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   Synopsis:
 
   I live life in the fast lane.
 
   My days and nights are a never-ending party of women, fast cars and alcohol.
 
   I’m the one your father warned you about.
 
   I have everything I ever wanted – except Audra Abelman.
 
   She was always the good girl.
 
   She was off limits.
 
   I held out for almost a decade.
 
   It’s time to set her inner bad girl free.
 
   I’m Jimmy Wilder, and I’m going to claim the most sought after girl in the record industry.
 
    
 
   Warning:  This book is for mature audiences only.
 
    
 
   Introduction:
 
   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.
 
    
 
   Copyright and Disclaimer:
 
   This book is not transferable.  It is for your own personal use.  If it is sold, shared, or given away, it is an infringement of the copyright of this work.  No portion of this book may be transmitted or reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in writing from the author or publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts used for the purposes of review.
 
   This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY.  It contains material which may be considered offensive by some readers.
 
   This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are solely the product of the author’s imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or yet to be born, is purely coincidental and entirely unintentional.
 
   Published in the United States of America.
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   One woman between his legs, one straddled across his face and another licking his chest – life didn’t get much better than this.  The tour bus dipped and the four of them bounced off the mattress just as Jimmy Wilder exploded into the beautiful brunette’s mouth.  They had been going at it for the entire ride from Chicago, and now collapsed in a tangled heap of sexually satiated hard bodies.
 
   The bus jolted to a stop and interrupted Jimmy’s state of bliss.  He slapped the redhead next to him on her perfect naked ass.  “This is your stop, sweets.”  He threw on a pair of jeans and tossed a few hundred dollar bills on the bed.  “Get yourselves a taxi back home.  Thanks for the good time.”
 
   He left the girls to dress and let themselves out.  He needed to quench his thirst, and there was an ice cold beer beckoning to him from the fridge.  He cracked open a Budweiser and took a long, refreshing gulp before he joined the rest of the band and their chicks in the living area.
 
   Tommy Blade claimed his familiar seat between his wife Jessi and his lover Angel Garcia.  He had an arm draped around each of their shoulders and wore a smile as bright as the blue of his eyes.  Jessi stroked Tommy’s long, blond hair, and Angel rested a hand on Tommy’s thigh.  Across from the trio sat Damien and Alyssa Diamond, quietly talking to one another.
 
   Alyssa turned to Jimmy and flipped her long, black hair over her shoulder.  “At least put the music on or something.  You know that flimsy door doesn’t block any noise.  You’ve heard these three.”  She looked directly at Tommy and raised her brow.  “I don’t know what the hell Jessi and Angel are doing to you, but I’d really love to know.”
 
   Laughter bellowed from Tommy’s mouth, and he pulled Angel and Jessi a little closer to him.  “It’s not easy keeping up with these two.”
 
   Jimmy turned the cap from his beer between his fingers a few times, before he flicked it across the table.  “I’ve been thinking.”  He sat down next to Damien, but addressed Angel.  “Why do you three always get the bedroom and we get stuck in those cramped bunks?  It’s not fair, man.”  His cheeks displayed a dimpled smile while his thoughts went to the last hour and a half of fun with the two brunettes and the redhead.  “We’d all like a little more room and privacy for entertainment when the bus is in motion.  I think we should share the bedroom.”  He slapped Damien on the back in an effort to get his friend on board with the idea.  “Isn’t that right?”
 
   Damien nodded, which caused his big, blue mohawk to sway high on top of his head.  “I wouldn’t mind a decent night’s sleep with my girl when we’re on the road.”
 
   Alyssa sat back and her heavy black-rimmed eyes widened.  “I’d rather sleep on the floor than lie down in that cum-soaked community bed.”
 
   Jimmy’s three ladies appeared from the bedroom, strengthening Alyssa’s assessment about the cleanliness of the bed.  Each lady gave him a wet kiss, and he gave each of them a pat on the butt as they passed through the center aisle of the bus and out the front exit.
 
   Alyssa rolled her eyes.  “My point exactly.”  She nodded her chin toward Angel, Tommy and Jessi.  “At least I know these three.  I have no idea what you’d bring into that bed, Jimmy.”
 
   Angel cringed at the comment.
 
   Jimmy took a long sip of his beer, and his thoughts drifted back once again to his romp with the three lovely ladies.  It was rare that he scored the bedroom, and the extra room afforded an array of pleasing positions.  “I can use the hotel when we stay overnight, but when we’re on the road and I have company, I want access to the bedroom.”
 
   “I never meant to claim the back bedroom,” Angel said.  “You’re welcome to it.”
 
   Tommy shrugged and tucked his hair behind one ear.  “I’m used to getting sandwiched between these two, so squeezing into a single bunk once in a while won’t bother me.  We still have the hotel room when we stop.”  He placed a loving hand on Jessi’s knee.  “You okay with that, hon?”
 
   She tilted her head to give him a mischievous smile, and her hot pink hair caught a ray of sunlight that filtered through the window.  “I don’t know how the three of us are supposed to fit in a single bunk, but it might be fun to figure it out.”
 
   “Yes,” Angel agreed.  “As long as we don’t smother poor Tommy.”
 
   Jimmy laughed softly under his breath.  He knew all too well about the hazards of trying to fit multiple bodies in the small bunk.  “Be prepared to find at least one of them on the floor,” he warned Damien and Alyssa.  “My naked ladies are always falling out of my bunk at the most inopportune moments.  That’s why I always take one of the bottom beds.”  He flashed a smile.  “That’s a headline that would make Mr. Abelman’s head spin – Immortal Angel Groupie Breaks Arm Falling From Paradise.”
 
   “My father would hit the roof!”
 
   It was a voice that made Jimmy’s heart flutter and his head spin.  “Audra!”  He stood to greet her with a spark in his eye, and hoped she didn’t hear the last part about the multiple women in his bed.  “What brings you aboard this crazy train?”
 
   Her eyes dropped to his bare chest.  “Our limo is having mechanical difficulties.  The driver just ordered a replacement, but I decided I’d rather join Immortal Angel.”  Her face lit up with excitement, just like it always did when she spoke about the band.  “As your new tour manager, I thought it would be an educational experience for me to see the shenanigans that go on when you travel.  I’m on this tour bus for the next four weeks.”
 
   Smiles spread across Jessi and Alyssa’s faces.  The girls were close with Audra and welcomed another female on the bus to balance out the testosterone level.  Tommy was unfazed, but Angel and Damien went rigid and exchanged an uneasy glance, both apprehensive about Audra’s direct line to Mr. Abelman.
 
   Jimmy was ecstatic.  He had his eye on Audra Abelman for years, but he never dared to make a move on the eldest daughter of the head of their record label.  Now he may finally have his chance.  He turned on his sexiest, panty-melting grin.  “I’m overjoyed to have you on the bus with us, Audra.  We’re gonna give you the full rock star experience.  I hope you’re ready for it.”
 
   In the background, Jimmy heard Angel groan.
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   Audra Abelman, heir to Falcon Records, never acted like a spoiled rich kid.  She had always preferred the gritty rock and roll clubs of Brooklyn, rather than the ritzy socialite lifestyle.  It was the small neighborhood bars that introduced her to Immortal Angel, and she had been following the band since its early days when they were virtually unknown.  As newly appointed tour manager of her favorite band, she was living her dream.  She just wished her sister Kira was with her, instead of working out of Falcon Headquarters in New York City.  Over the last few years, they had gone from excited groupies to executives at their family-owned record empire.
 
   Audra was overjoyed at the idea of spending time on the bus with the band.  Driving around in a chauffeured custom limousine had its perks, but she was looking for some thrills.  Traveling with Marissa Torres, the band’s PR rep and right hand to her father, didn’t exactly provoke a wild time.  “We’re going to have so much fun together!”  She directed her exclamation at Jessi and Alyssa.  She loved those girls.  They were the perfect rock star wives.
 
   “It’ll be nice to even things out a little.”  Alyssa flashed her eyes towards the guys.  “It’s like living with animals around here sometimes.”
 
   “I don’t know about this.”  Angel was uncomfortable with her new plan.  “This isn’t the right environment for you, Audra.  Things can get a little out of control sometimes.”  He glanced at Jimmy, but it was such a subtle connotation, she almost missed it.  “I don’t want you exposed to some of the raunchy behavior that we can exhibit at times.”
 
   This was coming from a man who used to practically maul Tommy on stage without inhibition.  Audra let out a small laugh at the irony.
 
   “He’s right,” Damien agreed.  “You’re too classy to be around some of the shit that goes on here.”
 
   Jessi leaned over to look directly at Damien.  “Are you saying that me and Alyssa aren’t classy?”  She was teasing, but Damien never cracked a smile.
 
   “You two are hardcore chicks.  She’s not.”
 
   Alyssa scooted forward to the end of her seat to join the conversation.  “Then we’ll just have to convert her.”  She looked up at Audra with a sinister smile.  “You’ll be one of us in no time.”
 
   An excited tingle ran down Audra’s back.
 
   Tommy stood up from the couch, which caused his Metallica T-shirt to pull across his broad chest and shoulders.  He was six feet of sexy.  He got a beer from the fridge and handed it to Audra.  “Don’t listen to them.  It’ll be fun.”
 
   Angel shook his head at Tommy and rolled his eyes with affection.  “Tommy Blade, you are such an instigator.”
 
   Audra loved watching them together.  She had known Angel for almost a decade and she’d never seen him happier.  There was such genuine love between the three, that their unconventional relationship seemed perfectly natural.
 
   A hot, sweaty, tattooed chest was suddenly pressed against Audra’s cheek.  Jimmy’s powerful arms had pulled her in for a hug before she knew what had happened.  Another chill ran down her back, this time from the proximity of the hard, naked muscles that were plastered against her face.  Her gaze traveled up to Jimmy’s pale blue eyes, and he broke out into one of his famous smiles.  It encompassed both cheeks and was filled with charismatic charm.  A dimple on the left side of his cheek winked at her with coy innuendo.
 
   “I hope you’re ready for a good time,” Jimmy said in his sexiest voice.
 
   Her gaze was fixed on him, and she was locked in his embrace.  Her hands were on his waist, and his mouth was only a few inches from hers.  Her blood was pumping at an accelerated rate, and she was sure he felt her heart beating against his chest.  She’d never had an attraction toward him before.  He was sexy and handsome, but he was always surrounded by an entourage of different women.  Even now, the musky scent of sex was all over him.  She had seen the three women that left the bus and knew right away they had been there for him.  She knew he had a reputation as a notorious playboy, and she’d read all the headlines, but she assumed they had been exaggerated.  The multiple women exiting the bus made her wonder if there was more truth behind his reputation than she realized.
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   Sleeping in the tiny bunk on the tour bus was like sleeping in a coffin.  It was dark, stuffy and boxed in.  After almost two weeks on the road with the band, Audra was starting to rethink her decision to ditch the limo and hop on Immortal Angel’s tour bus.  She loved traveling with the band, but the flashy, state-of-the-art mode of transportation was deceiving.  It wasn’t as exciting or glamorous as she had envisioned.  She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since they left Chicago.  The mattress was thin, and she felt every bump in the road, while Marissa got to fly first class on the longer jaunts between shows.
 
   Audra was exhausted, but she couldn’t sleep until she knew the bus was on the road and headed toward Miami.  She was anal like that.  She found the button that turned on the overhead light.  It was more blinding than illuminating, but it was better than sitting in the dark.  There was a small television screen built into the far wall, and she clicked through the channels.  She couldn’t concentrate on anything for any length of time, so she turned it off.
 
   There was a panel with buttons on the exterior wall that she hadn’t noticed before, and she wondered about their function.  She pressed one and an Immortal Angel song blared through her bunk – and most likely everyone else’s.  She turned the volume down to a whisper and pressed another button.  Air conditioning flowed through the vents and cleared the stale air.  Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all.  It was almost like traveling on an airplane – in coach.
 
   When she glanced at the time and realized 30 minutes had gone by and the bus still hadn’t moved, she stuck her head outside the curtain.  It was quiet, but there was light coming from the front of the bus, and she heard Angel’s voice.  She threw on a hoodie to camouflage her braless status under her loose-fitting tank top, and headed to the front of the bus to find out what was going on.
 
   “Why aren’t we moving?” she asked the driver.  “Is something wrong with the bus?”  They didn’t have time for mechanical difficulties or to procure a new bus.  “We’re going to be late.”
 
   “Sorry, but I can’t leave until everyone’s on the bus.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Who’s not on the bus?”
 
   Angel sighed.  “Jimmy.”
 
   He had been sitting in front of the flat screen in the living room when she went to her bunk an hour ago.  “Where is he?”
 
   “He slipped out about 40 minutes ago,” the driver explained.  “I warned him I wasn’t going to wait around for him.  It’s my butt on the line if I don’t get the band to the venue on time.”  She heard the frustration in the driver’s voice.  “But, once again, Jimmy thinks he can waltz on my bus anytime he wants.  I’m done.”  The driver sat behind the wheel and started the engine.  “Let him find his own way to Miami.”
 
   “You can’t leave without Jimmy.  He’s part of the band.”
 
   “I’m not losing my job because one of your musicians is too busy partying to remember he has to leave for the next show.”
 
   Angel tried to reason with the driver, but Audra had a more direct approach.  She pulled the key from the ignition.  “You’re not going anywhere until Jimmy returns.  The next time anyone exits this bus when we’re getting ready to leave, I want to be notified.”  It was her ass on the line, not the driver’s.  She was responsible for the tour, and she wasn’t going to look incompetent because Jimmy couldn’t tear himself away from a good time.  She handed Angel the key.  “As soon as he shows up, tell him to come speak to me.”  She headed back to her bunk, unsure who angered her more – the obstinate driver or Immortal Angel’s reckless drummer.
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   The sound of the engine woke Audra, and she felt the bus move forward.  There was a thud from the kitchenette, followed by a loud grunt from Jimmy.  It was about damn time.  She checked her phone.  It had been over two hours since she had discovered he was missing.  His lateness was inexcusable.  She flipped the curtain back and headed toward the sound of Jimmy’s light laughter.  He was stationed in the alcove between the kitchenette and the sleeping quarters, with his back against the wall.  One red Converse sneaker was strewn on the floor, and he cradled his sock-covered foot in his hand while he rubbed his toes.  He saw her hovering about ten feet away and smiled up at her.  “Careful, pretty lady.  You could break a toe walking around here barefoot.”
 
   Her eyes dropped to her feet and she realized she had forgotten her slippers.  Did he notice, or was it just a coincidence?  It didn’t matter.  “Where the hell were you?  We were supposed to leave over two hours ago.”
 
   He stood up straight and gave her one of his notorious smiles.  “I’m here now, and so are you.”  He stepped into the kitchenette and pulled two bottles of beer from the refrigerator.  He opened them both and offered her one.  “Join me for a night cap?”
 
   The bottle was already at her lips when she realized that she was supposed to be reprimanding him.  She took a swig before she put it down on the counter.  “You’re causing the bus driver a lot of stress, Jimmy, and he has to drive all night.  That’s not exactly ideal.  He could have an accident.  From now on, please make sure you’re on the bus 30 minutes before our scheduled departure time.”
 
   He laughed and beer almost sputtered from his mouth.  “You sound like a flight attendant.  Why so serious?  Where’s that fun-loving girl who used to shout ‘One more!’ with her fist in the air?”  He took a step closer and looked deep into her eyes.  His smile grew wider.  “I think I see her in there.  I think she wants some beer.”  He brought his beer bottle to her lips and offered it to her.
 
