in succession. Even though she was waiting for them, she didn’t expect a rhythm, and shocked laughter spilled from her throat.


    “You think that’s funny?”


    He was feigning irritation and anger, but she recognized the playful tone disguised in his voice, and she laughed harder. Three consecutive slaps silenced her. The game suddenly turned erotic. The sting of his hand burned into her flesh and sent a bolt of heat between her legs. Her body responded with a tingle that made her shudder, and she felt wetness between her thighs. She sighed and melted into the bed and across his lap.


    Both of his hands caressed her butt cheeks, then his warm lips were on them. First one side, then the other. One hand feathered across her lower back, while the other slipped between her legs. His fingers found their way inside her, and she gasped at the sudden penetration. She arched her back and pressed herself into him, gyrating her hips so he hit the spot inside her that sent her head reeling.


    He rolled her onto her back and kissed her. His magnificent hands – the same hands that brought soul-grinding music to life – were all over her. They were in her hair, on her breasts, on her waist, and on her inner thighs. His lips followed and licked a hot trail down the center of her chest, past her navel, and right between her legs. There was no hesitation, no lingering of his lips, just a quick stripe of his wet tongue down her body. She wiggled and shivered while his tongue swirled in glorious circles. His fingers were inside her, massaging and curling into the muscles, creating an ache that made her cry out. His fingers galloped over her flesh and his thumb plucked at her clit. There was a rhythm to his movements. There was a pattern of regular pulses coming from his fingers. It was a steadfast repetition. His thumb tugged on her clit followed by his three fingers beating in succession against her hot pussy. Her breath came in short gasps and shockwaves reverberated through her body every time his thumb hit her clit. She took another gulp of air, and it finally hit her – he was plucking her pussy like he plucked his bass. It became an erotic charge to know he was using her as his instrument, and it pushed her to the edge of ecstasy.


    Just before she was about to fall victim to his touch, he left her and stood at the edge of the bed. She whimpered for his return and called him back with her outstretched arms.


    His cheeks pulled back in a small grin as he opened the top drawer of her nightstand to retrieve one of her toys. He selected a vibrator in the shape of a flesh-colored penis. The familiar hum made her sigh and brought a new surge of heat to her flesh. She raised her knees and planted her feet flat on the bed. Spreading her arms wide across the width of the mattress, she waited for Damien to finish her off. The warm rubber slid inside her without resistance. The buzzing vibration, accompanied by Damien’s luscious tongue, licking and sucking her clit, sent her lower half into a rumbling frenzy. His mouth worked in unison with the toy, sending undulating spasms of pleasure deep inside her. Her chest rose and fell with heavy sighs that left her breathless. Her body shook, and her eyes fluttered, blocking out the light above. A thunderbolt erupted insider her. It started from her crotch and soared through her chest like rippling waves of electricity. She jolted upward with a loud gasp, then fell back on the mattress panting and out of breath from an orgasm that rocked her to her core.


    Damien tossed the vibrator aside and took over with his mouth. His tongue poked inside her, swirled in a circle, and continually pumped in and out of her body. He licked her with long strokes from her opening all the way to the top of her clit and settled there twisting his tongue one way and then the other.


    Her body was on fire and trembling with sensations that multiplied by the second. His tongue brought her to a new height of ecstasy. She was lightheaded and hyperventilating from her erratic breathing. The room was spinning, and her cries left her throat sore. It was an overload of pleasure and she couldn’t take any more. She needed to catch her breath. “Please . . . stop. I can’t . . . breathe.”


    Damien didn’t slow down or hesitate. He submerged his face further between her legs, and his tongue dug deeper, sending another wave of intense heat through her body. She shuddered and convulsed. Her chest was heaving. Sweat covered her forehead and her chest and her back. She pushed her hands through her hair and jerked her head back. Her breaths were so deep she thought her lungs would explode. It was too much. The sensation wouldn’t stop. Her nervous system was overworked and about to short circuit. She propelled herself forward and caught Damien’s face between her hands, stilling his magnificent mouth. “God, you’re killing me!”


    He slowly lifted his head. His mouth was slightly open and covered with a ring of wetness. His eyes were glazed over with intense bliss as he stared up at her. “Did you say something?” he whispered.


    She let her head roll back between her shoulder blades and laughed. He was an amazing lover!


    Damien licked his lips and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before he kissed her. His tongue was still on a rampage and invaded her mouth with the same ferocity in which it just assaulted her pussy. She needed to break free in order to breathe. His lips latched onto her neck and sucked in a mouthful of flesh while his tongue swirled against her skin.


    She was still trying to catch her breath when he slipped his cock inside her. She jerked at the renewed surge of endorphins. His hips gently rocked her, then slammed into her with such force it pushed them both up toward the top of the bed, and she banged her head on the headboard. Her body never had a chance to recover, and she rode through an endless surge of euphoria. She was helpless and flopped underneath Damien’s body with each thrust of his hips until he let out a loud moan and fell on top of her.


    Their bodies melted into one another, and she wrapped her arms around him. She could feel his heart beating into her chest. It was a beautiful rhythm that echoed inside her and joined them together. Damien buried his face into the crook of her neck while they both gasped for air to cool down their overheated bodies. The bright blue of Damien’s starched hair blocked her vision, and the scent of his hairspray choked her. She began to laugh and rolled him over so he was on his back. She nestled in his arms and her breathing slowly regulated back to normal.


    It felt right. The conversation with her mother made sense now. She needed to trust her heart and let her head catch up later. She looked up at Damien and kissed him. “I want to marry you,” she whispered.


    Damien shuffled a few inches away so he could see her clearly. Surprise and shock made his eyes widen like saucers. “What did you just say?”


    “I said, I want to marry you. I love you, Damien. We’re right together, and I never thought I’d have that with someone.”


    “You’re serious? You’d marry me?” The smile across his face was widening by the second.


    “Yes.” A giddy laugh flew from her mouth. “But not right this minute. Soon, though. I don’t want to wait too long.” Her mother’s words echoed in her head. “When it’s right, you know it. You have to reach out and grab what you want in life. Don’t let it pass you by.” Alyssa pulled Damien close and brushed her lips against his.


    “I can’t believe you said you’d marry me.” Damien’s voice was crackling. “I love you so much, Alyssa. You changed my life in so many ways. You brought light into my dark world. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”


    He stared into her eyes with such intensity it was like he was reaching into her soul, reading her thoughts and listening to her heart. They were going to be married. A smile slowly crept onto her lips.


    Damien smiled back. “What’s so funny?”


    “I’m just excited. I’m going to be Alyssa Diamond!”


    He nodded. “I like it.”


    She scrambled to her knees and faced him. “Let’s celebrate.”


    He looked down at their naked bodies. “I thought we just did.”


    “I have something else in mind.” She traced a trail down his body with her fingernail and stopped at the tip of his cock. “It might involve my needle.”


    Damien brought himself up on his elbows. “Really? You’re going to give me a Prince Albert?”


    She nodded. “As long as you’re sure you can go without sex for a couple of weeks. It has to heal, Damien.”


    “Let’s do it. It’ll be my engagement ring.”


    She threw her head back and laughed. “You got yourself a deal.”


    Alyssa showered first to cleanse the sweat from her body. While Damien was still in the bathroom, she placed a fresh white sheet down on the bed and gathered her supplies. They were all neatly lined up on top of a surgical pad by the time Damien finished his shower.


    He stopped as soon as he saw the display on top of the bed. “Holy shit. You’re really gonna do it.”


    “Are you chickening out? Having second thoughts?”


    “Never.”


    He dropped the towel from his waist and jumped on the bed. With his legs wide open and leaning back on his hands, he waited. His eyes eagerly darted over the instruments, probably contemplating each one’s involvement in the process.


    Alyssa snapped on a pair of gloves. “Ready or not, we’re getting started.”


    “You know I’m ready.” He pushed himself back so he was leaning against the headboard, and he sat up so he could watch.


    She swabbed his half-hard cock with Betadine, vigorously washing the entire head. Normally, she didn’t put forth such a rigorous cleaning, but since it was Damien, she gave it extra attention just for the fun of it. By the time she was done, his erection was rock solid and standing up straight. “I can do this with one hand,” she joked.


    He was so engrossed in watching her that he didn’t respond. He was in a trance watching her every move, envisioning what was going to happen next and mesmerized by the procedure. His reaction stirred something inside her. Excitement was building with each step.