   She laughed and swatted it away.  He was drunk, and he was being silly.
 
   “You know you want some.”  He taunted her with the bottle by moving it back and forth under her nose.
 
   The scent of barley filled her senses, and it was suddenly appealing.  She wanted it.
 
   He tipped the bottle toward her lips.  “Don’t fight it.  Let it hit your lips and moisten your tongue.”
 
   Her eyes flipped wide open, and she stared at him.  There was only a small amount of light filtering in through the side window, so they were basically standing in the dark.  He looked incredibly handsome in the silhouette of the night, and his smile was exceptionally flirtatious.  She couldn’t resist smiling back.  “I don’t want any beer.”
 
   “Your mouth says no, but your body says yes.”
 
   He was standing so close that she felt the heat of his skin next to hers.  The small hairs on her arm stood up from the prickly goosebumps that rose on her flesh.  There was a sexual energy that emanated from him.  It was an erotic pull that rendered her helpless.  She couldn’t move – nor did she want to.  She wanted to stay in this little bubble where only she and Jimmy and the light of the moon existed.
 
   He touched the tip of the beer bottle to her bottom lip, and a plume of smoke floated from her mouth as her warm breath met the cold, frosty beverage.
 
   “That’s my girl.”  He tilted the bottle against her puckered lips, and the refreshing brew cooled her palate.  He pulled the bottle away from her mouth, and a tiny drop of beer dripped down her chin.  He wiped it away with his hand, and then sucked the droplet of liquid off his finger.
 
   Her heart was racing, and her breaths were labored.  She was hypnotized by the glimmer in his eyes, and she couldn’t look away.
 
   Jimmy let out a deep sigh, and his eyes slowly grazed over her body.  The heat of his stare made her internal temperature rise to a boiling point.  His lips touched her cheek, and she sucked in a deep breath while she anticipated his next move.  His mouth was at her ear and offered her a warm gust of breath on her neck, which made her nipples harden.
 
   “Goodnight, beautiful.”  He stepped back and his eyes washed over her again.  “Next time you meet me in the middle of the night, put some clothes on; otherwise, I won’t be able to control myself.”  His fingers skimmed her cheek before he turned away and headed down the corridor.  He stopped to take one last look at her over his shoulder, before he disappeared into the darkness.
 
   Audra let out a deep breath and her shoulders fell.  She ran her fingers through her hair with one hand and clutched her chest with the other.  Jimmy never had this effect on her before, but she’d never been this close to him, either.  He had flirted with her in the past, but he’d never turned on his sexual charm.  It was inebriating.  She was high on his potent, raw sexuality, and drawn to him with a powerful, uncontrollable force.  She wanted him, but she knew it was taboo.  He was a company client.  Her head was spinning, and her nerve endings were tingling.  His remark about her lack of attire caused her to glance down at her body.  She was wearing short shorts and a loose-fitting tank top which exposed an ample amount of cleavage.  Her nipples were rock hard and pointed under the thin cotton.  She yearned for him, but knew his playboy status wasn’t something she wanted any part of.
 
   She wrapped her arms around her waist and hurried back to her bunk.  The light was on behind the curtain across from her, and Jimmy stuck his head out.  “If you’re lonely, I got room in here.”  Her eyes washed over his bare chest and colorful tattoos.  He opened the curtain a little wider.  She could see the waist band of his black Diesel briefs and the slight pouch that was caused by his erection.  She was too flabbergasted to speak – or she was afraid of what she might say.
 
   She gulped and suppressed a smile as she took control of her senses.  “Goodnight, Jimmy.”  She escaped into her bunk and hid behind the closed curtain.  Her heart was beating so loud it reverberated in her ears.  She clutched the material of her tank top and tried to mentally tame the fire that was coursing through her body.  A few seconds later, heavy breathing overshadowed her pounding heartbeat.  She didn’t dare look outside her curtain for fear she would rush into Jimmy’s bunk, but she knew it was him.  She recognized his husky breaths.  She tried to block out the sound of him pleasuring himself, but the image was clear behind her squeezed-shut eyes.  She couldn’t control her desire any longer, and her hand traveled down her torso and settled between her legs.  She was soft and wet.  She pushed her shorts and thong aside and rubbed her clit with the lubrication of her own juices.  She bit her lip to remain quiet, but it was impossible.  Jimmy’s deep breaths sent her body spiraling with heat.  She imagined it was his mouth licking her and swirling his tongue between the folds of her skin.  She pretended it was his fingers that squeezed and pinched her nipple.  His breathing grew louder, and she rubbed herself faster.  She was hot and tingling – and waiting.  As soon as she heard Jimmy’s long moan, she let go.  Her clit throbbed as she came to the erotic sound of Jimmy’s climax.  She shuddered and let out a long, gratifying sigh.
 
   The bus was quiet, but her heart was still pounding in her ears.  A second later, Jimmy’s voice broke through the silence.  “Sweet dreams, baby.”
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   It took about five seconds before Audra remembered last night’s self-gratification.  She threw the covers over her head and turned to face the wall.  A laugh rose from her throat without warning, and she buried her face in the pillow to hide it.
 
   She had no idea how she was going to greet Jimmy with a straight face.  She didn’t hear much noise coming from outside her bunk.  Maybe everyone was still asleep and she could slip off the bus before they woke.  She tiptoed down the corridor and peeked through the blinds.  The bus was already parked behind the venue, right on schedule.  She grabbed a quick change of clothes and snuck into the bathroom.  She showered as quickly as possible, dressed, and slowly opened the door.
 
   All was quiet.  It looked like she was going to make it out of the bus unnoticed.  It wasn’t until she hit the living area that she saw Jimmy waiting for her at the door.
 
   “Where are you going so early?”
 
   She read right through his smile.  He was thinking about last night.  They both were.  “I have to check in with the venue.  Why are you awake?  It’s not noon yet.  After the way you stumbled in here last night, I thought I was going to have to douse you with a fire hose in order to get you to the show on time.”
 
   “I got up to take a piss and you were in the bathroom.  I was listening at the door . . . in case you needed any help.”
 
   She pressed her lips together to suppress a smile.  “You were listening to me shower?”
 
   “Yeah.  I like to listen to you.  You got a really sexy voice, especially when you’re out of breath.”
 
   The memory of Jimmy’s heavy breathing from his bunk last night filled her ears.  Her mind conjured up images of him stroking himself, and her body grew several degrees warmer.
 
   “What’s wrong?  You look a little overheated.  Maybe you should have something to drink to cool off.  There’s a diner right down the road.”  He pointed toward the window.  “We can walk.  Join me for breakfast.”
 
   She knew that breakfast with Jimmy was the wrong thing to do, but she had to stop herself from accepting the invitation.  He had some kind of magnetic pull that drew her to him.  He was persuasive and alluring, almost as if he cast some sort of spell on her.  Her better judgment kicked in.  She wasn’t falling for his ruse.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”  She headed for the door, but he stepped in front of her and blocked her path.  Her nose was an inch away from the center of his chest.  And he wasn’t wearing a shirt.  Why the hell wasn’t he wearing a shirt?  She could smell his scent.  It was an intoxicating brew of musk mixed with a hint of sweat.  She slowly looked up and met his eyes.  They were twinkling with naughty mischief, and it was impossible not to smile back.  “I gotta go.”
 
   He stepped aside to allow her to pass, but her feet still weren’t moving.
 
   “I thought you had to go.”  He teased her with his smile.
 
   She exhaled a deep breath to clear her head and forced herself to walk off the bus.
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   Audra ended up at the diner – alone.  She told herself she needed coffee and food, but part of her wondered if she was hoping Jimmy would show up.  She was glad he didn’t.  She had a busy day.  She was still getting used to dealing with the million and a half details that comprised the production of a single 90-minute show.  Promoters, venue managers, ticket agents, and confirming show times were a cakewalk compared to getting everyone where they needed to be on time.  Locating Angel and Tommy was easiest, because they were always together.  Damien was often off on his own with Alyssa, but at least he answered his phone.  Jimmy was never on the bus on time.  He never answered the door when he stayed at the hotel.  When they were in South America last month, he had been virtually unreachable and barely sober.  She was always stuck waiting for him to stagger in whenever he decided to show up – like last night.  It was a good thing he was easy on the eyes and a smooth talker, or she’d be pretty pissed off at him.
 
   Her main priority right now was to make sure the lighting technician at the venue followed Angel’s cue.  At the last show in Atlanta, Angel had to wait almost five seconds before the tech turned on his spotlight.  Immortal Angel’s flamboyant lead singer was the center of attention, and he had started the show in the shadows.  She had been furious.
 
   She finished her coffee and walked down the block to the American Airlines Arena.  When she got there, a flurry of workers and roadies already occupied the stage.  They were in the middle of setting up the equipment, so there was barely any room to walk without tripping over something – or someone.  No one had any regard for the people around them.  It was chaos, and Audra hated chaos.
 
   “Excuse me,” she called to a worker with a roll of wire cable in his hand.  He flew past her without acknowledging her presence.  She opened her mouth to address another worker, but he never slowed his pace long enough for her to get one word out.  How rude.
 
   “Get out of the way, lady.”
 
   Two men wheeling large amps almost ran her over.  Frustration caused her to clench her teeth together and exhale loudly.  She approached several electricians installing overhead lights, determined to find out who was in charge.
 
   A burly man blocked her path.  “You need to get off the stage, girly.”
 
   “Girly?”  She felt her cheeks flush red hot.  “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?  I’m Immortal Angel’s tour manager.”
 
   He glanced at the all-access pass that hung from the lanyard around her neck.  “Sure you are.  Now get backstage with the rest of the groupies.  I’m the stage manager, and my men have work to do.”
 
   A surge of anger flooded her chest.  “I’m not a groupie.  I’m Audra Abelman.  I’m on the Board of Directors at Falcon Records.”  She dug in her handbag, pulled out her building pass for Falcon Headquarters and shoved it in his face.
 
   At first, he thought she was bluffing and rolled his eyes with annoyance, but as he read her identification, his face flushed with embarrassment.  “I’m sorry, Miss Abelman.  You look like a kid.”
 
   “Well, I’m not, and I’m insulted.  I’m running this tour, and I want to make sure every aspect of tonight’s show is on point.  There’s no room for error.  Let’s start with your lighting tech.”
 
   “I’ll get him right away.”
 
   People on stage stopped working and stared at her, but she wasn’t intimidated by them.  She placed her hand on her hip, cocked her jaw to the side, and challenged them with hard eyes.  She wasn’t going to back down just because she was young and she was a woman in a male-dominated field.  And she had no intention of hiding behind her father’s name.  She dropped her name on the stage manager, and she was going to throw it around at every opportunity until people gave her the respect she deserved.
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   At the end of the night, after the show was over and everyone was back on the tour bus, Audra assessed her appearance in the bathroom mirror.  The fringed boots, Immortal Angel tank top and furry vest didn’t exactly scream corporate executive, but she wasn’t in a business meeting.  It was no excuse for the stage manager to assume she was a groupie.  The incident from earlier in the day still irked her.
 
   She changed into her sleeping clothes, scrubbed her face clean and settled in her bunk.  She was tired of people assuming she was a pushover, and she needed to show the men in this business that she wouldn’t take their shit.
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   The next morning Audra stood before the full-length mirror in the back bedroom of the tour bus, still unhappy with the message her appearance projected.  She turned toward Jessi and Alyssa who were both sitting on the bed – Jessi with a fashion magazine, Alyssa on her iPad.  “I’ve decided I need a makeover.”
 
   “Why do you need a makeover?” Jessi asked.  “I think your look is adorable.”
 
   Adorable was not the adjective to describe a high-powered business woman, and that’s how she wanted to be perceived in the male-dominated world of music executives.  She needed to carve out a name for herself without relying on her father’s reputation.  “I don’t want people to see me and think I’m fluff.  I represent my father’s record label, and I want them to know I don’t back down so easily.”
 
   Alyssa’s mouth quirked into a half-smile.  “I could teach you how to tell people to fuck off.”  She jumped off the bed and stood behind Audra in the mirror.  “And you could rock some harder makeup to give you an edge.”
 
   Jessi stood on the other side of Audra.  “What you need is a power suit.  Something that says you’re all business.”
 
   Audra knew her ripped jeans and Immortal Angel tank tops made her look like a groupie, but she didn’t want to wear stuffy business suits like Marissa.  That wasn’t her style.  She pursed her lips to the side and shook her head.  “I’m not into suits.  That’s not me, but I need to wear something that will make me look like an executive.  I don’t want to resort to getting bitchy in order for people to take me seriously.”
 
    “I could make you a series of jackets that have a rock star edge.”  Jessi’s eyes brightened through the mirror’s reflection, and they darted back and forth while she fabricated creations in her head.  “I could add leather or metal embellishments, but keep it subtle.  You could pair them with jeans.  Nice jeans, not ripped jeans.  If you want, I could make some understated jackets, too, and flashy tanks to wear underneath.  I’ll keep it classy.”  Jessi pulled out a small carrying case from the closet and produced a measuring tape.  She quickly wrapped it around various parts of Audra’s body and jotted down the measurements.  “I’m ahead of schedule with inventory at my store, so I can whip up a few designs for you right away.  I could hit a fabric store this afternoon and should have something for you in a few days.”
 
   Now that Audra had plans for an edgy wardrobe and makeup, there was something else she’d been wanting for a while, something personal that would give her an internal boost of confidence.  “I want to get my nipples pierced.”
 
   Jessi’s mouth fell open, but Alyssa broke out into a gleeful smile.  “That’s perfect.  It’ll give you that bad girl vibe without anyone knowing what’s hidden underneath your clothes.  My case is in the front closet.  Stay here.  I’ll go grab it.”
 
   “I didn’t mean—”  Audra didn’t intend on getting pierced this moment, but Alyssa was already out of the room.
 
   “You just made her day,” Jessi said.  “That girl lives to push a needle through someone’s flesh.”
 
   Audra’s nerves ran rampant, unsure of what to expect from the sensitive area she chose to pierce, and concerned about Alyssa’s enjoyment in providing the service.  “Do you have any piercings?  Besides your ears?”
 
   “Just one.”  Jessi pushed her tongue out of her mouth, exposing a bright silver ball in the center.  “Alyssa gave me this when the boys went to Asia.”
 
   The tongue stud was cool, but Audra knew she would never be able to speak to clients with that thing in her mouth, and it would hinder the air of maturity she wanted to project.  And her father would have a fucking fit if she got her tongue pierced.  She silently laughed as she pictured his reaction.  A tongue piercing was definitely out of the question.
 
   Alyssa sailed through the bedroom door with a small black case in her hand.  She locked the door and abruptly froze before she placed it on the bed.  “Is this thing clean?”
 
   “What thing?” Jessi asked.
 
   “The comforter.  Is it cheesed on?  Is it gonna light up like a Christmas tree if someone throws a black light on it?”
 
   “Are you asking if we have sex on top of the comforter?”
 
   “I’m asking if you guys came all over it.”  Alyssa cringed.  “I guess I should have asked that before I sat on it.”
 
   Jessi let out a hearty laugh.  “Probably.”
 
   “Ugh!  Gross!  Get me a clean sheet.”
 
   While Jessi spread a fresh sheet on the bed, Audra watched the good-humored interaction between the two close friends.  Her heart suddenly longed for her sister.  She missed Kira.  They had been inseparable until they took executive positions at Falcon and were forced to spend time apart, either working long hours or traveling to different destinations.  She fished her phone from her pocket and hit Kira’s number.
 
   “How’s Atlanta?”  Her sister’s cheerful voice made her happy and sad at the same time.
 
   “Atlanta was really cool, but I didn’t get to see much before we had to head out.  That was three days ago.  We just got to Orlando this morning.  They’re playing the Hard Rock tonight, and then we have two days of promos before we’re on the way to Raleigh.”  Explaining her whereabouts to Kira reminded Audra of the distance between her and her sister.  She was homesick.  “I wish you were here.”
 
   “Me too.”  The melancholy was clear in Kira’s voice.  “What are you doing now?”
 
   Audra watched Alyssa meticulously place bright silver implements on a tray.  “I’m getting my nipples pierced.”
 
   “Without me?”
 
   The piercing lost some of its appeal without Kira to share the experience.  “Do you want me to wait so we can do it together?”
 
   “No.”  Kira laughed.  “I’m not sure I want my nipples pierced.  I didn’t know you did either.  Where are you getting it done?”
 
   “Alyssa’s doing it for me.”  Audra eyed the eerie-looking supplies again.  “I have to go.  Alyssa’s waiting for me.  Wish me luck.”
 
   “Call me when it’s over.  Good luck!”
 
   Alyssa was eager to get started, and she had a gleam in her eyes, which made Audra nervous.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Jessi reassured her.  “It’ll be over before you know it.”  She put her arm around Audra’s shoulder and brought her to the bed, like a sacrificial lamb.
 
   Audra leaned back on the pillow and waited.  The tray full of weapons was to her right.  Surprisingly, the needle wasn’t the most imposing instrument.  It was the forceps.
 
   Alyssa snapped on a pair of latex gloves, ready to start.  “Strip from the waist up.”
 
   She wasn’t used to undressing in front of people, but Alyssa made it sound so methodical that Audra obeyed without inhibition.
 
   Alyssa dipped a cotton pad in Betadine and scrubbed it across the intended target.  It was cold, and the roughness of the cleansing process made Audra’s nipple harden to a pointy nub.
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   Apparently, it was exactly the reaction Alyssa was hoping for.  She wiped the excess solution away with a sterilized pad and marked two small dots for the proper placement.  The menacing forceps clamped down on Audra’s nipple like a vice grip.  She winced, but before she could protest, a sharp, stinging pain seared through her right breast.  She watched the barbell push through the center of her nipple.  It was strangely erotic and excruciating in equal measures.
 
   “Almost done.”  Alyssa was working quickly, with both hands, but glanced up at Audra for a second to make sure she was okay.  “That’s nipple number one.”  Alyssa sat back, ripped off her gloves, and admired her work.
 
   Audra looked down at her breast.  There was a long silver barbell through her right nipple, like a spear.  It was so sexy that she totally forgot about the pain.  “That’s so fucking cool.”
 
   Jessi crawled onto the bed to take a closer look.  “That’s hot.  Maybe I should get mine done.”
 
   Alyssa’s eyes widened and her face brightened.  “You can be next.”  The girl really did get off on piercing someone’s skin.  She put on a fresh pair of gloves.  “Ready for nip number two?”
 
   Audra nodded.  She admired her new jewelry, hoping to take her mind off of the next piercing, but all she saw was a burning red nipple, plump and sore from the puncture.  Cold liquid on her left nipple brought her attention to her other breast.  Alyssa scoured it with Betadine, ready to repeat the procedure.  The clamp was still a shock, even though Audra steadied herself for its tight grip, then the needle sliced through her tender flesh with a sharp prick.
 
   The second piercing almost seemed more painful than the first, and Audra held her breath while Alyssa pushed the barbell through and fastened the ends.  When it was finally over, she let out a deep breath.  Now that she was free to admire her newly pierced breasts without the anxiety from the impending needle, an enthusiastic smile spread across her face.
 
   She jumped off the bed and let out a sore laugh.  The jiggling of her breasts caused the piercings to pull on her inflamed nipples.  Her immediate reaction was to hold them, but Alyssa yelled, “Don’t touch them!” and Audra froze.  She went to the full-length mirror and pushed her shoulders back.  The light reflected off the shiny barbells and her breasts sparkled.  She never had so much pride in her breasts before.  “They look awesome!  Thanks.”
 
   “Thank you.  Anytime you want something pierced, I’m always available.”  She turned to Jessi.  “Do you have a clean T-shirt for her to wear?”
 
   Jessi unzipped one of her suitcases and presented Audra with an Immortal Angel T-Shirt.
 
   Audra couldn’t wear a bra.  How the hell was she supposed to be perceived as a professional if she showed up at the next venue braless?  She eased her way into the T-shirt and flinched when the material came in contact with one of the barbells.  Maybe she should have reconsidered her timing for a piercing.
 
   “It’ll be fine in a few days,” Alyssa reassured her.  “Just don’t think about it.”
 
   It was hard not to think about the throbbing pain centered on both of her breasts.  She couldn’t think about anything else – until Tommy knocked on the door.
 
   “Why is the door locked?  Jessi?  You in there, hon?”
 
   “I’ll be right out.”  Jessi turned to Audra.  “Is it okay to open the door?”
 
   Audra nodded, but now she was more self-conscious about standing in front of Tommy without a bra, than obsessing over the pulsating spasms in her nipples.
 
   “Is Alyssa with her?”  Damien’s voice came from behind the closed door.
 
   “I don’t know,” Tommy answered.
 
   Someone’s knuckles rapped on the door.  “Alyssa, you in there?”
 
   “Are all the girls locked in the bedroom?”  Now Angel’s voice joined Tommy and Damien’s.  Great.  All they needed was for Jimmy to show up behind the door and the entire band would be wondering what they were doing.
 
   “What’s going on, man?”
 
   A small laugh fell from Audra’s mouth at the sound of Jimmy’s voice.
 
   Alyssa rolled her eyes and flung the door open.  “I swear you guys are helpless without us.”
 
   The guys practically fell through the doorway and all four pairs of eyes immediately landed on the piercing supplies on the bed.
 
   “Who got pierced?”  Tommy’s eyes rested on Jessi, probing for an answer.
 
   “And where?” Damien asked, with the hint of a smile tucked in the corner of his mouth.
 
   Jimmy knew it was Audra right away.  He slowly walked up to her, with a smile stuck on his lips, and put his mouth to her ear.  “It was you, wasn’t it?  You have that little Miss Innocent look on the outside, but I bet on the inside you’re a naughty girl.  I want to meet that naughty girl.”
 
   She held her breath, and her heart fluttered in her chest.  Her eyes remained locked on his, while his stare penetrated her soul.  She had always been the good girl, but he saw the bad girl that hid inside of her who wanted to break free.  She wanted to let that bad girl out to play.
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   Jimmy couldn’t stop thinking about the night he heard Audra masturbating behind the curtain.  Her flowing honey-colored hair, her hazel eyes, and her killer bod underneath the flimsy tank top and tiny shorts, were burned into his memory.  Now some newly pierced body part pushed those images to the next level and kept his imagination in X-rated territory.
 
   He sat on the leather couch in front of the flat screen TV in the main section of the tour bus and tried to tell himself that Audra was off limits – the boss’s daughter – but that only made her more enticing.  He was waiting for his friends to check into the hotel, so he could get Audra alone.
 
   Tommy was the first to head out, with Angel and Jessi in tow.  He stopped in front of the couch where Jimmy was sitting.  “If you’re gonna use the back bedroom, make sure you change the sheets and pick up after yourself.  I don’t want my wife to find a woman’s dirty panties in there and catch the rap for it.”
 
   “It’s cool.”  Jimmy waved them forward, hoping to get them off the bus as quickly as possible, but the three of them didn’t move.
 
   “Don’t leave a mess in here, either,” Angel said.  “I’m not stepping on another used condom.  That was fucking disgusting.”
 
   Jessi let out a light laugh.  “I told you to wear your slippers.”
 
   Tommy extended his thumb in Jimmy’s direction.  “You should probably wear your boots with the way this guy leaves those things lying around.”
 
   “I’m not leaving anything anywhere, man.  I’m just chillin’ tonight.”  Jimmy glanced toward the kitchen area where Audra was talking to Alyssa, to make sure she wasn’t listening.  He didn’t want her to hear them teasing him about his sex life.
 
   “I highly doubt that, but have fun.”  Tommy waved goodbye, and the trio headed for the hotel.  Now if Damien and Alyssa would just leave, Jimmy would finally be alone with Audra.  He clicked through the channels, while he kept one eye on Alyssa and Audra.  They were still in deep conversation.  Where the hell was Damien, and why was he taking so long?
 
   A few seconds later, the girls gasped and groaned.  They barreled past Jimmy, with their hands over their nose and mouth, and ran out of the bus.  The stench snuck up on Jimmy and almost knocked him over.  “Oh fuck!”  He covered his mouth and gagged as he ran from the bus and joined the girls outside.  “Why didn’t you warn me?  Shit!”
 
   “Exactly.”  Damien stood on the bottom step of the bus with a satisfied smile on his face.
 
   “Why the hell didn’t you do that in the hotel room, man?”
 
   Damien shrugged.  “Couldn’t wait.”  He hopped onto the asphalt, slung his arm around Alyssa’s neck and began to walk toward the hotel.  He looked over his shoulder at Jimmy.  “Enjoy your night.”
 
   Fuck.  Now Jimmy’s plans to detain Audra on the bus long enough to make a move were on hold, indefinitely, while the toxic fumes permeating the air returned to the bowels of hell.  He smiled at Audra, and hoped to salvage the night.  “Do you want to go for a walk?  I don’t think it’ll be safe to board the bus for a while.”
 
   “It’s late.  I think I’m just going to check into the hotel.”
 
   “You don’t have your bag, and it’s not safe to go back in the bus yet.”  He let his smile work its magic.  “It’s barely 11:30, and it’s a beautiful night.”  He put his hand over his heart.  “I’ll be on my best behavior.”  It was a promise he had no intention of keeping.
 
   She gave him a playful smirk while she contemplated her answer.  “Okay, but just until the bus airs out.  Do you think fans will bother you?  Maybe we should take security with us.”
 
   Jimmy didn’t want security tagging along.  He wanted one-on-one time with the beautiful lady in front of him.  He did a quick scan of the parking lot and its perimeter.  It was basically empty.  It seemed the bus had pulled into Raleigh unnoticed.  “We should be fine if we stay off the main strip.”
 
   They headed down a quiet side street, without saying much.  The uneven concrete caused Audra to stumble in her high heels, and Jimmy steadied her with a hand on her upper arm.  “Careful.  Better hang on.”  He offered her his arm, and she circled her hand around his bicep.  The skin-on-skin contact sent his hormones reeling.  He wasn’t accustomed to restraint and fought the urge to push her against the side of a building and run his hands over her body.
 
   “Tell me about your background,” Audra said.  “I’m Immortal Angel’s number one fan, and I have no idea about your family.  I should know these things.  I need to stay up on my game.”
 
   He realized that although they’d known each other for many years, they really didn’t know that much about each other’s family or their lives outside of Immortal Angel.  “You know I lived in Brooklyn my whole life.  I got two brothers, one crazier than the other, both younger than me, and neither interested in music.  They’re sports fanatics, which ain’t my thing.”
 
   “It’s always been about the drums for you, huh?”
 
   “Probably from the day I was born.  My dad was a famous drummer in his day, but he gave it up for us.  He wanted to be home with his sons.”  Jimmy had so much respect for his dad and the values that refused to be compromised, even by his dream.  “When I was a kid, I used to sit on my dad’s lap and play the drums.  I used to imitate his beats and kick the bass drum with the tip of my foot, because I couldn’t reach the pedal.  He taught me how to play, but he tries to tell me I picked it up on my own.”
 
   “I think talent like yours is something you’re born with.  I don’t think it’s something someone can teach you.  I’ve been around musicians my entire life, Jimmy, and I’ve never seen anyone play the way you do.  You’re amazing to watch on the drums.  You’re truly gifted.”
 
   He stopped, genuinely touched by her compliment.  He was used to fans gushing over him and praising his drumming skills, but he was unfamiliar with such sincerity.  “I really appreciate that.  It means a lot coming from someone with your background.”  He used to think she was just another pretty face, another fan swept up by the thrill of the limelight, but she continually surprised him with her industry knowledge.  Her position at Falcon Records wasn’t just handed to her.  She earned it, and he had immense respect for her.
 
   The idea of luring her into bed suddenly felt dishonorable.  It was degrading.  He didn’t want to treat her like another warm body to shove his dick into.  Maybe he should play it slow with Audra.  They had a connection that was real, and that’s something he hadn’t felt in a long time.  He wanted to explore where it would lead.
 
   He lived his life with woman after woman, often two or three at a time.  Every night was a new face, a new body, and a new fantasy.  The idea of actually getting to know a woman and form a bond was foreign to him, and it blew his mind.
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   Jimmy checked into his hotel room and sat on the bed with a whiskey.  He never gave much thought to his life before.  He lived it to the fullest each and every day.  There were no commitments, no ramifications or repercussions.  The drums had always been his one true love – his soulmate.  Music was his mistress.  He never had enough time to devote to one woman, nor did he want to.  He didn’t know how to incorporate a steady relationship into his life, and he refused to compromise either one, until now.  Audra fit perfectly into his lifestyle.  She was dedicated to his music and loyal to the band.  Could she be the one to make him finally settle down and give him stability?  His heart had never been drawn to anything but his music, but Audra stirred something inside him that even the drums couldn’t compete with.  She brought a sense of completeness to his life.  She filled a void he didn’t know existed.  He gulped down his whiskey and swirled the last amber drop in the glass.  Maybe it was time to grow up.  Calmness and clarity washed over him.  He’d been drinking and screwing every girl he could get his hands on for as long as he could remember.  The band’s popularity afforded him luxuries most people only dreamed about.  His life was one long never-ending party and a perpetual good time, but it was all meaningless.  For the first time in his life, he wanted someone to share his life with.  He wanted more than a one night stand.
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   The sound of Tommy’s Les Paul filled the PNC Arena, rivaling the crowd’s boisterous cheers.  Damien strolled onto the stage and plugged in his bass, like he had all the time in the world.  His calm and confident walk was only surpassed by the laid-back acknowledgement of the fans with a slight wave of his hand.  They screamed back at him, incited by his cool and casual demeanor.
 
   Jimmy ran on stage and jumped onto the riser.  He greeted the fans with a raised arm and his sticks fisted in one hand.  They shouted back with rock and roll horns in the air.
 
   Lastly, Angel made his grand entrance.  It was always a production.  The man lived for drama.  He was a showman and a born rock star.  The extravagant, florid stage outfits he wore were custom made by none other than Jessi Blade.  Angel brought everything to each performance.  No one ever walked away from an Immortal Angel show anything less than blown away.
 