    Most men looked away and grimaced the second they sat in her chair, but Damien watched with a ravenous hunger. After she marked the precise location, she gently inserted the warmed, lubricated tube, a short way into the urethra. He let out a quivering breath, not from pain, but from pleasure. The penetration was uncomfortable at most, but left most men queasy – not Damien. He enjoyed the slender insertion. She knew she needed to be quick. She aligned the tube with the mark and glanced up at Damien. His lips were parted slightly, and his wet tongue darted out to lick his bottom lip. It left a dot of moisture, like a dog salivating for his next meal. His eyes were half closed and glazed over, while his chest puffed deep breaths into his lungs.


    She quickly pierced through the mark with her needle and followed through with the jewelry. She got done just in time. Damien leaned his head back and moaned. It was deep and guttural and lingered while it wound down to a soft sigh. His body shuddered and hot liquid spurted through the freshly-pierced head of his cock.


    “I was ready for that,” she said as she wiped up the semen that spattered across his stomach.


    Another soft moan left his lips. His shoulders slipped off the pillow and he started to roll onto his side.


    “Sit back up.” She laughed at the blissful smile on his face and his unfocused blank stare. “C’mon. Don’t you want to see it?”


    He snapped to attention, righted himself on the bed and smiled down at his new jewelry. “It’s beautiful.”


    She gathered everything onto the surgical pad and placed it on her dresser to deal with later. Right now she wanted to lie in bed with her man. Piercing always gave her a little charge. She enjoyed pushing a sharp needle through unsuspecting flesh and creating art on someone’s body. Piercing Damien brought it to another level. It was an act of intimacy. She snuggled in bed next to him and kissed his cheek. “Did it hurt?”


    He shook his head. “I can’t describe how it felt. It was like everything inside me rushed straight to that spot where you hit me with the needle – all at once. I think I was blinded by a surge of adrenaline. My heart was beating twice as fast as it should. It scared me for a second. I don’t remember what happened after that. I just heard you ask me if I wanted to see it.”


    She admired her work. Now he had two piercings – the Prince Albert at the head of his cock, and the lorum at the base just above his sac. They were balanced. “It does look really nice.”


    “I . . . kind of feel bad that we can’t fool around, now. How long do we have to wait?”


    She chuckled. “You have to wait a few weeks. I can get off right now. I hope your tongue is up to the challenge, because it will be spending a lot of time between my legs.”


    “I can deal with that.”


    After the lashing his tongue just gave her pussy, she wasn’t so sure if she could handle it.


    He pulled her closer and nuzzled her cheek. He was quiet for several minutes. “So much happened today. I got a new name. We’re gonna get married. And I finally got my Prince Albert. There’s so much ahead for us – so much to look forward to. I can’t imagine how far life is gonna take us.”
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    365th day of sobriety


    Alyssa stood before the full length mirror and gazed at her reflection. She was probably the only woman who wore black on her wedding day, but white and frilly just wasn’t her thing. The black lace bodice had thin spaghetti straps and topped a short leather, ballerina-type skirt. Fishnet stockings graced her legs in a wide, open crisscross pattern, and she opted for the knee-high boots instead of the thigh-high ones that she knew Damien would have preferred. She thought about changing her boots, but decided against it. It was her wedding day, and she needed to preserve at least a little bit of purity.


    “My little girl is getting married.” The tear in her mother’s eye took Alyssa by surprise.


    They weren’t emotional people, but the sentiment twisted Alyssa’s heart and caused a lump in her throat. “Don’t cry, Mom.”


    “I’m trying not to.” Her mother fanned her eyes with her hands. “Otherwise, I’ll mess up my eyeliner, and we’ll be late because I’ll have to fix my makeup.” Her cell phone buzzed, and she smiled when she looked at the screen. “That’s the driver. Your car’s here. Are you ready to go meet your groom?”


    Alyssa’s stomach was doing backflips on the ride to the Brooklyn Municipal Building. It wasn’t from nerves – she had no qualms about marrying Damien – she just hated the idea of being the center of attention. She didn’t want everyone staring at her while she and Damien exchanged their vows. She viewed their commitment to one another as personal and intimate, but she couldn’t exclude her mother which meant Damien should have Angel and his parents at the ceremony, too. It would have been rude to exclude Jimmy, who was like a brother to Damien, and then it would have been too conspicuous not to invite Karl and his girlfriend, even though the elusive guitar player rarely interacted on a personal level with the rest of the band. So the intimate ceremony Alyssa envisioned between her and Damien turned into a party of nine.


    She stepped out of the car and stared up at the large columns that stood in front of the building. It was really happening. She was marrying Damien. Part of her still thought it was a crazy, impromptu decision, but a larger part of her knew that it was exactly where they were both supposed to be.


    “Are you OK, honey?”


    Alyssa smiled at her mother. “I’m great. Let’s go find my man, so I can get married.”


    The blue of Damien’s hair stuck out clear across the lobby. She saw him first, before he knew she was in the building. Black jeans and a black leather jacket with spikes on the shoulders was Damien’s wedding attire – and it fit him perfectly. No matter how hard she tried, Alyssa couldn’t tame the smile that took over her face.


    Damien was standing with his back to her, huddled with the small group that came to share their special day. As she approached, they each turned in her direction, one at a time, and opened into a semi-circle with Damien at the center. With a somewhat curious turn of his head, he twisted to see what everyone was staring at. As soon as he caught a glimpse of her walking toward him, the rest of his body followed, and he slowly turned to face her. His lower jaw dropped open slightly and his eyes glazed over. The love that radiated from his heart reached her from twenty feet away. She glided toward him while he closed the space between them with a few long strides.


    Butterflies dipped and soared in Alyssa’s stomach, but the smile on Damien’s face calmed the storm inside her. His gaze was locked on her, and she forgot everyone else was in the room. It was just the two of them, ready to commit their love to one another.


    “You look absolutely gorgeous, Alyssa. I’ve never seen you in a dress before.” He looked down at his own attire with remorse. “And here I am in a leather jacket. I should have listened to Angel and worn a suit. I’m sorry.”


    His modesty got to her, but it was the sexy, defiant attitude that made her body react with a yearning. His jeans were fitted and new, and they hugged his body in all the right places. He wore a solid black T-shirt under his leather jacket, and his signature mohawk topped off his look with perfection. Some people would probably draw a wide berth rather than pass shoulder to shoulder with him down the street, but she loved his look. He was a punk rocker true and true, and he was sexy as all fucking hell. She ran her hands over the cool leather of his jacket. “Damien Diamond doesn’t wear suits. He doesn’t conform to society’s standards. He breaks rules and plucks the bass like a fucking rock star. That’s who I’m marrying.”


    The smile returned to his lips. “That’s my girl. She tells it like it is and doesn’t give a fuck what anyone thinks. You’re the baddest chick I ever met.” He pulled her to him by the waist and laid a deep wet kiss on her mouth.


    “There you have it,” Angel proclaimed with a lilt to his voice. “Timeless and romantic wedding vows that will live in infamy forever.”


    A group of people that witnessed their exchange erupted with laughter.


    “It’s time to get married, you two.” Angel waved them toward the chapel where the ceremony would take place.


    It was a small space, but there were flowers and candles everywhere. They were beautiful, and the floral aroma that filled the room was intoxicating. It had Angel’s hand written all over it. Normally she’d tease him and tell him it was frivolous, but she loved it. It brought romance to the ceremony.


    The nuptials were brief, and in a matter of minutes Alyssa and Damien were pronounced husband and wife. She expected a hug and a small closed mouth kiss from him. Public affection wasn’t something they did, but he put his arms around her back, bent her over at the waist and assaulted her mouth with a deep, penetrating kiss. She melted into his arms, and he held her so tight he was crushing the small bouquet of hand-tied roses she held. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she was in the arms of the man she loved, and he was sending a blistering heat through her body that set her insides on fire. When he pulled away, he silently stared into her eyes and swallowed to contain his emotions.


    “I love you, Alyssa Diamond.”


    A smile spread across her lips. It was a flashy name and unlike her, but she would proudly use it because it meant she was Damien’s wife. She put her hand to his cheek and placed a tiny kiss on his lips. “I love you, Damien Diamond.”


    Applause, laughter and cheers filled the small room. They were bombarded with hugs and well wishes. Joy was overflowing and pouring from the hearts of the people closest to them. Alyssa had thought she wanted a solitary wedding, and this far exceeded what she had envisioned. This was her perfect fairytale wedding.
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    Over the next year and a half, the band’s popularity soared. They had a standing gig at The Quadrangle, and they could call any local bar and book a show without a demo. Everyone on the indie music scene knew the names Immortal Angel and Angel Garcia. New faces, alongside the steady diehard fans, packed every show. The band was at its peak, and then Jimmy walked in and delivered a bombshell.


    “Karl’s out. He’s moving to Texas with his girl. His last show is in two weeks. We’re down a guitar player, man. I don’t know what the hell we’re gonna do.”


    Damien’s jaw hung open with disappointment and shock. It couldn’t have come at a worse time, and they’d never find anyone good enough to replace him in two weeks.


    A blood vessel in Angel’s forehead threatened to burst. “Two weeks? He couldn’t give us more notice? After all we’ve been through, after all our hard work, he’s just gonna bail on us? We have gigs lined up for the next two months!”


    “I know, man.” Jimmy felt responsible, because it was his cousin. “I gave him hell for not telling you himself. His lady is relocating with her job. He said he had no choice. It was a sudden decision, and he’s got shit to take care of to relocate.” Jimmy banged his drumsticks on his leg hard enough to hear them slap against the denim of his jeans. “I’m just as pissed off as you, Angel. I love this band too, man.”


    “This is a fucking nightmare.”


    “Not really.” Alyssa stood up, cool and unfazed by the news that sent everyone else into a panic. “I told you from the beginning he was good, but he was holding you back. He wasn’t vested like the three of you. He was a guitar player for hire. Now that he’s gone, you can find your shining star – a guitar player who can catapult Immortal Angel to the mega stardom it deserves.


    At the time, no one knew that Alyssa’s statement rang true. They found their shining star in a hard rock guitar player by the name of Tommy Blade. He transformed punk rock with his burning, heavy metal infused guitar solos and became known as the Prince of Punk Rock. Still donning his long blond rocker hair and his heavy metal T-shirts, he stood out on a stage full of puck rockers, but it was his talent that ignited the fans – and Angel’s heart.


    It turned out that despite Tommy’s outward rugged and masculine appearance, he was a closeted bisexual – and he was a married man. Nothing deterred Angel from falling for Tommy. Fortunately for him, Jessi, Tommy’s wife, enjoyed watching her husband explore his secret desires, and Tommy, Jessi and Angel embarked on a committed relationship. The trio had traveled a bumpy road, including a public outing of their relationship, but they seemed to have weathered the storm and were happier than most one-on-one couples. Tommy was the missing link that the band needed to excel, and he was the missing piece to Angel’s heart.
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    Present Day – Roaring Down I-87


    Fast forward two years later, and Immortal Angel was a worldwide phenomenon, complete with two studio albums and a successful world tour behind them.


    Damien smiled into the crisp wind that nipped at his cheeks. The flashback of his life made the two-hour ride home on his new Harley seem like minutes. It felt like a lifetime ago that he lived in that seedy apartment building on Eastern Parkway. Here he was on his custom built Harley-Davidson motorcycle, with the love of his life still by his side, riding into the next phase of his life.


    He still had his nightly one-on-one talks with Alyssa, and the nightmares were reduced to the occasional bad dream. Alcohol and pills no longer tempted him. He had more important things in his life now, and happiness filled his soul.


    Damien rolled into the underground parking garage of the luxury Williamsburg apartment building with a loud thunder. He purchased the spacious loft apartment after Immortal Angel’s national tour. It was a belated wedding gift to Alyssa, since she never wanted a fancy diamond ring. A plain silver band was all she needed. She was a simple woman, never extravagant, but he was still determined to spoil her now that he could afford it.


    The two of them hung their helmets on the handlebars of the Harley and primped their hair. He straightened his mohawk, flattening it between the palms of his hands and pulling it upwards. Luckily, product had it so starched into place that it sprang right back up with little effort, because he never thought about what the helmet was going to do to his hair.


    Alyssa untied the ponytail holders that held her long hair together and prevented it from knotting in the wind. Her hair was down to her waist now, like a shiny black length of velvet. Damien combed his fingers through it. It was as smooth as silk and still smelled like exotic flowers.


    With the helmets under his arm, he took Alyssa’s hand and headed inside the building. The security guard at the elevator bank greeted them with a nod of his head. “Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Diamond.”


    Damien nodded back. “No need to be so formal. We’re just Damien and Alyssa.”


    They stopped at the private elevator off to the side, away from the other set of elevator doors, and Damien punched in the security code. The private elevator took them straight up to their duplex on the top floor. Another security code let them into their apartment which opened into the grand living area. The view from the floor-to-ceiling windows still took Damien’s breath away, and he paused to absorb the beauty of the Williamsburg Bridge spanning the East River into Manhattan. It was surreal.


    Alyssa scanned the room with her eyes. “I miss this place. We’ve hardly spent any time here since we bought it.”


    Damien slipped his arms around her waist, pulled her hair aside and put his lips to the back of her neck. “That’s life with a rock star. You get to travel the world, stay in fancy hotel suites, and get chauffeured around in a limousine.” He left her with another kiss and took the helmets to the coat closet. “Tough life, huh?”


    “The toughest.” Alyssa plopped down onto the recliner and scrolled through her phone. “Jessi texted me. They’ll be here in fifteen minutes. Tommy wants to see your new bike.” She chuckled softly. “You know Angel’s gonna have a coronary if Tommy wants to buy a motorcycle now.”


    “Angel worries too much.” Damien picked up the remote control and brought the satellite radio to life. He strolled over to the elaborate small animal habitat and followed the winding tubes until he found a little pink nose. He tapped on the colored plastic. “Hey, girl.” Elvira was in her geriatric years. She wasn’t as plump, despite her healthy appetite, and her coat was thinner, but she still got around OK, although he knew she already outlived the statistics. A larger ball of fluff ran up the tube next to her, vying for attention. Morticia. She joined the family about a year ago.


    The disc jockey’s voice blared through the sound system, “Up next is the latest number one single from the punk rock sensation, Immortal Angel. This is Toxic.” Damien looked up at the sound of the music filtering through the room. He still got a chill whenever he heard his music on the stereo.


    Alyssa’s phone bleeped. “It’s Jessi. They’re downstairs.”
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    “There she is.” Damien fanned his hand out in front of his new Harley. The black mirror-like surface reflected the small group in its tank.


    Tommy circled the bike, inspecting every inch of the machine. He squatted down next to the engine, and his long, blond hair fell over his shoulder. “How was the ride home?”


    “A dream. Thanks to this iron horse.” Damien patted the seat. “Go ahead. Hop on.”


    Tommy straddled the bike and pulled his hair to the back. He planted both boots on the floor and took hold of the hand grips. He stood the bike up on its wheels and pushed up the kick stand with the heel of his boot. His bright blue eyes opened wide. “This feels awesome.”


    Worry was all over Angel’s face. “You’re not taking that thing for a ride, are you?”


    “Not unless he’s got a motorcycle license.” Damien knew how ridiculous it sounded, because he really didn’t care about the minor technicality of driving out of class. His concern was for his friend’s lack of experience on two wheels.


    Jessi couldn’t take her eyes off Tommy. “You looked really hot on that bike, baby.” She took a step closer and ran her hand through his hair. She finally pulled her eyes away from him and looked at Damien over her shoulder. “Mind if I try out the passenger seat?”


    “Go right ahead.”


    Jessi rested her hands on Tommy’s shoulders and flung her leg over the back of the bike. She cuddled up to Tommy and smiled into his hair. “You should get one.”


    Angel huffed and shook his head. “You’re not helping, Jessi. It’s dangerous.”


    “Don’t be so serious. Try it. Take a seat.” Jessi jumped off and gave Angel a little shove toward Tommy and the bike.


    “I really don’t – oh, what the hell.” Angel settled on the seat behind Tommy with his feet on the pegs. He fidgeted for a few seconds, then locked his knees against Tommy’s hips and wrapped his arms tightly around Tommy’s waist. He rested his chin on Tommy’s shoulder and pressed his body up against Tommy’s back. A suggestive smile slowly spread across Angel’s face. “I like this position.”


    Tommy leaned his head back and turned his face toward Angel. “Me too.”


    Angel whispered something into his ear, which made Tommy laugh quietly under his breath.


    “OK, that’s enough.” Damien knew there was no telling how far those two were going to take their innuendos sometimes. “Me and Alyssa are going to be the first ones to consecrate this thing, not you two. Get off.” He had only been joking, but the idea sparked a thought, and a middle-of-the-night visit to the parking garage just might be in order.
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    There was a large crowd of fans and paparazzi gathered outside the front entrance to the apartment building waiting for Angel, Tommy and Jessi to exit. Building security erected a barricade on either side of the walkway that would allow them to step outside, but once they left the front of the building they would be bombarded by the paparazzi. The fans were more respectful, but the paparazzi were relentless. “Sorry dude. I should have told you to pull into the private parking garage.”


    “Word must’ve gotten out that we came here after my dad’s restaurant.” Angel looked toward the glass doors with an uneasy crease in his brow. “We’re halfway down the block. We have no security with us. How the hell are we going to get through that crowd?”