   Angel sauntered onto the stage with a cool, confident swagger.  His leather pants were so tight, they looked like they were painted on.  He didn’t bother with a shirt.  A spiked, leather harness crisscrossed over his chest.  His arrival on stage caused a communal wail from men and women alike.  He stood at the front of the stage, and his head swept the room from right to left as he took in the mass of noise projected from the crowd.  His legs started to jiggle in tune to the rumbling of the stage floor as fans stomped their feet, impatient for the show to begin.  He raised his arms and two large mortars went off on either side of the stage with a loud boom.  Fireworks shot toward the ceiling in a plume of blues and purples.  Spotlights highlighted each band member in a glow of soft white as the smoke machine pumped fog across the stage.
 
   Jimmy clacked his sticks together – one, two, three, four – and the first song of the night blasted through the sound system.  As soon as his sticks struck the drum skin, magic happened.  It was like a second heartbeat.  The bass drum thundered in tandem with the thump in his chest.  He was connected to the music with an invisible lifeline.  He felt his biceps contract with each rise and fall of his arms.  The reverberation traveled up his limbs like an electrical current.  He was in a trance where nothing existed except the music and the beat that penetrated his soul.  He listened to the growl of Damien’s bass.  It linked them to the rhythm and to each other.
 
   Jimmy’s hands and arms moved faster than the eye, flying across his drums with a blur of sound and coordination.  He twirled a drumstick through his fingers like a propeller on a helicopter and returned it to his floor tom without missing a beat.  The energy he dispensed was freeing.  It filled him with uninhibited joy and released any stress that harbored in his body and mind.  That’s why he was always so carefree.
 
   The song ended with a loud roar from the fans.  Jimmy guzzled half the contents of a bottle of water and doused himself with the rest.  He ripped off his shirt and tossed it into the crowd, but it got hung up on his hand and landed on the end of Tommy’s guitar.  It hung there like a bra thrown from one of the fans.
 
   Tommy turned and laughed, along with the rest of the audience.  “What the fuck?  Are you trying to electrocute me?  This is soaked!”  Tommy held the shirt up by the tip of his finger, while water dripped onto the stage.
 
   Jimmy raised his shoulders with an innocent shrug.  “Sorry, man!”
 
   Tommy flipped Jimmy’s wet shirt into the audience, which created a fanlike spray over the crowd, until it landed on someone’s head with a splat.
 
   The male fan wasn’t too pleased wearing Jimmy’s sweat-soaked shirt like a hat, until he was bombarded with girls who climbed over each other and on top of him to snag the piece of clothing.
 
   Jimmy threw his head back and laughed.  He spotted Audra at the side of the stage.  She wasn’t watching Angel the way she usually did, or checking with the production team on scheduling.  She was staring straight at Jimmy.  She wore a sweet and enticing smile on her lips which held Jimmy’s gaze.  He winked at her and blew her a kiss.
 
   She tilted her head to the side and scrunched her nose at him.  She was so God damn cute.
 
   Thirty minutes into the show, the crowd was bouncing up and down with an overabundance of energy.  Damien yelled “Circle pit!” into the mic with an evil grin.  Throngs of concert-goers pushed hard against the railing, while others behind them engaged in organized chaos.  People pushed and shoved each other in an open circle and danced with wild abandonment.  Crowd surfers made their way to the front of the stage and were either caught by security or deposited on the concrete floor.
 
   Angel jumped onto one of the higher amps, and his unblemished voice floated through the air.  His voice was strong, and he had a wide vocal range.  He could hit a high note and hold it for almost 20 seconds and then get down and gritty with the raunchy lyrics of Sex & Greed.
 
   He grabbed his crotch and did a slow roll of his hips, which sent the fans into an excited uproar.  He stroked the smooth leather, and he breathed heavily into the mic.  Tommy stood underneath him, watched his lover with an erotic smile, and rattled off a killer guitar riff at Angel’s feet.
 
   Angel leaned over and sang to Tommy.  Their faces were a mere inch apart, and the exchange of passion that transpired between them was more than just from their intimate relationship.  It was the music.  They all had it – that spark that fueled and unleashed something deep inside.  There was no escaping the furor the music awakened.  It was an addiction that needed to be fed.  It was a craving that could only be satisfied by the cheers of the crowd.
 
   Jimmy channeled his hunger with the strength and speed behind his beats.  Damien internalized his need with a hypnotic trance.  But Tommy and Angel fed off each other.
 
   Tommy baited Angel with the erotic melody that bled from his Les Paul and with the throes of his long, blond hair.
 
   Angel had zero willpower when it came to Tommy.  He jumped off the amp and chased Tommy all the way to the other side of the stage, where he caught him by the back of his hair.  Angel pulled Tommy’s head back, gave him a quick, hard kiss on the mouth, and then sent him on his way.
 
   The crowd went nuts!  Their screams were so loud, the sound guy needed to turn up the amps.
 
   Jimmy found Audra staring at him from the side curtain again.  It was the third time he had caught her watching him – no one else – just him.  He wondered if she’d been watching him the entire time, or if it was just coincidence that he felt her stare and met her eye on three separate occasions.
 
   She was all smiles, and he winked at her again.  This time, she winked back.
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   Audra watched the show with a new high.  Maybe it was because she had been mostly paying attention to Jimmy and the way his muscles flexed when he hit the drums.  She had watched his tattoos ripple with the movement of his arms and the deep rise and fall of his chest.  She had watched the little droplets of sweat bead across his upper body like a warm mist.  The show took on a new erotic flavor for her tonight, and she was left breathless.
 
   Jimmy left the stage and was headed straight toward her.  She was so caught up in admiring his body that she didn’t realize the show had ended.  Her eyes lit up as he approached her.
 
   “How was the show?” Jimmy asked, flashing his radiant smile.
 
   Her exuberance was magnified in the wake of her raging hormones.  She inhaled a deep breath before she spoke.  “It was fantastic.  All of Immortal Angel’s shows are always better than the last, but tonight was a little extra special for me.  I listened to you play the drums – really listened – and I watched you.”  Her eyes traveled over his bare chest and his biceps.  They were still glistening, and his pecs swelled with his deep breaths.  She forced herself to look back up at his eyes, but they were just as distracting.  They were pale blue and smoldered with allure.  “I know you’re one of the best drummers in the field.  No one possesses your showmanship on the drum or plays as fast as you do, but I never noticed your passion before.  You live to play the drums.”  Her smile grew wider, and her eyes sparkled at him.  “You’re incredible.”
 
   Jimmy was humbled, and his confident smile turned into a sincere nod of appreciation.  “Thank you.  I mean it.  I know you’re not just stroking my ego.  I value your compliment and take it to heart.”  He pulled a drumstick from his back pocket and kissed it before he handed it to her.  “I saved this for you, my number one fan.”
 
   She cradled it to her chest and laughed.  “I’ll treasure it always.”  She had collected over a dozen of Jimmy’s drum sticks through the years, but this one was special.  There was a connotation behind it that symbolized the growing attraction between them, and she cherished it.
 
   She walked with him back toward the dressing rooms.  They passed through the crowded corridor of bustling activity.  It was just as chaotic after the show as before.  A group of workers barreled past Jimmy with a piece of equipment, and he fell into her.  She was pinned between his sweat-covered chest and the wall.  Her hands were braced against his pecs, and her fingers curled into the hard muscles, testing their strength.  The closeness of their bodies ignited another fire inside her, and she held her breath.
 
   “Sorry, babe.  You okay?”
 
   His hands were flat against the wall behind her, imprisoning her between his taut arms.  She looked from one tattooed bicep to the other, and then her eyes went to his lips.  She exhaled deeply, and her breath blew across his chest.  She slowly looked up and met his eyes.  They were magnetic and held her hostage.  He gazed back at her with a deep, penetrating stare, and his eyes dropped to her mouth.  She felt the heat of his kiss descend upon her before she had a chance to protest.  Her heart raced out of control, and her resistance faded.  Her body relaxed under his touch, and she leaned into the hard muscles of his chest.
 
   His mouth was commanding and his hands held her in a tight embrace, which sent a hot tingle down her spine and a flurry of emotions through her head.  What the hell was she doing?  This was Jimmy Wilder.  A ladies’ man.  A player.  She abruptly pulled away.  “I’m sorry, Jimmy.  I don’t do one-night stands.”  Regret was already coursing through her body.  She wanted him.  She wanted the wild night and free-spirited sex that Jimmy offered, but her head knew better.  “I’m not going to be just another notch in your rock star belt.”
 
   The hurt was vivid across Jimmy’s face.  “I care about you, Audra.  I’m not using you for sex.  I would never treat you with disrespect like that.”
 
   There was so much sincerity in his voice and in his eyes that she almost fell into his arms.  She steeled herself and shook her head vigorously.  “I’m not going to add my name to the long list of women you’ve been with.  You’re a wild man.”  His untamed and reckless ways should have put her off, but instead, it turned her on.
 
   “That’s all just hype.  Don’t believe the headlines.  I’m not as bad as the paparazzi insinuates.”
 
   She wasn’t falling for his excuses.  “I’ve seen it for myself.  We’ve been on the bus together for weeks.  I know you’re not spending the night alone when you stay at the hotels between shows.  I see the women that hang all over you.  I’ve seen it for years.”  Every sentence reinforced why she shouldn’t get involved with him, but she was drawn closer to him with each word she spoke.  She turned away from him, afraid she was going to give in to his unyielding sex appeal, but he circled her so she still faced him.
 
   “Tell me what I can do.  How can I make you understand that I want more than just a passing fling with you?”  His pleading eyes searched for an answer.  “I’ve been with a lot of women.  I won’t deny that.  But you make me want to forget about all of them.”
 
   She tried to brush past him, but he blocked her path and placed his hands on her shoulders.  His touch made her shudder.  She had never wanted anyone the way she wanted Jimmy, but she would never belittle herself by falling victim to a man’s charm – especially one as charismatic as Jimmy.  She would never compromise her ethics and be just another groupie sleeping with one of her rock star idols.
 
   “Let me prove it to you.  I’ll show you how serious I am about this.  I’ll calm down.  I’ll stop partying all night and spend every night on the bus.  You’ll know where I am and what I’m doing.”  He flashed his irresistible smile and put his hand over his heart.  “I’ll be a saint from now on.  Just give me a chance.”
 
   Jimmy Wilder, the notorious playboy, had never sounded so sincere and heartfelt, and her defenses came tumbling down.  Her head told her she was a fool, but her heart wanted to take a leap of faith.  “Okay.  You get one chance.  Prove to me that I can trust you, and we’ll see where this thing between us leads.”  More than anything in the world, she wanted him to hold true to his word.  The idea of a relationship with Jimmy – a serious, committed relationship – held everything her heart wanted.  It sounded perfect, except for one thing – her father.
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   Aside from the driver, the bus was empty.  The rest of the band was probably either at the hotel or at an after-party, but Jimmy didn’t want the temptation of alcohol and groupies to interfere with his time with Audra.  He showered in the larger bathroom in the back of the bus and threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt.  He slicked some product through his hair and looked at himself in the mirror.  He leaned toward his reflection.  “Be a gentleman,” he told himself.  “Don’t fuck up.”  He headed toward the front of the bus in search of Audra, determined to heed his own advice.
 
   Audra was on the couch facing the flat screen television.  Two open beer bottles sat on the side table, and she handed one to Jimmy.
 
   He clinked his bottle against hers and took a long sip.
 
   She patted the seat next to her and invited him to join her.
 
   The driver disappeared and there was no sign of the rest of the band or the other girls, so they had privacy.  Jimmy wiped the palms of his hands on his jeans.  He needed to be on his best behavior, and it made him nervous.  He wasn’t used to taking it slow with women.  He never romanced a woman.  They always threw themselves at him.  This was a new challenge, and because it was Audra, it left him invigorated.  It was a good thing his smile was always naturally plastered across his face; otherwise, he’d look like an idiot right now.
 
   “Do you want to order a pizza or something?” Audra asked before she tipped back her beer.
 
   The something part was all he could think about.  He forced himself to respond with decorum.  “We could go out to a nice restaurant if you want.  We don’t have to stay in the bus.”
 
   “I don’t mind.  Besides, if we go out now, you’ll be inundated with fans and we won’t be able to talk.”  She held up her Budweiser.  “I’m fine with beer and pizza.”
 
   Beer and pizza.  She probably had ten times his money and stood to inherit millions more, and she was good with beer and pizza.  She was one cool chick.
 
   Audra snuggled into the leather couch, pulled out her phone and ordered a pizza from the nearest delivery place.
 
   Movement in his jeans reminded Jimmy that he was supposed to be on his best behavior.  He stifled a groan and tried to think of something to say to keep his mind off of reaching out and kissing Audra.  “Tell me what it was like growing up in the middle of the music business.  Did you always want to work at the record label?”
 
   “Of course.  Both Kira and I used to make believe we were executives at Falcon Records instead of playing house like most little girls.”  She smiled as she reflected on the memory.  “We used to pose our stuffed animals and dolls like they were musicians and offer them record contracts.  Music was always part of our lives.”
 
   That was just too God damn fucking adorable.  “Is it only you and Kira?  No other sisters or brothers?”
 
   She shook her head, and her smile turned downward.  “It’s just us.  My mom died when we were kids.  Lung cancer.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Jimmy had no idea she had lost her mother, and he mourned Audra’s loss.
 
   “Thank you.  We were very young when she died, and that’s why Kira and I are so close.  We really bonded after our mother died, and even though my father worked long hours and we had an au pair, we clung to him.  He always made time for us.  No matter how busy he was, he always called to say goodnight if he worked late, and he always had breakfast with us before we went to school.”  She looked off into the distance for a few seconds, reliving more memories.  “He always took us to the playground in the park on Saturday mornings.  It’s my favorite place.”
 
   “Central Park?”
 
   She laughed, like it was the only park in Manhattan, and Jimmy was happy to see the light return to her eyes.  “Of course, Central Park.  It’s beautiful.  I still spend all of my free time there, reading or listening to music.  I always wanted to have a picnic in the park.  After Kira and I outgrew the playground, my father planned to take us on a hike and a picnic a few times, but either the weather didn’t cooperate, or my father had to work, and we never got around to it.”
 
   Jimmy fiddled with the label on his beer.  He wanted to do something nice for Audra – something to make up for some of the sadness that still lingered inside her at the loss of her mother.  “Maybe one day I can take you on that picnic.”
 
   She turned toward him with a tilt of her head.  “That’s so sweet of you.  I think that’s a lovely idea.  I live right across the street, you know . . . from the park.  Kira and I bought adjoining apartments right after we turned 21 and inherited our trust funds.  We have an amazing view of Central Park.  It’s beautiful to see all that greenery in the middle of so much concrete.”
 
   Her place sounded extraordinary and it reminded Jimmy that he still hadn’t purchased a place to live.  He’d been renting a spacious loft in Brooklyn, but he wanted a place of his own.  Between touring and rehearsal, he simply hadn’t had the time.  “Maybe you could show me your apartment when we get back home.”  Shit.  The innuendo just slipped out, and he laughed.  “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.  I really need to buy a place.”  He scooted closer and flashed a killer grin.  “Although I wouldn’t mind getting you alone in your apartment.”  What the hell was wrong with him?  Couldn’t he control himself for one evening?
 
   She smiled back at him.  “When we get back to New York, I want you to come to my apartment.  For dinner.”
 
   His heart galloped in his chest, and he needed to adjust his posture to release the pressure of his engorged cock against his jeans.  She was teasing him, and he wasn’t used to exercising self-control.  Every muscle in his body was fighting to touch her.  He wanted to run his fingers through her sandy blonde hair and kiss her pink lips.  He wanted to unzip his jeans and place her hand on his crotch . . .  He took a deep breath and chugged back the rest of his beer, while he tried to think about something else.
 