    “I’ll have one of the guards from the garage bring your car around. Let me get your keys and—”


    “That’s him.” Jessi slowly walked past them. Her brows were furrowed together, and she was staring through the glass entrance at the paparazzi. “What the fuck is he doing here?”


    Tommy went to her, filled with concern. “Who’s here, hon?”


    “That paparazzi.” She pointed out front. “Right there. The guy with the hat.”


    Alyssa joined them, stretching her neck to identify the person Jessi was referring to. “Holy shit. It’s that asshole from the Save a Youth Gala in Munich. The one that was harassing you with all those infuriating questions. Is he following you?”


    Jessi narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know, but I’m gonna find out.” She marched outside, with Tommy and Angel following close behind.


    Damien had no idea what was going on, and it appeared neither did Tommy or Angel, but both Jessi and Alyssa were upset. He looked closer at the man Jessi pointed out, but there was no familiarity in his face. “That guy was in Munich?”


    “Yes,” Alyssa answered. “And he fucked with Jessi’s head. He kept commenting about their relationship, and he was saying nasty things to her. He was trying to get Jessi to give him something he could twist into lies. He was really obnoxious. I’d never seen Jessi get pissed off at the paparazzi before. You know she goes out of her way to talk to them.”


    Damien leaned his hand against the glass to shield the sun’s glare and peered outside. Jessi, Tommy and Angel were at the front of the barricade exchanging words with the man in question, but Damien couldn’t hear what was being said. “Let’s get out there.”


    “Leave my wife alone.” Tommy had his arm around Jessi’s shoulder, partially shielding her with his body. Angel stood on the other side of Jessi, also ready to defend her.


    The obnoxious journalist had his microphone stuffed in Jessi’s face, and she knocked it out of the way.


    “Stop fucking bothering my guests.” Damien leaned on the railing, nose-to-nose with the man who was harassing Jessi. “Get lost, before I call the cops.”


    Camera flashes went off in droves, blinding everyone with bright lights. Damien huddled everyone back into the lobby. “What the hell was that about? You know that guy?”


    “No. Yes.” Jessi was agitated and a little flustered. “Only from the Gala. He wouldn’t leave me alone that night.”


    Angel took Jessi’s hand and rubbed it between his palms. “I told you to just ignore them. They’re only trying to sell a story. They don’t care who they hurt.”


    “Not all of them are like him. Some are actually nice.”


    Jessi was tough, and she didn’t take any shit. To see her visibly shaken and emotionally wounded by the attack from that particular member of the paparazzi made Damien angry. “If I see him again, he’s gonna get my boot in his ass. What does he want, anyway?”


    “I have no idea, but it’s obvious he’s after something. He seems to have some kind of vendetta against me.” Jessi looked back toward the crowd of paparazzi. “I have a bad feeling about him. He’s trying to stir up trouble, and he better let me know why, because I’m tired of the bullshit, and I’m not going to put up with any more spiteful headlines.”


    Damien wandered over to the glass and stared at the crowd of paparazzi still gathered outside. The one he confronted was gone. He wondered about an ulterior motive and if, maybe, there was a crazed fan or archenemy behind the malicious behavior. The press always had an interest in Jessi, Tommy and Angel because of their polyamorous relationship, especially when they first went public, but no one ever took a personal interest or singled out one of them before. Whatever was going on, it would, no doubt, come to a head. The real reason behind the spiteful harassment of Jessi would be flushed out, eventually . . .
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    Less than a week later, the band reunited at Garcia’s, Angel’s dad’s restaurant. They were a colorful bunch and stood out in the family-style restaurant. Some people recognized the band, some recognized Angel as the former sous chef, and others stared because they looked grossly out of place.


    It felt a little strange for Damien to be separated from his bandmates after spending the last few months on tour together. He glanced around the table at his closest friends. Jimmy was to his right, still using any available surface as a drum and banging out a beat on the table with a pair of spoons. Alyssa was to his left. She still wore thigh-high boots with dangerously-sexy stiletto heels, and they still drove him crazy. Jessi sat on the other side of Alyssa. They had been chatting nonstop since everyone had been seated. The two were best friends and a stunning pair. Alyssa was a dark, gothic goddess, and Jessi was a punk rock princess. Jessi had bright pink hair, and her wardrobe was made up of predominately leather and spikes. She was a successful fashion designer and busted her ass to support the band on their rise to fame. Her loyalty to Tommy was unsurpassed. Next to Jessi was Tommy Blade, the guitar god. He was like another brother to Damien. He always sat in between Jessi and Angel so he could share his love equally between the two. Most thought he had the best of both worlds, with the woman he loved and the man that set his soul on fire, but Damien knew the anguish Tommy had endured before they were able to balance their triad.


    Damien had wondered about the closeness of Angel and Jessi’s relationship at first, and the dynamics of the trio. He had outright asked Angel about it, too. It was a question that was on everyone’s mind, friends and fans alike. They had cleared the air early on in an in-depth interview. Angel was gay, Tommy was bisexual, and Jessi was straight. Although they slept in the same bed and engaged in threesomes, their sexuality never changed. Angel’s love for Jessi was purely emotional, not physical or sexual. Angel did confide in Damien, though, that curiosity made him delve somewhere he never thought he’d go regarding the female anatomy – once – but it was strictly a one-time thing.


    Damien’s eyes rested on Angel, his oldest and closest friend. The man had a heart as big as the ocean. There wasn’t a selfish bone in his body, and Angel found the love of his life in Tommy Blade. He wished his lifelong friend all the happiness in the world.


    A waiter approached the table and interrupted everyone’s conversations. “Good evening, Chef Angel.” The waiter bowed in respect. “It’s an honor to serve you and your guests. Can I start you off with a bottle of wine? Or champagne perhaps?”


    “Champagne would be wonderful, Miguel. Thank you. But I’m not Chef Angel anymore. You can just call me Angel from now on.”


    “You’ll always be Chef Angel around here.”


    The sentiment left Angel with a poignant smile on his face. He had worked in his father’s restaurant since he was a kid, but once the band made it big, he was forced to resign, and Damien knew that Angel missed the father/son time.


    “Miguel?” Angel stopped the waiter before he left the table. “Can you also bring us some appetizers, please?”


    “Si, señor. What can I bring you and your guests?”


    Angel ordered without looking at the menu. “We’ll have some tostones, Papas Rellenas, Empanada de Queso and stuffed avocado.”


    The waiter nodded and retreated back to the kitchen.


    “What the hell did you just order for us?” Alyssa asked. “The only thing I understood was stuffed avocado.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Jessi answered. “Whatever it is, you’ll love it.”


    “Angel knows exactly what to order, especially when it comes to Cuban food.” Tommy gazed at Angel, and the light caught the intense blue of his eyes. “In every city we visited, in every country we were in, Angel knew exactly what to order. And each meal was more delicious than the last.”


    Damien kicked Angel under the table. “Hey, you can cook us dinner whenever you want . . . Chef Angel.”


    Angel flustered. “I know you’re just teasing, but I would love to make a home-cooked meal for all of us. That’s what I missed most about being on tour – being able to cook a gourmet meal for the people I love.”


    “I’ll be over whenever, man. Just let me know.” Jimmy was using his spoons like a pair of drumsticks and the edge of the table as his snare.


    Alyssa shot him a series of aggravated glances. Jimmy’s constant drumming always annoyed her. She put her fingers to her temples and closed her eyes. “Jimmy, can you stop with the noise?”


    Jimmy froze with the spoons poised in the air. “It’s a subconscious habit. I can’t help it.” He cupped the spoons together in his hand, and the water glasses settled and stopped shaking. He shifted in his seat and turned to Angel. “When’s our next show?”


    “We just got back from a world tour. You want to hit the stage already?”


    “Damn straight, man. I wanna do a show at The Quadrangle. I miss that place.”


    Damien laughed under his breath. “Missed The Quadrangle or missed the pussy?” The Quadrangle had been a notorious pickup joint for Jimmy before they became famous. Now, he had his choice of any girl whenever he walked down the street.


    “I can get pussy anywhere, man. I don’t need to go to The Quadrangle to get pussy.”


    Alyssa rolled her eyes. “Can we sit through a meal without talking about pussy? Is that all you guys think about – pussy?”


    Angel flashed an amused smile. “I don’t think about pussy.”


    She huffed. “Still with the pussy? This is a classy restaurant. The people sitting at the next table don’t want to hear the word pussy.”


    Everyone stared at her with a half-smile, questioning if she was serious or just being funny. She literally just said the word four times.


    She glared at everyone. “I mean it.”


    Tommy burst out laughing. “How fucked have we become when it’s Alyssa who’s the moral compass of the group?”