   She knew he was fighting the urge to make a move on her, and she watched him with that same sly smile.
 
   All he could do was smile back, while his cock twitched between his legs.  Limitations weren’t something he had much experience with when it came to women, and maintaining control was killing him.  He stood with his beer bottle in front of him to shield his bulging erection.  “I’m just gonna use the can.  I’ll be right back.”  He briskly walked through the bus to the back bathroom, lowered his zipper and let out a long moan.  His poor cock begged to be touched.  He wrapped his hand around it and pumped it with long, quick strokes.  He closed his eyes and envisioned Audra’s mouth on him.  He imagined her beautiful, pink lips touching the tip of his cock and sucking it in.  He pictured her tongue running up and down his shaft and her hands on his inner thighs.  A bolt of sensations traveled through his body.  He gasped and came all over the bathroom sink.  He braced himself on the small vanity and hung his head into his chest as the last of his juices squirted from his cock.  Shit.  He should have done that before he sat down on the couch with her.  He quickly cleaned up the mess, washed his hands and hurried back to Audra.
 
   He grabbed two more beers from the fridge and sat down next to her.  His ear-to-ear grin probably gave him away, but he was too high to care.  The beer buzz left his body along with his cum.  He was high on the excitement of being with Audra.  Just sitting together on the couch, spending time together, talking about life and engaging in general chatter, was a refreshing change from the sex-obsessed women that usually occupied his free time, although his cock obviously felt very differently.
 
   The bus driver returned just in time to accept the pizza delivery, because a large group of fans prevented Jimmy from opening the door to the bus, and he wouldn’t risk Audra’s safety by allowing her to take it.  He watched her eat.  He watched her lips as she took small nibbles of the pizza and watched her tongue as it licked her lips between bites.  She had a small dot of sauce in the corner of her mouth, and Jimmy wanted to wash it away with his tongue, but the napkin in her hand beat him to it.
 
   They were sitting close enough that their thighs were touching, and Jimmy’s cock began to harden again.  She met his gaze, bit her lower lip, and then dropped her eyes to her lap.  He wasn’t sure if the good girl persona she always projected was a cover, or if she was only testing him.  The silence between them was filled with sexual tension.  They both felt it, but neither acted on it.
 
   “This is nice,” Jimmy finally said after a significant pause.  “I can’t remember the last time I had an evening like this.”
 
   That teasing smile was back on her lips.  “Keep playing your cards right, and it can get a lot nicer.”
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   A sharp kick to his boot woke Jimmy from a sound sleep.  Momentarily dazed, he opened his eyes to find Damien’s blue mohawk looming over him.
 
   “What the fuck are you doin’ with Audra?”
 
   Still groggy, Jimmy rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and stretched the kink out of his back.  Audra was asleep with her head on one of the couch pillows, only inches from his lap.  Panic made his eyes bolt wide open.  What the hell happened last night?  His head throbbed from too many beers, and he didn’t remember much after he rubbed one out in the bathroom.  Wait.  They were both fully clothed.  There was no evidence of a condom nearby, just a box of half-eaten pizza and a dozen or so empty beer bottles.  Relief washed over him with a deep breath and settled his rapid heartbeat.  They must have fallen asleep while they watched TV.
 
   Damien’s mohawk blocked his vision.  “I said, what the fuck are you doin’ with Audra?”
 
   She stirred at the mention of her name and rolled over to face the back of the couch.
 
   Jimmy took Damien by the arm and brought him to the kitchen area, so they didn’t wake Audra.  “Nothing happened,” he whispered.  “We were just talkin’, and then we must’ve fallen asleep.”
 
   Damien’s eyes were narrowed and his jaw was set in a hard line.  It was an imposing stare.  He assessed Jimmy’s clothes, and then glanced toward the front of the bus where Audra still lay asleep on the couch.  He gave Jimmy a nod and a friendly shove to the shoulder.  “Don’t fuck with her.  Boundaries.”
 
   Unease floated through Jimmy’s gut.  Audra Abelman was forbidden fruit.  Everyone knew that, but he couldn’t stay away from her.  Not when she finally showed some interest in him.  Not when there was a real chance.
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   For the next two weeks, Jimmy and Audra repeated their evening date on the bus.  He wanted to prove he could curb his wild side.  Partying all night wasn’t that hard to forego, since he would much rather spend his time with Audra.  It was the lack of sex that was killing him.  His right hand had been his only sex partner for the last fourteen days.  If something didn’t happen soon, he didn’t know what was going to wear out first – the skin on his shaft or the skin on his palm.  Jerking off behind the curtain of his bunk wasn’t exactly discreet.  It was hard to keep quiet, although the sounds coming from Damien and Alyssa’s bunk could easily drown out a pack of Harley-Davidsons roaring down the interstate at 90 miles per hour.
 
   Tonight was the last night before they headed back to New York, and Jimmy was taking Audra out to dinner.  It was their first official date.  He checked into the hotel in Boston and had a luxurious hot shower.  He missed the pampered amenities of the hotel suites, but he had needed to stay close to the bus so Audra knew he wasn’t out fooling around – and he needed to stay away from any distractions.
 
   He wore a new pair of jeans, his usual high-top Converse sneakers, a black T-shirt and his leather jacket.  He took one last look at himself in the mirror and hoped he didn’t look like a total thug.  He contemplated buying something fancy, but suits and dressy clothes just wasn’t him.  He didn’t want to pretend he was something he wasn’t.  He was jeans and sneakers.
 
   He took the elevator two floors up to Audra’s room.  He ran one hand over the side of his slicked-back hair, smoothed down his pork chop sideburns and popped a breath mint into his mouth.  A smile radiated across his face, and he knocked on the door with his usual rat-a-tat-tat.
 
   Audra was stunning.  Her dress was a deep coral, and its sheen accentuated the slender nip of her waist and the slight curve of her hip.  The lightweight material clung to her body like a second skin.  He knew it was by some expensive designer, and probably cost more than the average person earned in a week.
 
   “Hello, beautiful lady.”  He kissed her cheek and placed one hand on her hip.  It sparked a fire between his legs and sent a hot surge throughout his body.  He resisted the urge to push her back into the hotel room and throw her on the bed, and his insides silently groaned with frustration.  His lips slowly left her cheek, and he studied the reaction across her face.
 
   Her peaches and cream complexion was flushed, and her eyes darted between his mouth and his eyes, undecided on which to lock onto.  Her full, pink lips were slightly parted, and he could hear her soft breath as it passed through her inviting mouth.  He took a step forward and closer to crossing a line he knew he shouldn’t venture past just yet, but he couldn’t help himself.  He contemplated his options.  Small risks brought small rewards.  He was going for the prize.
 
   His hand touched her cheek first, and he felt a slight intake of air pass through her lips.  He slowly lowered his head until their mouths were a fraction of an inch apart, giving her the opportunity to turn away.  She didn’t move.  She waited for his lips to claim her.  He pressed a kiss onto her mouth with slow intensity and unreleased passion.  Their tongues met and swirled together like long lost lovers.  Her warm mouth welcomed him inside, and the force of her kiss was filled with yearning.  Her breath was warm and gusty across his cheek.  Her fingers trembled slightly as they traveled up his chest and settled around his neck.
 
   A rush of adrenaline made Jimmy’s cock grow rock hard.  He was burning up with desire.  It ripped at his insides, and it took all his willpower to resist pulling at the zipper on the back of her dress.  He leaned into her so their bodies were pressed together, and a low moan escaped him.  He felt her hesitation, but he also felt her eagerness, and he was torn on how to proceed.  It was a delicate situation.  If he moved too quickly, it could undermine his intentions, and she needed to know that his feelings were genuine.
 
   Their lips parted under heavy breaths, and Audra took a slight step back.  For a split second of pure joy, he thought she was going to pull him into the room, but instead, she flushed hotter.  “I think we’d better go to dinner.”
 
   His balls ached with distress, but he put on his famous smile and winked at her.  “Let’s go.”
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   Audra’s heart was beating almost as loud as Jimmy’s bass drum during a live concert.  It pounded in her chest and between her ears.  She had no idea how Jimmy was maintaining control.  She never expected him to last this long without trying to get her to sleep with him.  It was almost a challenge to see how long he could last, but the real question was, how long could she keep pushing him away?  She hadn’t been with many men.  Sex was serious for her, and she didn’t want it to be on a tour bus surrounded by the members of a punk rock band that she idolized.  It sounded cheap and meaningless, and it was exactly the opposite.  Her feelings for Jimmy had skyrocketed since she boarded Immortal Angel’s tour bus, and these last two weeks opened her eyes to the true man behind his wild persona.  When she slept with Jimmy, she wanted it to be special.
 
   Audra stared at her reflection in the elevator doors, and she spotted Jimmy smiling at her.  They rode down in silence until the doors opened and were both surprised to find a group of security guards waiting for them.
 
   “What’s up, man?” Jimmy asked the guards.
 
   “There’s a crowd, Mr. Wilder.  Some of your band members passed through the lobby a little while ago, and it was pandemonium.  We want to ensure your safety.”
 
   Jimmy stepped off the elevator first and surveyed the lobby before he motioned for Audra to exit.  “It’s not that bad.  We’ll be safe.”
 
   He rested his hand on her lower back as they walked through the lobby, surrounded by four security guards.  They got about twenty feet before fans rushed at them from all sides.  Girls screamed Jimmy’s name and reached out to touch him, but security huddled them into a tight circle and whisked them into the waiting limo.
 
   Girls surrounded the car.  They pounded on the windows and slapped at the door handle.  Jimmy dipped his head to look at them through the tinted window and laughed, but Audra was disturbed.  She had no idea he was under constant siege by so many fans.  It was dangerous.  “Is it always like this?”
 
   “No.”  He shot her a crooked smile.  “It’s usually a lot worse.”
 
   She nudged his knee with her knuckle.  “It’s not funny.  That was insane.  You can’t go out without security.”
 
   His face grew serious.  “You’re right.  I forgot the fans all knew we were staying at the hotel tonight.  I’ll call the concierge before we leave the restaurant, in case they’re still waiting around.  I don’t want to put you in harm’s way.”
 
   It was only a 15 minute ride to the restaurant, and all was quiet when they arrived.  The maître d’ ushered them to an intimate table in the back of the restaurant.  Audra sat across from Jimmy, while her pulse raced.  She couldn’t believe she was on a date with him.  It was almost unreal.  She had idolized Immortal Angel since she was a teenager.  “I can’t believe after all these years that you and I are on a date.  I never expected this.”
 
   That cute dimple made an appearance in Jimmy’s cheek.  She wanted to run her finger through it . . . then her lips . . . then her tongue.
 
   “I had my eye on you for years, Audra.  When we first met, you were young, but you were spunky and pretty, and you had so much faith in the band.  I knew one day I was gonna ask you out, but I needed to wait until you were older.”
 
   “I was such a groupie.”  She was a little embarrassed about how much she had fan-girled over Angel in the past, but it was understandable.  He commanded attention.  “I guess, in a way, I’m still a bit of a groupie.  Immortal Angel is never getting rid of me.  I told my father right at the beginning of my career that I wanted to work with Immortal Angel.”  She smiled at the memory of her father’s flustered face.  He didn’t trust her around them, and for good reason.  Look at her now, here with Jimmy, contemplating the right time to sleep with him, and with two pierced nipples.  She had no idea how she was supposed to make her father get on board with her impending relationship with Jimmy.  He would probably burst a blood vessel when he found out.
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   By the time they headed back to the hotel it was late.  Jimmy didn’t expect fans to still be waiting for the band to return, but he phoned the concierge just to be sure.  When they rolled up to the front of the hotel, there were only a few lingering fans, so it was reasonable to walk through the lobby with just one security guard.  Girls rushed at Jimmy from out of nowhere and practically pushed Audra out of the way.  He reached for her, but the fans were all over him.  One girl had her hands around his neck, another was trying to kiss him, and a third grabbed his ass.  He tried to fend them off without being rude.  “Whoa, ladies, please.  Easy now.”  Security quickly stepped in and removed the overzealous fans.  Jimmy never reciprocated the physical affection, although he still maintained his friendly smile.  He signed a few autographs and posed for a few photos, then quickly excused himself.  The fans begged him to stay, until they saw him take Audra’s hand and head toward the elevators.  They quieted and stared at her with hate in their eyes, shocked and jealous at a lady on Jimmy’s arm.  It was a reaction Jimmy wasn’t prepared for.  He never thought about how the fans would react to a steady lady in his life.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jimmy said as soon as they were safely on the elevator.  “I can’t just ignore them.”
 
   “I know the business.  It’s all publicity.”  She acted undisturbed, but he knew it bothered her.  He also knew that he needed to somehow convey to his fans that they needed to curb their hands-on greeting.
 
   Jimmy and Audra quickly grabbed their overnight bags and returned to the lobby.  The fans seemed to have disappeared, and the two of them made their way out of the hotel without incident.  As they walked to the bus in the darkened parking lot, Jimmy reached out and took Audra’s hand.  The simple act of lacing his fingers through hers made his heart beat faster.  She looked toward him with a smile and squeezed his hand a little tighter.  Both were small acts of affection that he hadn’t shared with anyone in a long time.  Years of hookups and casual relationships based solely on sex didn’t offer subtle intimacies such as holding hands.
 
   He yearned for more physical contact and pulled Audra behind the bus.  She followed him without hesitation or protest.  He stared into her eyes for several seconds while the air around them thickened.  Heat sparked between them and drew their lips closer together.  Jimmy graced her mouth with a passionate kiss that lit up all of his senses.  Her perfume was sweet and floral, her skin was as soft as the silk of her dress, and her mouth was cool and minty.  It welcomed him inside with a breathy sigh.
 
   As their tongues tangled together, she wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned into his hardening cock.  His gut reaction was to flatten her against the back of the bus, run his hand over her perfectly shaped body and lift her short skirt . . . but he couldn’t do that.  This was Audra, and he was going to honor his pledge to show her that he could be the man she needed him to be.  He broke the kiss before he lost the fight with his rioting hormones.
 
   Her sultry stare met his gaze.  “I had a wonderful time tonight.”
 
   “Me too.”  The urge to kiss her again gnawed at him, and he knew he couldn’t control his hands if he did.  “I think we’d better go.”
 
   She nodded in agreement.  “I think that’s a good idea.”  She took his hand on the way to the front of the bus.  “I’d like to show you my apartment once we’re back home.”
 
   The innuendo was clear, and his cock almost cried out with impatience.  “I’d really like that.”  He kissed the back of her hand tenderly and paused.  He knew that once they were inside the bus, they needed to keep their romantic affection safely off the radar.  He still hadn’t told his friends about the romance brewing between him and Audra, because he was unsure of their reaction.
 
   Jimmy caressed Audra’s cheek with the back of his hand, and she tickled his long sideburns with her fingertips.  One last soft kiss and he reluctantly removed his hand from her cheek.  He rapped his knuckles on the door, while his eyes remained fixated on Audra.
 
   The door swung open.  “It’s about time,” the driver blurted out, clearly annoyed.  “Aren’t you the one always complaining that Jimmy never gets to the bus on time?”  The driver glared at Audra.  “You’re late.”
 