    Damien knew Alyssa’s sarcastic sense of humor. She still couldn’t put one over on him. He turned her wrist around to expose the little skeleton tattoo with the top hat. “You can’t fool me or this guy. We both know you don’t give a shit who hears any of us say the word pussy.”


    She pulled her wrist away and tried to hide a sly smile. She was a rebel, and Damien loved her defiant attitude that never wavered.


    Tommy was lost in thought. “I really like the idea of doing a show at The Quadrangle. That’s where it all began for me with the band and with Angel.” He gave Angel a seductive smile. “Remember those raunchy shows we used to play?”


    “How could I forget, my prince? You drove me insane on stage with your gorgeous blond hair that glistened under the spotlights. You landed on your knees at my feet playing your killer guitar riffs, and I wanted to do obscene things to you right there on the stage.”


    Jessi put her chin in the palm of her hand and gazed at them both. “I watched from the audience back then. I wasn’t the only one who was getting all hot and wet watching you two.”


    “OK, that’s enough.” Jimmy held up the spoons that he’d been using as drumsticks. “You’re about to set off the sprinkler system in this place, man. Let’s get back to doin’ a show at The Quadrangle.”


    Damien liked the idea, but he had his eye on a bigger prize. “I’m all for doin’ a show at The Quadrangle, but we can play there any night of the week.” He looked directly at Angel. “You know what I want – Barclays Center.”


    Jessi was the first to agree. “Immortal Angel should have played Barclays Center on your national tour. You’re a Brooklyn-based band.” She sat back in her chair. “I’m calling the label tomorrow.”


    Tommy put his arm around her and kissed the side of her head. “That’s my wife – always supporting the band. You miss it, don’t you, hon?”


    “Working for Falcon Records?” Jessi slouched down a little. “Of course I do. I managed you for years, then worked side-by-side with Angel to promote the band, and then worked as the band’s assistant when you got signed. I’m used to being directly involved with Immortal Angel. It’s weird. Sometimes I forget that I’m not part of it anymore.”


    “You’ll always be part of it, hon.”


    “I know. I made my choice. I needed to focus on my career as a designer. And I still get to design merch for the band and costumes for the dancers.” She waved her hand toward Angel. “And his elaborate stage wardrobe. I’m very happy.”


    Jessi had a close relationship with the band’s publicist, Marissa Torres, but it was Angel who had the most pull with the head of Falcon Records, Ron Abelman. Damien tipped his chin in Angel’s direction. “Can you call Bossman?”


    Angel straightened his shoulders and sat back in his chair. “I’m not in the habit of calling Mr. Abelman directly. He calls me, usually when there’s a problem, but I can call Marissa. As long as there’s a date available, I don’t see why it would be an issue. I’m sure we’d sell out Barclays Center.”
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    After dinner, Damien and Alyssa jumped into his other new toy – a shiny black Ferrari. He drove up 4th Avenue and made a right turn onto Atlantic Avenue, instead of making the left onto Flatbush in the direction of their loft in Williamsburg.


    Alyssa looked through the car window with confusion. “Where are you going?”


    Damien’s eyes left the road long enough to smile at her. Barclays Center was straight ahead. Most musicians dreamed of playing Madison Square Garden, but when the construction of the elaborate venue in his backyard was announced, Damien set his sights on playing Barclays Center.


    Madison Square Garden would still be a crowning achievement. After all, it was touted as the World’s Most Famous Arena, but he had watched the construction of Barclays Center from its inception. He reminisced over the times he had met Angel and Jimmy at O’Connors on Fifth and Dean, and they would dream about the day Immortal Angel played Barclays Center.


    Damien, Alyssa, Angel and Jimmy had paid top dollar for four front row seats on its opening night to see Jay-Z. Damien hadn’t cared that they stuck out in the hip-hop crowd with his bright blue Mohawk and their punk rock clothing. It had been an opportunity of a lifetime. He had never been star struck before, but when he had watched Jay-Z perform under the lights to 18,000 fans in a venue that made history in the suburb of his birth, it had given Damien a high that lasted a month.


    He could see the lights of the Barclays Center up ahead, and he put pressure on the gas pedal. He pulled the car in front of the venue, stepped outside with Alyssa, and stared up at the impressive arena in awe. “You are my Everest.”


    Seconds later, a car pulled up next to them. It was Angel’s Bentley. Before Angel, Tommy and Jessi could exit the car, Jimmy’s Lamborghini screeched to a halt at the curb. Angel and Tommy stood to Damien’s right, Jimmy was at his left, and the two girls stood huddled together for warmth a few feet ahead of them.


    “I knew you’d stop here,” Angel said.


    Jimmy clapped Damien on the shoulder. “Me, too.”


    The four of them stood side by side and stared at the structure together. Damien was still awestruck by the magnificent architecture. Just standing outside filled him with envy. “I want to be on that stage. We belong there.”


    “We will.” Tommy took a step forward and stared up at the oculus that bore the venue’s name. “We have a platinum album now. We’ve toured the United States, Asia and Europe.”


    Jimmy turned to look at each of his bandmates. “We’re on top of the world right now, and I don’t think we’ve hit our plateau yet, man. There’s no telling what’s in store for Immortal Angel.”
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    Immortal Angel had played The 02 in London, Olympiahalle in Munich, and Bercy in Paris, but it was Barclays Center that registered the band’s success in Damien’s eyes. It was a moment he’d been dreaming about for years.


    The arena was still a quarter of a mile away, but his heart galloped with excitement. Damien ducked his head to get a better view of it from the window of the limousine. “We’re coming,” he whispered to the arena up ahead.


    The limo pulled up to a red light and two girls attached themselves to the car. They slapped their hands on the window and screamed Tommy’s name. Everyone jumped at the unexpected assault on the vehicle, then burst out laughing.


    “Don’t open the window,” Tommy warned Jimmy. “I don’t want anyone nose-diving into the car.”


    “Come on, man. I just want to have a little fun.” Jimmy pressed the button and four inches of daylight blew into the car. The girls screamed and shoved their hands through the small opening in hopes of touching him. He flashed his broad smile which sent the girls into another fit of squeals. “Hello, pretty ladies. Are you comin’ to the show tonight?”


    “Yes!” they answered with a wail. “Can we take a photo and get an autograph?”


    “Sure, honey.” Jimmy opened the window another two inches so he could smile for a photo.


    Tommy shook his head at Damien and chuckled. “I’m surprised he didn’t open the door and let them in the car.”


    “Oh, leave him alone,” Angel said. “He’s having fun.”


    The car slowly pulled away from the traffic light and the girls waved after it.


    “That was really nice, Jimmy.” Jessi leaned forward so she could look directly at him from the other end of the long curved interior seat. “You made their day.”


    “They made my day.”


    “You should be more careful,” Alyssa warned. “One of those girls could end up hiding in your bedroom one night.”


    Jimmy’s bright smile could have lit up the car. “That’s what I’m hopin’ for, sweetheart.”


    Damien didn’t appreciate the affectionate term and leaned forward to scowl at Jimmy. “You callin’ my girl sweetheart?”


    “It’s just a figure of speech, man.” Jimmy held his hands up to proclaim his innocence. “No disrespect.”


    The limo rounded the back of Barclays Center and Damien sat up straight. His foot bounced with restless anticipation. He wanted to bolt inside the venue, but hordes of fans were lined up behind a barricade waiting to get a glimpse of the band as they arrived for the show. The paparazzi were lined up behind a similar barricade on the opposite side, so the band would have to walk down a small catwalk to enter the venue.


    Jessi slid to the edge of her seat in order to get a better look at them. “You’re going to stop and sign autographs, right? These are your hometown fans.”


    “Of course we’re going to show our appreciation,” Angel said. “We owe them everything. Some of these people have been following us since the very beginning, even before our Tommy was part of the band.” Angel tapped Alyssa on the knee. “You too. I want you to stay outside with us.”


    “Really, Angel?” Alyssa huffed. “They didn’t come here to see me. They came to see you guys. And they know Jessi from her designs. I’m no one famous.”


    Damien clasped his fingers through hers. He knew she hated the attention and preferred to stay in the background. “Just stick by my side. They want photos of us together. The fans thinks we’re a cool couple, and they think you’re beautiful.”


    “Now you’re making me feel bad. I just hate having my picture taken.”


    “That’s why they want it. You’re mysterious. They want to get to know you.”


    “I wouldn’t mind so much if they didn’t rush at me and try to touch me.”


    “No one’s touching you.” Damien pulled her hand into his lap. “And if the paparazzi get in your face, just tell ‘em to fuck off.”


    That brought a smile to her luscious ruby lips. “OK.”


    The screaming fans could be heard clearly through the closed windows of the limousine. Damien hoped Alyssa was ready. The fans could be overwhelming sometimes, but it was the intrusion of the paparazzi that was most annoying. The high voltage flash of their cameras went off the second the car door opened. Security immediately surrounded the band even though the fans and paparazzi were secured behind a barricade.


    The piercing screams for Tommy went right through Damien’s ear, and by the look on Alyssa’s face, hers too. Tommy Blade was every girl’s wet dream. A group surged toward him, and extra security stepped in to ensure the fans didn’t topple the barricade.


    Jimmy was leaning into the crowd hugging as many girls as he could get his arms around. He loved them all.


    Past the screaming fans and the incessant questions from the paparazzi, the entrance to Barclays Center called to Damien from only a few yards away. In a few moments, he’d be inside preparing to perform for 18,000 screaming fans, most of whom were locals to his home town of Brooklyn. It was a dream come true.


    Alyssa squeezed his hand. “Aren’t we supposed to be posing for photos or signing stuff?”


    “Yeah. I was just taking it all in. I can’t believe I’m here and about to play a show for people in the city I grew up in. It’s still hard to believe sometimes.”


    “You traveled the world, Damien. You just bought a custom-built motorcycle. We have expensive sports cars. A gorgeous apartment. Money. Playing the Barclays Center is what made this all seem real to you?”


    “Yeah. I don’t know why, but it does. It hit home.” A flashbulb popped in his face. It blinded him and annoyed him. One of the paparazzi had broken through the barricade and snapped a photo of him and Alyssa at close range. Security promptly hauled him away.


    Alyssa rubbed the bridge of her nose and blinked, then she turned to face the line of paparazzi. “That was rude. If you want a photo, ask. Don’t shove the camera in my face.”


    They started shouting. “Over here!,” “Damien!,” “Alyssa!,” “Look this way!”


    Damien slung his arm over Alyssa’s shoulder and held her close. He didn’t want the papps to harass her. Flashes of light created a strobe effect, and Damien didn’t know where to look. Spots and white light obscured his vision.


    “How about a smile, Damien?” The paparazzi continued to shout their names. “Let’s see a kiss!”


    They never kissed in public. Displays of affection weren’t for the world to witness. It was private. So, when Alyssa grabbed Damien’s face between her hands and pressed a lingering kiss on his mouth, he was shocked – and a little bit turned on.


    Girls screamed and guys cheered. Flashbulbs went off from every direction. It was probably the first kiss ever caught on camera between the two. Angel, Tommy and Jessi had caused enough headlines to create a media frenzy. It was the stuff scandals were made of, and Jimmy was a paparazzo’s dream with his philandering and all-night partying. Damien and Alyssa were private people. They didn’t like to be the subject of gossip or a talked-about photo, so when the paparazzi perpetuated their kiss on film, it was sure to cause an uproar when it hit the newsstands and appeared on social media sites.


    They signed a few autographs while the flashes continued to snap all around them. Damien never left Alyssa’s side, and he was happy to see her chatting with some fans.


    Marissa, the band’s publicist, hustled everyone inside, but Damien was purposely last to enter the venue. He held the door open for Alyssa, took one final look back at the fans, flashed them a pair of rock and roll horns, and stepped over the threshold. He was inside. In a few hours Immortal Angel would take the stage.


    [image: ]


    Everyone had their own private dressing room, with the exception of Angel and Tommy, who shared everything from hotel suites to the back bedroom on the tour bus, but the backstage lounge always served as a central meeting place before the show. With the sound check and meet and greet out of the way, this was where everyone convened, including friends and some of the production crew and road crew.


    Damien spotted Audra and Kira with Angel near the beverage station. Those two girls always held Damien’s affection. After all, they were responsible for Immortal Angel’s record contract. A tiny smile broke through the corner of his mouth, and he shook his head with fond reflection. No one would have ever thought that their father was the head of Falcon Records, one of the most powerful record labels in the country. Hell, no one even knew they were sisters.


    They both worked at the label now. Audra had accompanied Immortal Angel on their European tour, after Jessi stepped down as Marissa’s assistant in order to open her designer boutique. They didn’t get to see Kira much anymore since the band was touring, but she popped in at one or two shows.


    Damien joined Angel and the girls. “Good to see you two, again. We miss you, Kira. How’ve you been?”


    “I’m really excited about the performance tonight.” She was as energetic as ever. “I’ve been working very hard at Falcon Records. She glanced at Audra. We both have. We’re getting promoted.”


    Audra elbowed her sister in the ribs and glared at her.


    “Sorry!” Kira covered her mouth with her hand. “We’re not supposed to say anything yet.”


    Tommy came over and slung his arm around Angel’s waist. “What’s this I hear about a third leg to the World Tour?”


    “Where’d you hear that?” Angel couldn’t keep his fingers out of Tommy’s hair. He was always playing with it or tucking it behind his ear.


    “My wife has connections,” Tommy answered.


    Still contemplating Tommy’s remark about another tour, Angel quirked his eyebrow at his lover. “Is there something you’re not telling me? Are you withholding details?” He gave Tommy an alluring smile. “Because I know exactly how to pry information out of you.”


    Tommy returned a crooked smile. “Maybe you’ll just have to pressure me to find out.”


    Damien knew that Tommy was just toying with Angel about knowing more details, but he wondered if Kira and Audra had more information. “You girls got info on another tour?”


    They exchanged excited glances with one another, but remained silent. Audra checked the time on her phone. “I think by the end of the show we may be able to share some good news.”
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    “Let’s go!” Marissa waved her hand toward the door. “I need you guys at the side of the stage. You’re on in fifteen.”


    Damien’s stomach flip-flopped. There was no reason for him to be nervous, other than his dream was about to play out before his eyes. The walk through the corridor that led to the stage was littered with the production crew, stagehands, roadies, and security. Some nodded or offered a greeting, but most were too engrossed in their work to notice anything else. The stage loomed a few feet ahead. Jimmy’s drum kit sat quietly on its riser. Immortal Angel’s winged logo stood proudly on the center bass drum. Angel’s mic waited on its stand for his powerful voice. The heavy rhinestones that covered it twinkled in the overhead lights. Tommy’s rack of guitars sat on the far side of the stage – all except his Les Paul – that never left Tommy’s hands. Damien’s bass guitars were on the rack closest to him, begging for his touch.


    Tommy’s voice was in his ear. “How does it feel? I know you’ve waited for this for a long time.”


    Damien couldn’t avert his eyes from the stage. “It’s like I’m outside my body watching everything happen in front of me. My heart’s beating so fast. I just wanna run on stage and pick up my bass.”


    “That’s exactly how I felt when we played The 02. It was London, and the crowd was full of heavy punk rockers.” Tommy leaned over to look into the audience. They caught a glimpse of his long, blond hair, and the high-pitched screams from the female fans made Damien’s ears ring. Tommy blew a kiss to the audience and laughed. “London had nothing on this crowd.”


    The chant started right after Tommy peeked out from the side of the stage. “IMMOOORTAL! IMMOOORTAL! ANGEL! ANGEL!” Fans stomped their feet on the arena floor to a static beat that reverberated throughout the venue.


    Angel snuck in between Tommy and Damien. “What’s got them so riled up?” He was careful not to let the crowd see him, although his rhinestone-covered jacket could probably be seen from across the street on a pitch-black night.


    “Tommy stuck his head out,” Damien explained.


    Angel’s eyes washed over his lover’s bare chest. “Well, that’ll do it. You’re really going out there without a shirt? How do you possibly expect me to concentrate on the lyrics when those gorgeous pecs are hovering over your guitar?”


    “I don’t. I expect you to concentrate on me when I stalk you on stage.” Tommy shielded his eyes from the glare of Angel’s jacket with a teasing smile. “Are you really going out there with that sparkly jacket?”


    Angel pretended to be insulted. “It’s a Jessi Blade original. A couture piece from her rock star collection, I might add.”


    Jimmy clapped his hands down on Tommy’s shoulders from behind. “Just be thankful she didn’t make him a pair of pants to match.”


    Everyone, especially Tommy, loved to tease Angel about his over-the-top stage outfits, but in reality, they added flair and drama to the show. Fans, as well as the press, looked forward to critiquing his wardrobe, and he had made several Best Dressed lists.


    The lights went down, and the fans roared. Tommy held up his Les Paul. “It’s show time!” His fingers danced across the guitar strings filling the air with his signature intro, and he rushed out in front of the screaming crowd and slid onto his knees.