   “Hey,” Jimmy barked at the driver.  “Don’t talk to the lady like that.  Show some respect.  And it was my fault we’re late.”
 
   “I’m sure it was.”  The driver wasn’t interested in excuses and started the engine, ready to hit the road.
 
   “Sorry,” Jimmy whispered in Audra’s ear.  “We must have lost track of time.”  He didn’t want to bring it to everyone’s attention that he was out with Audra.  Now everyone would know.
 
   They walked through the first segment of the bus, where Angel, Tommy and Jessi sat on the couch.  Their heads simultaneously swiveled in Jimmy and Audra’s direction as soon as they were within view.
 
   Angel’s brow furrowed with scrutiny.  “Were you two out together?”
 
   “Yes,” Audra answered, smiling at Jimmy.  “We went to dinner and then took a limo ride past Boston Harbor.  It’s beautiful at night.  We got to see the city skyline, and it reminded me of home.  I can’t wait to get back to New York City.  What did you three do this evening?”
 
   She was trying to change the subject, but she just unloaded the whereabouts of their evening, which raised an array of questions.
 
   Jessi immediately rattled off the details of the show that she, Tommy and Angel took in, and then led Audra out of the living area.  They both left Jimmy to deal with Angel’s disapproving frown.
 
   Tommy was unconcerned and bounced his ankle on his opposite knee, while he leafed through a guitar magazine.  But Angel held an accusatory stare in his eyes.
 
   “We weren’t doing anything wrong, man.  Stop reading into everything.”
 
   “You were out with Audra, and it’s after midnight.”
 
   Jimmy laughed at the parental tone in Angel’s voice.  “Sorry, Dad.  I’ll have her home by the time the clock strikes twelve from now on.”
 
   Tommy chuckled without bothering to look up, still engrossed in his magazine.
 
   Angel scowled at both of them.  “It’s not funny.  She’s a nice girl, and I don’t want you to take advantage of her.”
 
   “Relax, A.”  Tommy rested his hand on Angel’s knee to soothe his lover’s anxiety.  “If Jimmy wanted to score with her, he’d have done it by now.”  He jutted his chin toward Jimmy.  “Look at the hard-on about to burst through his jeans.  If he tried anything with her, he obviously didn’t get very far.”
 
   Jimmy pulled at his crotch to release some of the pressure.  “Why are you lookin’ at my junk, man?”
 
   “I can’t help it.  I looked up from my magazine, and it almost poked my eye out.”
 
   “Would you two knock it off, please?”  Angel never stopped worrying.  “This is serious.  What’s going on with you and Audra?”
 
   Jimmy took a seat next to his friends.  “Nothing.  Yet.  I wanna take it slow.  For the first time in my life, I want a relationship.  I dig her.”
 
   “You dig her?  Jimmy, she’s more—”
 
   “I care about her.  Okay?  Why do you think I’ve been on my best behavior and hanging around the bus every night?  Shit.  I haven’t gotten laid since we left Chicago.”
 
   Tommy let out a hearty laugh.  “You better call the media.  That’s a headline they need to print.”
 
   Jimmy was a little insulted that Angel and Tommy questioned his integrity, and it made him wonder about how the world perceived him.  “I want her to get to know the real me, not just the party guy who fucks his way through life.  That’s not who I am.  That was just me having fun with fame and girls and alcohol.  You know how it is, Angel.  Before you met Tommy, you screwed around just as much as me.  Maybe even more.”
 
   Tommy picked his head up from his magazine and slowly turned toward Angel with a troubled frown.  “You were a whore?”
 
   “Stop kidding around.”  Angel wasn’t as amused as Tommy.
 
   “Stop being so serious.  Audra’s a big girl.  Jimmy’s been a saint these last few weeks.  She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to him.”
 
   Tommy was right.  Audra was the best thing that ever happened to him.  She gave him a reason to slow down.  He knew that he was headed for a reality check at the speed which he lived his life.  It was only a matter of time before it all caught up to him.  He didn’t want to be another fallen rock star, but in the past, he never had any reason to rein in his wild side.
 
   Angel also assessed Tommy’s statement while he maintained eye contact with Jimmy.  “It would be nice to see you settle down, but be careful.  I don’t want her to get hurt.”
 
   “What about me, man?  I could get my heart broken, too.”  He said it as a half-hearted joke, but there was more truth in the statement than he realized.
 
   Jessi came back into the living area and curled up on the couch.  She didn’t sit in her usual spot next to Tommy.  She sat next to Angel.  She looped her arm through Angel’s, rested her head on his shoulder and gazed up at him with love clear in her eyes.  “I can’t wait until we’re back home.  I miss your cooking.  What are you going to make us for dinner on our first night back?”
 
   He gave her an affectionate kiss on the lips.  “Whatever you want, sweetheart.”
 
   “You spoil us.”
 
   Tommy stretched his arms so they encompassed both Angel and Jessi, and the three of them shared a hug.  It was filled with tenderness, and the love they shared made Jimmy’s heart yearn for the same.  His eyes drifted to Audra.  She was laughing and talking with Alyssa by the kitchenette.  She was the woman he was waiting for.  Now he just needed the right time to make his move.
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   Jimmy’s Lamborghini Aventador came to life with a throaty purr.  Life on the road and performing in different cities was fun, but it was good to be back home.  He missed the comfort of his own bed, and the freedom of driving his sports car.  He headed up Meeker, toward the Queensboro Bridge and into Manhattan.  The aerodynamics of the automobile navigated through the heavy midtown traffic with ease, and it came to a halt at a stop light.  Pedestrians stopped and stared.  It wasn’t often a fiery red Lamborghini sped down Fifth Avenue.
 
   Two girls crossing the street in front of him shrieked.
 
   “It’s Jimmy Wilder!”
 
   “Oh my God!  I’d know that car anywhere!”
 
   They both ran to the driver’s side door, and Jimmy opened the window a few inches, just enough so they could see his eyes and his winning smile.  “Careful, ladies, she’s got an expensive paint job.  How are you all doin’ today?”
 
   A pair of phones blocked his view as the two girls snapped his photo.  He opened the window another inch and smiled wider.  He blew them a kiss when the light turned green and pulled away with the tires screeching.
 
   He found the address Audra scribbled on the back of her business card and rolled up to 106 Central Park South.  It was Trump Parc, one of the most prestigious and lavish buildings in New York City.
 
   The doorman, dressed in a navy blue double-breasted jacket and white gloves, left his post and met Jimmy at the curb.  “Mr. Wilder?”
 
   “Yep.  That’s me.”
 
   “Miss Abelman alerted us to your arrival.  We’re holding one of our VIP parking spaces for you.  The entrance to our private parking garage is behind the building.”  He tipped his hat toward the car.  “She’s a beauty.  The valet will take good care of her.”
 
   Jimmy circled the block and pulled into the bay for the parking garage.  A valet was at his door in an instant.  Jimmy hopped out of the driver’s seat, stuffed a fifty dollar bill in the valet’s pocket and entered the impressive building.  The walls and floor of the lobby were covered in highly polished marble, and a huge crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling.  It gleamed from floor to ceiling with luxury.
 
   He took the elevator to the 30th floor and knocked on Audra’s apartment door with a whirlwind of anticipation coursing through his body.  He knew tonight wasn’t about dinner.  He was horny as fuck and had a hard time taming the larger-than-life erection that filled his jeans.
 
   The door opened, and he put on his best smile, but an older man answered.  Jimmy glanced at the number displayed on the door.  “Sorry, man.  I’m looking for Audra.  This the right place?”
 
   “You must be Mr. Wilder.”  The man’s face was set in stone.  “Please come in.  Miss Abelman will be out in a moment.”
 
   Jimmy stepped into the apartment and immediately noted the air of elegance that emanated from the rich stone flooring and sleek black furnishings.  A plush wool rug sat in front of the spacious leather sectional with matching marble tables flanked on either end.  He walked across the living room and gazed out of the large oversized windows that overlooked a magnificent view of Central Park.  He’d never seen the park from above before.  It was an expansion of greenery that rolled in front of him like a carpet, with billowy treetops dotting the surface like emerald clouds.  In the distance, two small bodies of water reflected the soft blue sky.  Tall buildings bordered the perimeter of the dense, forest-like acreage, like guards protecting it from the hubbub of the city.
 
   “Isn’t it beautiful?”
 
   Jimmy spun around to find Audra standing in front of a swinging door, which he presumed was the kitchen.  He didn’t care about the view anymore.  Audra’s beauty outshined the lights of New York City.  She didn’t need to wear fancy clothes.  She wore ripped jeans, high-heeled boots, and a short top that had fringes at the bottom.  She looked gorgeous.  He crossed the room to greet her with a light kiss.
 
   The gray-haired man who had answered the door interrupted them with a loud clearing of his throat.  “I’ll be going now, Miss Audra.  Everything is ready in the dining room.”  He turned to address Jimmy.  “Good evening, Sir.  I hope you enjoy Chateaubriand.”
 
   Chateaubriand?  Jimmy had heard of it, but he had no idea what the hell it was.  “Who was that guy?” he asked as soon as the man left the apartment.
 
   “That’s Charles.  He’s been my family’s chef since I was seven.”
 
   The apartment, the view, the chef – it all hit Jimmy at once.  He knew Audra came from old money, but the extent of her wealth finally kicked in, and he was slightly intimidated.
 
   “Let’s eat before our meal gets cold.  Charles went to a lot of trouble, so I hope you like it.”  She led the way into the formal dining room, where the marble floor created at continuous pattern of white and grey swirls.  The table was a striking solid black granite, which contrasted with the light stone beneath it.  Two place settings were set across its width, instead of at the two heads of the table.  “It’s cozier this way,” she explained.
 
   Jimmy sat in one of the leather chairs, still in shock by Audra’s lavish apartment.
 
   She smiled at him.  “Are you okay?  You haven’t said more than two words since you arrived.”
 
   “I never expected—”  He didn’t know what he expected.  “This place is unbelievable.”
 
   “I really didn’t want a three-bedroom unit,” she said with modesty.  “But Kira insisted I take it.  Her apartment – the two bedroom I wanted – is next door.”
 
   Just when Jimmy thought he couldn’t get more surprised, she just blew him away with the size of her apartment.  He couldn’t imagine the price tag on a three bedroom unit in a building of this magnitude.
 
   She lifted the silver dome from a large serving tray in the center of the table.  “I hope you like beef.”
 
   The aroma filled his nostrils and made him realize that he was famished.  “It smells delicious.”  He greedily stole two large, thick slices with the serving fork, and gave her a sheepish smile.  “I forgot my manners.”  He stood and offered her his plate, but she refused.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  Sit down and eat.”  She took one of the smaller slices from the serving dish and placed it on her plate.  The next silver domed platter revealed asparagus tips in some kind of creamy sauce.  She spooned a few onto her plate and then offered him a generous serving.  He tasted the sauce with his fork.  It was rich and buttery, with a hint of lemon.
 
   “It’s hollandaise.”
 
   He nodded like a heathen.  Chateaubriand, asparagus tips in hollandaise sauce – he never had anything this classy, and he wished Angel were here to school him on the menu.  There was a bottle of wine on the table.  At least he knew how to work a cork screw.  He looked at the label and pretended he understood what he was reading.  “Is it okay if I open this?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She smiled at him while he filled her glass.  “I told Charles we didn’t need wine or this fancy meal, but he insisted.  There’s beer in the kitchen if you don’t like Cabernet.”
 
   “This is awesome.”  He loved seeing this new side of Audra.  Up until now, he had only known the unpretentious, fun-loving, bubbly girl turned music executive.  Seeing her in her element, she was refined, classy and sophisticated.  There were so many layers to the beautiful woman sitting across from him, and he wondered why she was interested in a simple guy like himself.
 
   The wine was bold, the food was incredible, and the conversation was light and flirty.  The wine was stronger than he realized and went to his head as soon as he stood up.  It was smooth and fruity going down, but it had a kick to it, or maybe his tolerance level had diminished since he cut back on the alcohol.
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   Audra watched Jimmy from across the table.  He blinked several times to clear his head, and then stared at her with a voracious smile.  His gaze made heat spread through her body.  Their eyes stayed locked on one another while he crossed the table and came to her side.  When he took her hand and kissed her fingertips, she held her breath.  She had been waiting for this moment for weeks, and excitement made her heart beat so fast, she felt like it was going to explode in her chest.
 
   He pulled her to her feet.  She was close enough to feel his breath on her skin, and it sent a tingling warmth over her flesh.  He placed his hand on her waist.  His touch brought a rush of adrenaline which caused her to inhale a deep breath.  His soft blue eyes gazed at her with lust, and the playful smile he usually wore was replaced by hungry lips – lips she wanted on every inch of her body.
 
   With one hand on her hip, Jimmy’s other hand skimmed her cheek, and his mouth moved closer.  He was careful not to move too quickly, almost as if he was nervous.  He slowly lowered his head.  His breath brushed across her lips first, and then his mouth was on hers.  His warm tongue dipped inside with a gentle swirl.  A flutter filled her chest and her stomach flip-flopped.  As his kiss deepened, his erection hit her lower abdomen, and she let out a soft moan.  Heat settled between her legs, and she felt her body moisten.  His lips moved to her neck, and his fingers laced through her hair.  She rolled her head to the side and inhaled deeply while he nibbled on the delicate flesh.
 
   “Come to my room,” she whispered.
 
   He cupped her face in his hands and stared into her eyes with an intensity that made her forget to breathe.  He dusted her lips with a gentle kiss, and then kissed her fingertips.  She loved the way he kissed the back of her fingers.  It was a subtle act of affection that fueled her with an erotic charge.
 
   She led him through the apartment toward the master bedroom and paused with her hand on the knob.  Once she slept with Jimmy, her life would change.  She would give herself to him and trust him with her heart.  It was a risk she still wasn’t entirely sure about, but she couldn’t resist him.  He won her trust, and she was ready to reward him.
 
   She opened the door and stepped inside, still holding onto Jimmy’s hand.  She walked a few steps toward the bed, but he pulled her back into his arms.  She fell against his chest and gasped from surprise and from the allure that pulled them together.  She braced her free hand on the curve of his chest, while he pressed a hard kiss on her lips.  He lifted her in his arms, carried her to the bed and gently placed her on top of the mattress.  His tenderness and romantic gesture were unexpected, and she stared up at him with parted lips.
 
   He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor.  Her eyes dropped to his bare chest and the colorful tattoos that covered it.  She had admired his tattoos for years when he was on stage behind the drums, but she had never studied them up close.  Bright blues and reds, mixed with yellows and purples, covered the flesh from his neck to his waist.  She traced her finger over a pair of drumsticks that were tattooed on his shoulder, and then she leaned over and kissed them.
 
   She looked up into his eyes and saw a sensual yearning that made her body tingle with want.  She placed her hand on his cheek and touched his lips.  They were full and soft and summoned her for another kiss.  She swiped her tongue across them and devoured his mouth.
 
   He tugged at her top and she pulled at his belt buckle.  They barely broke their kiss as they discarded their clothing and scattered it across the bed and onto the floor.  Jimmy wrapped his arms around her and leaned her back onto the pillows.  They lay side by side on the bed, facing one another, while her naked breasts pressed against his hard pectoral muscles.  Her pierced nipples were tingling with sensations, and her heart ran rampant.
 