    When Damien’s foot hit the stage, everything slowed down. He looked into the sea of fans in front of him. They weren’t a mask of shadows and silhouettes. He saw individual faces. A guy with a mohawk bigger than his own pumped his fist in the air. A girl had her hands cupped around her mouth while she screamed something at the stage. A prism of lights reflected onto their faces from the rhinestones on Angel’s jacket. A large banner hung from the balcony bearing the band’s name and waved like their own personal flag. Signs were everywhere. “Brooklyn Loves Immortal Angel,” “Welcome Home Angel, Tommy, Damien & Jimmy,” and “Immortal Angel Rocks” were a few that he read. Damien took a deep breath and stood taller. He was living his dream.


    Angel’s voice boomed into the microphone and time returned to normal. “Hello, Brooklyn! Are you ready to rock the FUCK out of Barclays Center tonight?”


    A loud, unanimous, “FUCK YEAH!” rose up from the crowd.


    Angel shook his head and took a step closer to the audience. “I’m sorry. What? Let’s try that again, because I want a real hometown Brooklyn welcome. The four of us are from this neighborhood, and we’re gonna crank this shit up louder than anyone else did on this stage!” He pointed his finger out in front of him. “We want to rock it all the way over the bridge and into Manhattan. Because this is Brooklyn! We brought the world Coney Island, Nathan’s hot dogs, Peter Lugers, Prospect Park, and Immortal Angel – and it’s the best fuckin’ city in the world!”


    The crowd went berserk. They screamed louder with each word that came out of Angel’s mouth. They shouted, pumped their fists, stomped their feet, threw paper cups and water bottles in the air and at the stage. It was unreal. Security was pissed off, and it brought a big smile to Damien’s face. He exchanged wide-eyed glances with Tommy and Jimmy. They were both shaking their heads with disbelief at the noise and the reaction of the crowd.


    Angel rolled with laughter and caught Damien’s eye before he turned back to the audience. “Get ready to rock, Brooklyn. This is our new single Hit & Run off our second studio album.” He turned his back to the crowd and pointed at Jimmy. “Light this shit up!”


    Jimmy clacked his sticks together four times, and the room filled with the energetic sound of punk rock. The stage was aglow with colored lights. A single clear spotlight circled Angel and tried to keep up with his strut across the front of the stage. The wail of Tommy’s electric guitar carried through the air, and he whipped his long, blond hair back and forth.


    Once Damien started to play, he didn’t care about anything except the beautiful growl stemming from his fingertips. His bass vibrated against his body. Jimmy’s bass drum boomed from behind and met the deep baritone notes. The sound seeped into Damien’s bloodstream and traveled straight to his heart. He was one with the music. He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and watched the notes dance behind the blackness as he plucked each string. His heart raced and fueled him with energy. He couldn’t keep his eyes closed. He couldn’t stand still. His foot tapped out the beat and he took a step closer to the crowd. They surged toward him with their hands stretched out in front of them. He jumped on the small platform that raised him a foot above the floor. He was on a natural high. He hadn’t craved a pill or a drink in years. Why would he need alcohol or pills when the stage and the crowd gave him all the adrenaline and power in the world?


    He turned to the side of the stage to find Alyssa. She was always in the corner to support him, just like Jessi was always there to support Tommy. The two bonded like sisters. It seemed fitting, since Damien was on stage with his brothers.


    Tommy zoomed past in a flurry of hair and fingers flying up and down the neck of his Les Paul. He slid across the stage and landed on his knees at Angel’s feet. Angel leaned closer with the mic, and his strong voice pushed Tommy back on his heels with an invisible force. Tommy’s hair fell to the stage, and his intense blue eyes lusted up at Angel. Their eyes locked, and their faces gravitated toward one another until they were an inch apart. Raw sexual energy swarmed around them. Damien knew that an onstage make-out session was imminent. Those two couldn’t tone it down if they were hit with a fire hose, and they got in more trouble than anyone else with their semi-erotic antics on stage.


    There was a break in the lyrics. Angel grabbed Tommy by the back of the neck and placed a hard, passionate kiss on his mouth, then ran his tongue down the neck of Tommy’s guitar. The crowd erupted into a frenzy of shouts and whistles.


    Halfway through the show, Angel had a change in his wardrobe. While Jessi helped him shed his outfit, Damien watched Alyssa. She was laughing hysterically as Angel struggled to remove his leather pants.


    Alyssa caught Damien watching her, and she returned his gaze. They silently stared at one another. He had no idea what she was thinking, but his recollection of their life together ran through his head once again like a movie trailer.


    Their journey together was refreshed in his head during the motorcycle ride home a few weeks ago, and it never left. He accepted his past and learned from it. No matter how fucked up it had been, it made him the man he was today, and he was proud of the accomplishments he achieved in his life. As long as Alyssa was by his side, he could conquer anything the world threw at him. Life may have been a bitch to him once, a long time ago, but now it was heaven. Alyssa threw him a kiss, and he placed his hand over his heart.


    The dancers took the stage. Their intricate, choreographed movements resembled mayhem fueled by chaos. Spiked and colored hair, accompanied by leather-studded clothing designed by Jessi Blade, transformed the four dancers into punk rock rebels. Jimmy beat a furious backdrop to their unconventional dance, while Damien and Tommy toned down their instruments to a low purr.


    Once the dancers fled behind the side apron, they left the sound of Jimmy’s bass drum to dominate the stage. Damien and Tommy both turned toward him. No one knew exactly what Jimmy had prepared after the dancers exited. He played off-the-cuff during rehearsals and always changed his routine slightly, so Damien was anxious to hear Jimmy’s solo. The sound of the guitar and bass trickled away, and Jimmy took over.


    Jimmy’s sticks flew across the toms, over the snare and back again, all while his bass drum pounded a mad beat through the sound system. His arms were a blur of colorful tattoos and moved across the drums so fast it appeared he had four of them. He hit the snare so hard it snapped one of his sticks like a twig. Jimmy seamlessly replaced it and continued his unending assault of his Tama kit. He finished with a dozen simultaneous strikes on the cymbals before he jumped up on his stool with his sticks raised high above his head. He threw them, one at a time, into the crowd. They flew across the stage and into the audience with such velocity Damien thought someone would be impaled. Fans jumped and reached for them. One fell to the floor, the other was caught by a girl who was lifted high above her boyfriend’s shoulders.


    Angel finally strutted back on stage. He wore ripped, black jeans with a black leather sleeveless jacket-type vest that had four inch spikes dangerously protruding from the tops of his shoulders. His black boots coordinated with smaller silver spikes on the toe and heel. Shirts seemed to be optional tonight.


    Immortal Angel started the second half of their set with their first number-one hit, Without You. Midway through the song, Tommy pulled Jessi out from the side of the stage. The fans screamed when they saw her and shouted her name. She lit up like a 1000-watt bulb and waved to them. A stagehand brought a stool out for her, and she sat down. Without You was a song Tommy penned for Angel and Jessi, and he always dedicated a guitar solo to her. She sat and waited, impatiently tapping her foot.


    Tommy’s fingers ran up and down the neck of the guitar with the speed of light, and the twang of his notes soared through the arena like wings on a bird. Tommy’s heavy metal infused punk rock guitar solos showcased his talent and left everyone – fans and seasoned musicians alike – in a state of awe. He was a guitar god with a fresh new sound.


    Jessi always flushed and melted a little when Tommy played for her. Her fingertips alternated between covering her lips and covering her heart, and her face was so filled with emotion it was hard not to react.


    Damien flashed back to the early days of Immortal Angel when Jimmy’s cousin, Karl, had been on the guitar. It was like night and day. Jimmy’s cousin had stayed in his corner of the stage, quietly playing the guitar, but Tommy bounced all over the place. He jumped on the drum riser, on the amp, and stalked Angel with the neck of the guitar. He even tried to engage Damien, but Damien was usually lost in the lull of his bass.


    Tonight was different. Damien’s blood was pumping. He was restless and didn’t want to stay relegated to his side of the stage. His legs danced underneath him and he jumped on the riser next to Jimmy. The smash of the cymbals and the beat of the drums pounded in Damien’s chest. He followed each beat with the throaty rumble from the magnificent instrument that hung from his shoulder. He felt the notes as his fingertips plucked each string. The music nourished him and gave him vitality. Every nerve ending in his body was twitching with excitement. He jumped off the riser and ran across the front of the stage. Fans cheered and tried to touch him as he flew by. He jumped up on the platform again. Tommy was next to him, extending his hips and his guitar toward Damien. He wanted to battle? Damien was ready. He jumped down and pulled at his strings with an exaggerated pluck of his fingers. The low thump of his bass carried through the audience. Tommy backed up, surprised at Damien’s aggressive playing, but retaliated by holding his guitar high in the air and played a mad series of notes.