   Nerves and anxiety ran through her with each mounting second.  Jimmy was an experienced lover – she wasn’t.  She had been with few men in her life, and she worried about her lack of knowledge in the bedroom.  She wanted to please him.  There was so much build up to this moment, she was afraid she would fall short.
 
   His strong hand traveled over her thigh and cupped her buttock.  His touch sliced through her fears, and she let her body respond to his hands and his mouth.  She draped her leg over his hip and pulled him closer.  She rubbed herself against him and shuddered with overwhelming desire.  She rolled him onto his back and kissed the beautiful tattoos that covered his chest.  She licked his nipples and slid her tongue over his hard abs.  Her hands traveled over his muscular thighs and found his hard cock.  Her lips encapsulated the head with gentle suction, and her tongue flicked against the sensitive underside.
 
   Jimmy let out a deep moan and his body trembled.  Each time she sucked him deeper into her mouth, he grunted and sighed.  She used her tongue and her hand to cover every inch of his cock.  She licked and sucked him with eagerness, and she hoped he was enjoying it as much as she was.  She massaged his balls and gently took them into her mouth, one at a time.
 
   Jimmy’s legs trembled.  “I love the way you make me feel.”
 
   His words aroused her, and she sucked him with renewed fervor.  His long moans caused wetness to flood her inner thighs.  She moaned around his cock before her lips traveled up to his mouth, rubbing her nipples against his torso on the way.
 
   There was so much emotion and longing behind his gaze that it immobilized her.  He wrapped his arms around her and rolled her over so she was on her back.  His mouth came down on hers in a powerful kiss, and it overtook her.  His mouth moved to her breasts, and he sucked on each nipple.  A prickling sensation traveled down her body and settled between her legs.  She couldn’t wait any longer.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and tilted her pelvis upwards, grinding her crotch against his hard erection.  He continued to suckle her nipples while she writhed underneath him.
 
   Jimmy’s mouth moved to her neck and then her lips.  He paused to look at her.  “I’ve wanted you for so long, baby.  I needed to wait until the time was right, and that time is now.”  He pressed a hard, passion-filled kiss onto her mouth before he slid back on his knees and found his jeans.  He pulled a condom from his wallet and rolled it over his cock.
 
   His lips were back on hers before she had a chance to sigh his name.  She was quivering with anticipation and begging for penetration.  He kissed her neck while his hands caressed her breasts and rubbed her nipples.  It sent a shockwave through her body, and she let out a small whimper.  His hand traveled over her hip, across her inner thigh and landed between her legs.  One finger slid inside her, and it caused her shoulders to buck from the bed.  She clenched her muscles around his finger to draw it deeper inside her.  A second finger joined the first, while his mouth left glorious wet kisses on her neck.  She clung to his strong, round shoulders and panted from the overload of sensations that sent her head reeling.
 
   Jimmy paused to stare into her eyes again.  She read something in his gaze that made her heart jump in her chest.  She was unsure about the profound statement his eyes projected, but it made her melt into the sheets, and she pulled him closer for another kiss.
 
   He adjusted his position and inserted his cock.  She inhaled a deep gasp at his size.  It stretched her insides almost beyond its limits, but the burning pleasure made her exhale a long sigh.  His hips slowly pumped himself in and out of her body, a little at a time, until she was comfortable with his size, and then he picked up the momentum.  Her eyes rolled up into her head with intense pleasure, and she saw his do the same.  She held onto the curve of his bicep to steady the tremor traveling through her limbs.  She studied the passion that passed over his face.  His mouth was slightly open and his eyes were hooded under half-closed lids.
 
   He placed his hands on her hips and held their bodies together while he slid back on his knees.  He thrust his hips harder and faster.  He licked his thumb and rubbed it against her clit, while he continued to push himself inside her.  She was overcome with sensations.  Tiny bolts of electricity exploded inside her.  Her breath came in heaving gusts that made her dizzy.  Jimmy watched her, never averting his eyes, while his thumb and cock worked together to bring her past the point of ecstasy and into another realm, filled with nothing except euphoria.  She felt like she was floating in the air, with every fiber of her being experiencing sheer bliss.  She began to shudder uncontrollably.  She convulsed as sensations traveled through her and multiplied, and she came with a loud cry.
 
   Jimmy picked up speed and slammed his hips into her.  He grunted and gasped with each thrust.  Her orgasm waned for a few brief seconds, before his thrusts brought her back to paradise.  She curled her shoulders from the bed and held tightly onto Jimmy’s forearms.
 
   He held her hips in a death grip to ensure their bodies remained connected while he pummeled his cock into her repeatedly.  With all of her muscles spent, she fell back on the mattress and her arms dropped to the side.  She lay panting and helpless while Jimmy continued to send waves of ecstasy through her central nervous system.  She was on the verge of begging him to stop, when he pushed himself deep inside her and let out a long, intense groan.  She found enough strength to reach up and touch his cheek, while he throbbed inside her with release.  He pressed a kiss into the palm of her hand, slowly lowered himself on top of her and wrapped his arms around her back.  He buried his face into the crook of her neck and hugged her so tightly she couldn’t breathe.  Underneath Jimmy, sharing the same contented euphoria, was exactly where she wanted to be.  Their breathing slowly regulated, and Jimmy rolled onto the side of the bed next to her.  He kept one arm around her so she rolled with him, and she rested her head on his chest.
 
   They lay together for several minutes, enjoying the closeness of the other’s body.  She looked up at him, and he placed a loving kiss on her lips.  The intensity in his eyes was stronger than it was all night.  “I never experienced anything like that, Audra.  I can’t even describe the way you make me feel.  I . . .”
 
   He didn’t finish his sentence.  Instead, he pulled her closer in a tight embrace and held her.  Her face was plastered against his shoulder, and she inhaled the strong scent of their lovemaking.  She listened to the sounds of Jimmy’s steady breathing.  The deep inhales and long exhales were calming and hypnotic.  After a while, Jimmy loosened his hold, and she realized he was asleep.  She reflected on the last few weeks, her doubts, and Jimmy’s turnaround.  She gave him a chance, against her better judgment, and he proved himself worthy.  She was filled with so much happiness at the moment, she wanted to wake him and tell him how much she cared about him, but she didn’t.  She placed a light kiss on his sleeping lips, and snuggled in his arms.
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   Audra woke before Jimmy and watched him sleep.  She brushed the back of her hand across his cheek and over his long sideburns.  Last night was wonderful.  She had no idea how she was going to explain her relationship to her father, but she would deal with that later.  She wanted to enjoy this time with her man.  Her man.  She had never said those words before.  Like Jimmy, she had never really been in a long-term relationship, and she wondered if they were waiting for one another . . . waiting for the right time for them to be together, like Jimmy had said.
 
   He stirred, and his eyes fluttered open.  He captivated her with his magnetic smile.  “Morning.”  He brushed a stray hair from her cheek.  “How long have you been watching me?”
 
   “Not long.”  She jumped off the bed, pulled him to his feet and brought him to the large windows that spanned the back wall of her bedroom.  It offered a pristine view of Central Park.  “Let’s take a walk.  It’s beautiful in the park this time of the morning.”
 
   Jimmy draped his arm over her shoulder and gazed at the view.  “I can’t think of a better way to start the day.  It must be something to wake up to this every morning.”
 
   She remembered their conversation about his desire to purchase an apartment.  At the time, she had thought he wasn’t serious and only scouting for a pretense to get invited to her place, but now she wondered if there was truth to his initial statement.  “If you’re really looking to buy something, the realty office is right next door.  We can swing by on our way to the park.  I’m sure there’s something available in the building.”
 
   His face brightened.  “You sure you want me living in your building?  I don’t want you to get tired of seeing my face.”
 
   She circled her arms around his waist.  “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
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   After their beautiful morning walk, Audra watched Jimmy drive away from her building.  Her smile was hard to contain, and a giddy laugh bubbled from her lips, while she reminisced about the evening they had spent together.  She returned to the lobby and impatiently pressed the call button for the elevator.  She rode the elevator to her floor, still high from the events of the last 24 hours.  When the doors to her floor opened, she briskly walked down the hall and stopped in front of Kira’s apartment.  Before she could knock, her sister’s door flew open.
 
   “Finally!” Kira exclaimed.  “I’ve been waiting forever for you to come over.  I even snuck down to the parking garage to see if Jimmy’s car was still there.”  She grabbed Audra by the arm and pulled her into the apartment.  “Tell me everything.”
 
   Audra sat on the couch, put her hands over her chest and looked up at the ceiling, while she tried to find the words to convey the storybook romance she had just lived through.  “It was everything I ever dreamed of.  I’ve never felt like this before.  It was like I was under a spell.  He touched me and lit my body on fire.”
 
   Kira beamed at her.  “I can’t believe it.  You and Jimmy.  I’m so happy for you.  I never thought Jimmy would calm down.  Are you sure it’s going to last?”
 
   She knew Kira worried that Jimmy’s good behavior was only temporary.  A small part of her was worried as well.  Some of the confidence she had in Jimmy’s commitment to her dwindled, but she wasn’t going to let it spoil or taint the evening they had shared.  “He seems sincere, and I have faith in him.  I trust him.”
 
   “Just be careful.  I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   Audra’s heart filled with warmth.  Her little sister was concerned about her.  “I’m supposed to be watching out for you, not the other way around.”
 
   “We look out for each other.  Have you thought about what Daddy is going to say about you and Jimmy being together?  You know he’s going to blow his top when he finds out.”
 
   Audra took a deep breath.  She knew well her father’s rule about dating the talent – it was unprofessional.  He had instilled the notion in both her and Kira since they were teenagers.  She had always agreed, until things heated up between her and Jimmy.  She strummed her fingers on her knee, and she realized she had picked up Jimmy’s habit.  “Daddy is going to have to deal with it . . . eventually . . . if things get serious.  It’s too soon to say anything.  I’m not sure what he’d do to Jimmy, and I don’t want to put the band’s contract in jeopardy.”
 
   “You have to tell him, Audra.”
 
   “I will.  I just want to see where this relationship is headed.  It’s a day old, Kira.  Anything could happen.”
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   Audra slipped into the passenger seat of Jimmy’s Lamborghini.  She had seen many luxury cars in her life, but never experienced an expensive Italian sports car of this caliber before.  The sleek design of the tapered body was futuristic, and the fire engine red paint was like a sheet of glass.  The car screamed high speed and power.  The interior was a rich black leather with expert red stitching.  It was buttery soft and pleasing to the senses.  “This is an impressive automobile.”
 
   “Do you like to drive fast?”
 
   “I never learned how to drive.”  The family chauffeur took her anywhere she needed to go as a child, and she started taking taxis when she was a teenager and a stretch limousine seemed too imposing.
 
   Jimmy squinted his eye with skepticism.  “Seriously?  You don’t know how to drive?”
 
   “I never needed to, but now I realize I probably should have learned.”
 
   He flashed her a happy smile.  “Today’s your lucky day, little lady.”  He pulled onto the shoulder of the Long Island Expressway, jumped out of the car and opened her door.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked when he extended his hand to her.
 
   “I’m giving you your first driving lesson.”
 
   When she hesitated, he took her hand and pulled her from the car.  The idea of driving filled her with excited laughter.  She sat behind the wheel, and her heart began to beat faster.
 
   He flashed his gorgeous smile at her from the passenger seat.  “You look real pretty sittin’ behind this powerhouse.  It suits you.”  He leaned across her body and pressed a button on the door panel.  The seat glided underneath her until her feet were closer to the pedals.  Jimmy’s hand skimmed her waist as he clicked her seatbelt in place, and she snapped her head in his direction.  “Don’t distract me.”
 
   He held his hands up to proclaim his innocence, but his smile gave him away.  “It was an accident.  It won’t happen again.”
 
   She turned back to the electronic displays on the dashboard and glanced down at the stick shift.  She was eager to test the machine’s power.  “What do I do first?”
 
   “You turn the key.”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “Smartass.”  The engine came to life with a low growl, and she looked to Jimmy for the next instruction.
 
   “Check your mirrors.  Make sure you can see behind you and the lanes next to you on either side.”  He pointed to the door panel on her left.  “Button is right there.”
 
   She adjusted the mirrors and curled her fingers around the leather steering wheel.  Her knee bounced with excitement.  She was really going to drive Jimmy’s Lamborghini!
 
   He pointed to the floor.  “Clutch is on the left.  Brake in the middle.  Gas on the right.  Hold the clutch.”  He put her hand on the stick shift and helped her find first gear.  “Now slowly take your foot off the clutch while pressing on the gas pedal.  Don’t worry if you stall—”
 
   The car lurched forward and took off.  Excited laughter flew from her mouth.  She was driving!
 
   “Easy, girl.”  Jimmy sounded nervous and braced his hand on the dashboard.  It made her laugh harder.  “Put on your directional and ease back into traffic, but stay in the right lane.”  Jimmy turned three-quarters of the way to look over his shoulder.  “Traffic’s clear.”
 
   She barely touched the wheel and the car glided off the shoulder and back onto the LIE.
 
   “You need to shift into second gear.”  Jimmy held her hand on the stick shift again.  “Come off the gas a little and press the clutch.”  He popped the stick into second.  “Now take your foot off the clutch and accelerate.”
 
   She felt the strength of the engine come to life as it advanced gears.
 
   “Now hold the clutch again and pop it into third.”
 
   He didn’t help her find the next gear like he did before, and the car made a grinding noise that sounded painful.  She grimaced.  “I’m sorry.  I promise I’ll buy you a brand new car if I break anything.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Thanks, babe, but I don’t need a sugar momma.  I got my own money.”
 
   She felt the engine hesitate and heard a whine.  “Am I supposed to shift again?”
 
   “You’re a natural at this.  Go ahead.”
 
   She repeated the maneuver, this time with less resistance from the transmission.  She continued to drive down the expressway, while Jimmy kept a second set of eyes on the road.  He assisted her to shift the automobile into fifth and then sixth gear.  Soon she was flying down the expressway at 70 miles per hour.  It was exhilarating!  She felt like she was flying!  Her triumphant laughter filled the car.  “This is awesome!”
 
   “Maybe you should slow down a little.”
 
   “I can’t!  This is too much fun!”  She recognized the concern in his voice, but she couldn’t lighten her foot on the accelerator.  The experience was freeing.  Jimmy watched the road, twisting his neck to check every angle.  After about ten minutes, he instructed her to pull off at the upcoming exit.  He helped her downshift, which went smoother than expected, and she pulled into a parking lot down the road.  The car came to a hard stop the second her foot hit the brake.
 
   She winced.  “Sorry.  I guess I’m not used to the brakes.”  He looked a little shaken up and she laughed again.  “Were you scared?”
 
   “Scared?  I almost shit my pants.  You’re a wild woman.”
 
   “I guess that means I’m perfect for you then.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed her cheek.  “You’re perfect in every way.”  He pulled the keys from the ignition.  “But I’m driving back.  Your lesson’s over.”
 
   They both exited the vehicle and circled to the opposite door.  Jimmy caught her by the waist as she passed him and pulled her into his arms.  “You got a fire inside you.”
 
   She gasped when their bodies collided.  “I didn’t know it was there until you touched me.”
 
   “Course you did.  I used to watch you at all the shows.  You and Kira secured your spot at the front of the stage, and nobody pushed you out of the way.  There were some mean-looking dudes at The Quadrangle and you stood up to every one of ‘em.”
 