    The bass was a bigger, heavier instrument. It produced deep notes that hung in the room. Damien turned up the volume and chased Tommy to the other side of the stage. It was so comical that Damien threw his head back and laughed. It was probably the first time he ever laughed on stage, but he was on such a natural high that he couldn’t help himself. He ran the length of the stage, then backed up to the drum riser. He pulled his bass over his head, tucked it on the stand, and ran full speed ahead. He jumped off the end of the stage and into the crowd below with his arms spread wide. He soared over the heads of the people in the first few rows. It was exhilarating, uninhibited, and free. He landed on a sea of hands that flipped him onto his back, carried him through the crowd, and deposited him back at the front of the stage.


    The last song of the night was always a mixture of high and low. It was a point where Damien’s adrenaline peaked, but his heart was heavy that the night was almost over. The streamers went off and confetti filled the arena. Balloons dropped by the dozens. The fans cheered and stomped their feet creating a rumble beneath the stage. Pyrotechnics went off with a loud boom, and a burst of flames lit up a giant form behind the stage that spelled out Immortal Angel. Tommy flinched at the rush of heat. Heaven forbid he singed the golden locks. It made Damien roll with laughter.


    Angel sang the last note and stopped to stare into the audience. “You fucking ROCK, Brooklyn! Thank you for a being a kick-ass audience! Goodnight!”


    Damien gave the audience one last sweep with his eyes. They roared back at him. He put his fist to his chest, then extended his arm toward the audience forming a peace sign with his two fingers. His town. His people. His band. He never thought he’d be living his life at the top.


    With his beloved Rickenbacker slung over one shoulder by its black leather strap, which bore the band’s name in studs, he ran off stage. He was still fueled by adrenaline and on an octane high. He was on top of the world looking down at his dreams and accomplishments in life. It was surreal and intoxicating! Alyssa was waiting in the wings applauding the show and smiling with the same joy Damien felt in his heart. Without missing a step, he tossed an arm over her shoulder, squeezed a kiss onto her cheek and headed back stage with her in tow.


    There was an after party already underway. It was overflowing with food and drinks. Drenched in sweat from the energetic performance and stinking like they hadn’t bathed in a week, the band was too amped to delay partaking of the festivities by bothering with a shower.


    Within seconds the room was filled with people – mostly industry people whom Damien only recognized by face. Through the scores of people, Jimmy, Angel, Tommy, Jessi, Damien and Alyssa all found one another and convened in a group hug. Their combined exuberance could have set the room on fire.


    Jimmy was brandishing a pair of drumsticks – they seemed to regenerate in his hands at all times. He lifted his knee and used it like a snare, pounding a quick round of beats into the denim of his jeans. “That show was killer, man! I could’ve played for another two hours!”


    Tommy gathered his hair to the side in a long ponytail and was fanning himself with it. “When you jumped into the audience, Damien, I almost lost it!” He laughed and held up one hand for a high five. “For over two years, I’ve been baiting you with my guitar riffs, and you’ve been chasing me away. Then you do something crazy like that – too fucking cool!”


    Angel was wiping his forehead and neck with a hand towel, still trying to catch his breath after delivering commanding vocals for the last ninety minutes. “That was beyond my expectations.” He smiled at Tommy. “We had so much fun out there tonight, mi amor.”


    Jessi grabbed a tray of filled champagne glasses and handed them out. She gave Damien and Alyssa each a glass of diet soda. “You blew up social media. I couldn’t keep up with the feed. Fans were posting photos and video clips all night long. I think someone even live streamed it. It was a fantastic show!”


    Too overwhelmed to speak, Damien took it all in – the fame, the fans, the luxuries, and Immortal Angel just played an incredible show to a sold out crowd at Barclays Center. Un-fucking-believable.


    Marissa strolled over, donning one of her crisp, designer skirt suits, champagne glass in hand. “Congratulations, boys! It was a phenomenal show. That’s why I always back you one hundred percent. I’ve been in this business for a long time, and you’ve gotten yourselves into more trouble than any other band I’ve worked with. You’ve pushed me to my limit sometimes.” She paused and dead-stared Angel for a few seconds before breaking out into a smile. “But I’ve never had more fun, and I wouldn’t want to work with any other band.” She raised her glass. “To our next journey together!”


    They all looked at each other with a puzzled expression, but Damien was the first to speak up. “What journey?”


    Marissa drained her glass and stepped aside so Audra and Kira could enter their little circle. “I think I’ll let the Abelman girls deliver the news.”


    Audra and Kira could hardly contain their excitement. They exchanged smiles, silently deciding who would speak first. It was Kira. “As you know, I’ve been working behind the scenes at Falcon, learning about record contracts and as a talent scout.” Her energy grew as she went on. “I just accepted a position in the Artists and Repertoire Department.” She took a deep breath of air. “And I’ve been assigned to Immortal Angel! I’m your new A&R rep! I get to oversee the band’s artistic development, and I’ll be working with you when you record your next album. I get to hear Immortal Angel’s music before anyone else and help with the recording process!”


    It was welcomed news to everyone. They wrote their last album while on tour in Europe and their hard-ass manager almost pushed them to the breaking point with his relentless schedule. Damien waited his turn to congratulate Kira. She was as high as he was, still floating on the sails of the show’s success. “This is gonna be real cool, Kira. It’s gonna be fun to work with you.”


    “It’s a dream for me to work with Immortal Angel!” Her eyes went to her sister. “Tell them the rest, Audra.”


    “We still have to finalize dates, but we’re looking at some North American and South American shows in the next few months.”


    “South America!” Angel couldn’t wait for her to finish her announcement. “I’ve always wanted to visit Brazil!” He tucked a strand of hair behind Tommy’s ear. “I can’t wait to get you on the beach again.”


    Tommy’s eyes washed over Angel. “And I can’t wait until the sun turns your beautiful olive skin a deep shade of bronze.” He threw his arm around Jessi. “And you better wear the skimpiest bikini on the planet.”


    “OK,” Jimmy interrupted, “now that you three have your suntans all worked out, can we move on?” He gave Audra a dazzling smile and a bow of his head. “Pardon their rudeness. Please continue.”


    Damien swore he saw Audra blush a little bit.


    “Well,” Audra continued, “Kira isn’t the only one who received a promotion. I’m your new tour manager!” A small round of congratulations started, but Audra interrupted the well wishes. “Wait, there’s more. After the Americas dates are finalized, we’re going to secure some dates in Australia and New Zealand.”


    Damien thought Angel was about to explode. He wrapped his arms around both Tommy and Jessi and squeezed the life out of them, but it was Jimmy who had the most interesting reaction.


    Jimmy’s smile seemed wider than his cheeks could contain, and he was staring at Audra with a very mischievous spark in his eye. “You mean you’re going to be on tour with us?”


    “Yes!”


    “In North America and South America?”


    “Yes, and Australia and New Zealand. Isn’t it fantastic?”


    Jimmy clasped his sticks together and took a step closer to Audra. “Darlin’, that’s the best news I’ve ever heard.” He took her hands and placed a lingering kiss on her cheek.


    To Damien, it looked a little too friendly and he almost brushed it off, until he saw Angel’s protective eye land on Jimmy. It only lasted a few seconds, then Angel went back to his conversation with Tommy and Jessi.


    Damien’s mind floated back to the impending tour. Australia. New Zealand. The dates would bring him to the four corners of the world. The reality of it started to sink in. “I can’t believe it.” He turned to Alyssa, “We’re going to—”


    Her face was pale and her eyes were wide with fear. “I’m not sitting on a plane for 20 hours, Damien. We went through this when you went to Asia. I’m not comfortable on a plane. I barely dealt with the flight to Europe. I can’t do it. I’m sorry.”


    He huffed an exasperated sigh. She wasn’t stubborn about many things, but she was unyielding when it came to flying. “Again with this, Alyssa? I’m not going away without you.”


    She was flustered and uptight. “I’m sorry. I want to, but I know how I get on the plane. I won’t—”


    “Yes. You will.” Jessi looped her arm through Alyssa’s. “Don’t you remember what happened last time we stayed home? Suck it up, my friend. We’re all going to the South Pacific.”


    [image: ]THE END[image: ]
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    Jimmy Wilder has the sex life every rock star dreams about. The notorious playboy of America’s number one punk rock band can have any woman he wants, except the one who holds his heart. This bad boy needs to curb his sinful ways before she’ll show any interest in him, but there’s one more problem – she’s the boss’s daughter.


    Audra Abelman, heir to one of the most powerful record labels in the country, just landed her dream job as tour manager for her favorite band. She’s been Immortal Angel’s number one groupie for years, and she’s been privy to the out-of-control lifestyle of their radical drummer. Trapped on a tour bus with the charismatic Jimmy Wilder, she falls victim to his irresistible charm, but she refuses to compromise her ethics. He needs to get his life together before she’ll give him a second glance, but a bigger obstacle stands in their way – her father.
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