   She smiled at the memory.  “I loved those shows.  No one was moving me from center stage.  I wanted the front row experience when Angel performed.”
 
   He furrowed his brow and his smile weakened.  “What’s up with the crazy crush you had on Angel?  Is that something I need to worry about?”
 
   He was jealous – of Angel – and it was adorable.  “No.  I think I outgrew that.  So did Kira.  He’s still amazing to watch perform on stage, and his voice is sheer perfection, but I have someone else to watch now.”  She smiled at him and locked her fingers behind his neck.  “Someone with strong biceps who beats the hell out of the drums.  Someone who calls my attention to the back of the stage.”
 
   “Good answer.”  He swatted her butt.  “Get in the car, gorgeous.  I have a little surprise for you.”
 
   She watched him shift the car into gear and merge onto the expressway.  He had a heavy foot on the accelerator and sliced through the gears like butter.
 
   He glanced at her.  “You’ll be shifting like that in no time.”
 
   “You mean, you’re going to let me drive again?”
 
   “Just as soon as I change my underwear.”  He winked at her, and she laughed.
 
   The car zoomed across lanes of traffic until the open road was in front of them.  Jimmy stepped on the gas pedal and shifted again.  The car took off with a deep growl.  “Hold on tight.”
 
   She checked his speedometer.  It was holding steady at 99 miles per hour.  Her heart pumped with adrenaline.  The scenery flew by in a blur on the side of the road.  Velocity had her pinned to the back of the seat, or maybe it was just nervous excitement that had her body rigid.  Her blood was shooting through her veins and laughter flowed from her mouth.
 
   “Are you enjoying yourself?”  Jimmy peeked at her for a split second before returning his eyes to the road.
 
   “Yes!  It’s so freeing to fly down the expressway at this speed with no one else around.”
 
   “One day I’ll have to take you out on my Harley.”
 
   “You have a motorcycle?”
 
   “Yep.  Got her right after we got home from Europe.  Right after I saw Damien’s chopper.”
 
   Fast car, motorcycle, famous musician – she fell harder for Jimmy with each day that passed.
 
   He reduced his speed as he approached traffic up ahead and downshifted the car into a lower gear.  He continued on the LIE and took the Midtown Tunnel into Manhattan.  “Are we going back to my apartment?”
 
   “I just want to park in your garage.”  He took his hand from the stick shift and grabbed her inner thigh.  “You got room for my car in your garage?”
 
   She laughed.  “For you?  Always.”
 
   A few minutes later, Jimmy’s Lamborghini pulled into the private parking garage in her building.  She knew he had something planned, but she had no idea what it was.  “Where are we going now?”
 
   “We’re taking a walk through the park.”
 
   “It’s the middle of the afternoon.  Fans will spot you right away and you’ll get mobbed.  That’s not a good idea.”
 
   He popped open the trunk, pulled out a baseball cap and stuck it on his head.
 
   She smiled at him.  “You’re unrecognizable.”
 
   He took her by the waist and tugged her close to him.  “Who’s a smartass now?”
 
   His mouth covered hers in a hot kiss.  She was still reeling from the high of the fast car ride, and his kiss made her knees shake from the overload of stimulation.
 
   He added a hoodie to his disguise and threw on a pair of dark sunglasses.  “Now no one will know it’s me walking through the park.”
 
   “You’re quite clever.”  She was impressed that he had thought of the disguise and wanted privacy with her in public.
 
   “You say it like you’re surprised.  I’m not just a pretty face, you know.”
 
   She moved closer and caressed his shoulders.  “I can see that.”
 
   His lips hit her neck with a succulent kiss.  “Are there cameras in here?”
 
   She liked his dirty mind.  “Yes, but don’t tempt me.  I seem to have no willpower when it comes to you, Jimmy.  You bring out the worst in me.”
 
   “Or the best in you.”  He placed his hand on the small of her back.  “Ready for our walk?”
 
   “I have to change my shoes first.”
 
   He reached into the trunk of his car and handed her a pair of brand new sneakers.  “I already thought of that.”
 
   She was surprised at his thoughtfulness and shocked that they fit.  “How did you know what size to buy?”
 
   “I checked when you were in the shower one morning.”
 
   “You’re a sneak.”  But she loved his motive.  They were red Converse sneakers, not exactly the best choice for a long walk, but they matched the pair he wore, and she loved them.  “Thank you.”
 
   They entered the park at 59th Street, and a whiff from the line of food trucks filled the air.  Her rumbling stomach reminded her that they hadn’t eaten all day.  “I’m starved.  Do you want to grab something?”
 
   “You eat from food trucks?  I thought you only ate fancy gourmet meals, like Angel.”
 
   “Of course I eat from street vendors.  I’m a New Yorker.  I love the meals Charles prepares, but nothing beats a New York City dirty water dog.”
 
   “Somehow, I never pictured someone with your background eating a hot dog from a weenie cart.”
 
   She shrugged.  “I’m just a regular girl.”
 
   “Good.  Cuz I’m just a regular guy . . . who has to walk around in public hidden under a baseball cap and sunglasses.”  He flashed his unmistakable smile.  “Let’s walk first.  We can eat in a little while.”
 
   He draped his arm over her shoulder and they followed a path that headed north along West Drive, which brought them deeper into the park.  No matter how many times she walked its interior, she was always in awe at the drastic opposition to the world outside of its perimeter.  She slipped her arm around Jimmy a little tighter and pointed out two squirrels chasing one another up a tree.  They were adorable little creatures, and their feisty antics could entertain her for hours.
 
   “I guess I take it for granted living in Brooklyn.  Those little guys are all over the place.”
 
   “That’s what’s nice about living in the boroughs – tree-lined streets and wildlife.  I have to venture into the park in order to enjoy nature.”  After they walked for about twenty minutes, they came to Strawberry Fields.  Without mentioning anything to one another, they both gravitated toward the black and white mosaic symbol set in the asphalt in honor of the great John Lennon.  Two single red roses were placed across the word “Imagine” at its center.
 
   While they stared at the memorial, Jimmy’s arm slipped from her shoulder, and he clasped her hand in his.  Although John Lennon’s music was before her time, the message from the singer-songwriter-peacemaker still lived on.  It gave her chills.
 
   “The man was an inspiration,” Jimmy stated, as if reading her thoughts.
 
   She nodded with a solemn smile.
 
   Two teenagers approached and left a bunch of hand-picked wildflowers on the site.
 
   Jimmy pulled his cap a little lower and led her away.  They continued north, past the reservoir, and headed off the path through the trees.  She rarely ventured off the path and enjoyed the dense greenery.  A dewy scent surrounded her, and the earth was uneven beneath her feet.  They were surrounded by nothing but thick trees.  Hiking in Manhattan – it was surreal.
 
   They emerged onto another path and encountered a crossroad.  The sign read West 100th Street.  They had walked almost the entire length of the park.  She had never been this far north inside the park before.  They headed back into the trees and then into a small open field.  That’s when she realized where he was taking her – the Pool.  It was a small body of water that sat in the middle of generous foliage and vegetation.  It was a lush oasis.
 
   There was a man in a tuxedo ahead with his hands behind his back.  Several feet behind him, a picnic blanket was sprawled across the grass.  Her jaw dropped open with delight as she realized Jimmy was behind this.  “What did you do?”
 
   “I made you a picnic, babe.”
 
   The man in the tuxedo presented her with a bouquet of roses from behind his back.  “For the lady.”
 
   She cradled them in her arms.  “I can’t believe you did all this.”
 
   Jimmy cupped her elbow in the palm of his hand and brought her to the blanket.  They sat together while the waiter set down two large trays.  One contained a platter of fried chicken, the other a bowl of potato salad and a bowl of cubed watermelon.  It was the picnic she’d dreamed about when she was a young girl.  Her throat closed at the sentiment behind the kind and thoughtful gesture.  When she looked up at Jimmy, a layer of moisture blurred her vision.  “I can’t believe you went to all this trouble.”
 
   
  
 

“I just wanted to do something nice for you.  Something that didn’t have a price tag.  I could have bought you expensive jewelry or flown you anywhere in the world, but this is from my heart.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She dabbed at the tear in the corner of her eye, and her voice held a slight tremor.  “This is the most beautiful thing anyone has ever done for me.”
 
   He placed a gentle kiss on her lips.  “This is just the beginning.  I’m going to spoil you, not with riches, but with experiences like this.  I want to give you memories that’ll live forever.”
 
   His lips touched hers and a tear slipped from the corner of her eye.  She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her cheek into his shoulder.  Warmth spread through her chest, and she squeezed him tighter.
 
   He ran his hand over her hair and kissed the side of her head.  “Let’s eat.  You were hungry and I dragged you through the park for a hike.  You must be starving by now.”
 
   The chicken smelled heavenly and reminded her of her empty stomach.  After they feasted on a large plate of food each, they sat side-by-side with their legs spread out in front of them, leaning back on their hands.  They stared off into the distance at the cool water and the weeping willow trees that danced in the breeze.  The water reflected the greenery, and the color of jade enveloped them in a warm glow from every angle.  Several ducks glided across the pond, bobbing their heads below the water every few seconds in search of a morsel.  It was picturesque.
 
   Audra let out a contented sigh, and leaned into Jimmy’s shoulder.  They lay down on the blanket and gazed up at the baby blue sky and billowy clouds above them.  It was quiet and serene.  They were hidden deep within the confines of nature, surrounded by grassy banks and tall trees that shielded them from the world around them.  In the middle of Manhattan, they were secluded within the walls of Central Park.  Jimmy leaned over and dusted a soft kiss across her lips.  It was perfect.
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   On the drive to the Blade-Garcia residence, Jimmy reflected on the last few weeks and how his life had taken a 360-degree turn.  He never thought he would find happiness with one woman.  He never thought he’d want to give up his wild nights and infinite string of groupies, but Audra changed his outlook on life.  He wanted stability.  He wanted Audra.  She was smart, tough, classy, and educated, but she was also fun, wild, flirty, and unpretentious.  And she had the same carefree and lighthearted optimistic outlook on life as he did.  They were alike in so many ways.  Music and Immortal Angel were just as important to her as they were to him.  It tied them together.  Their bond, and the affinity they shared, was remarkable.
 
   He pulled into the long driveway and saw Damien’s Harley already parked alongside Angel’s Bentley.  He wondered why the hell Angel didn’t have that beauty in the garage.  He hopped up the granite steps that led to the enormous set of double entry doors and rang the bell.
 
   Tommy answered almost immediately.  “Hey.  I was just getting my axe.  We’re going over Lethal Injection.  Angel wants to add it to the Canadian shows, you know, mix up the set a little, and I’ve been working on a new intro.”
 
   “I thought the great Tommy Blade played those intros off the cuff.  I didn’t know you practiced them.  Man, I’m so disappointed.”  He mocked his friend with a teasing smile.
 
   Tommy gave him a playful shove in the chest and shut the front door.
 
   Jimmy followed Tommy through the long foyer and through the door that led to the studio downstairs.  The house was quiet.  “Where are the girls?  Audra said she was spending the day with Jessi and Alyssa.”  Audra had stayed at her apartment last night, so Jimmy hadn’t seen her since yesterday evening, and he was hoping to run into her.  It had been 15 hours since he’d last seen her, and he missed her every minute of it.
 
   “Jessi left with Alyssa about an hour ago.  I think they were meeting Audra at Jessi’s shop.”
 
   “Dude, finally!  You’re here!”  Damien called up the stairs.  He plucked the strings of his Ibanez which sent a deep rumble through the amp.  “My timing’s off without you, and songs sound like shit with no beat.”
 
   The second Jimmy walked into the studio, he left everything else at the door.  Nothing mattered but the music.  It consumed him, and energy coursed through his veins.  He automatically started tapping out the beat to Lethal Injection on his leg.  He never had to think about it.  His hands instinctively took over and played on any available surface.  His poor thigh took a beating when he was a kid.  Now, the muscles were well defined and strong from almost three decades of kicking the bass drum.
 
   He jumped behind his Tama kit, pulled a pair of sticks from the stickbag and let them fly across the toms.  He added a steady beat on the bass and smashed his sticks into the cymbals, before returning them to his snare.  He freestyled across his drums until a steady series of beats took form and created a rhythm.  It wasn’t anything planned or anticipated.  His hands and feet worked together on autopilot.
 
   “What was that?” Angel asked.  “Is that from a song?”
 
   “Nah, man.  It just hit me.”  He sat slightly back on his stool and glanced at the various sized toms and cymbals that comprised his kit, and the love he had for his instrument filled him with pride.  “It just came to me the second I sat down.”
 
   “Well, it was fucking awesome!”  Angel opened his laptop to record the beat.  “Do it again.  We can use that for a new song.”
 
   Jimmy repeated the rhythm and incorporated a few more beats from his floor toms.  He played the beat continuously, blocking out anything else.  The bass drum reverberated in tandem with his heartbeat, and he became one with his instrument.
 
   The deep, low notes of Damien’s bass filled Jimmy’s ears and sent his heart racing.  He hit the drums harder, while Damien’s beat matched the heavy sound of the kick drum.
 
   Tommy’s guitar wailed into the melody without warning and sparked a flame inside Jimmy’s soul.  He worked in another beat and Damien followed it.  It was an incredible high.  He caught sight of his bandmates between hits to his drums.
 
   Damien faced Jimmy, which he rarely did on stage.  He bobbed his head and the front of his blue mohawk dipped in time with the beat of the music.  There with a hint of a smile tucked in the corner of Damien’s mouth for a few seconds, before his face turned serious, and he closed his eyes, lost in the music.
 
   Tommy had one foot on the amp and rocked his head back and forth, which sent his long blond hair flying.  His hands were fast and quick, and created a body-rocking melody that evoked emotion into the song.
 
   Angel was in awe watching his bandmates create music.  His smile spanned his face and his foot tapped to the beat.  He grabbed the mic and hummed the melody.  He had no lyrics, just some jumbled tones that flowed, but he hummed them like they were written into the song.
 
   The excitement was overwhelming and Jimmy slammed his stick into his snare, and then threw them in the air over his head.  They hit the ceiling and added a new set of dings to the series of dents from his past moments of exaltation.  “That was fuckin’ awesome, man!  Let’s hear it back.”
 
   Angel hit a few keys on his laptop and the rough draft of the new song filled the room.  It was unpolished, but it was incredible.  “Man, I never expected to write a song that fast.  I thought we were just gonna rehearse some songs off the second album for the next leg of the tour.”
 
   “We were,” Damien replied.  “But you showed up, dude, and cranked out that monster beat.”
 
   “Shhh,” Angel’s hand flew in the air to silence them.  “Let’s listen to it.  It’s amazing!”
 
   They all stared at Angel’s laptop as if it were a television screen.  His mumbled lyrics played back along with the music they had just created, and Tommy burst out laughing.
 
   Angel turned to him with a teasing scowl.  “What’s so funny?”
 
   Tommy flipped his hair back, and his laugh tapered off.  “We all came up with killer beats and you sang gibberish.  Is that all you got, A?”
 
   Angel’s eyes narrowed, and he roughly grabbed Tommy’s chin in his hand.  “I guess there’s only one way to curb that defiant mouth of yours.”  He gave Tommy a hard, passion-filled kiss, which caused Tommy to bend at the knees.  Music always got those two horny as fucking rabbits.
 
   “A-hem,” Damien cleared his throat loudly.  “Can we get back to work or do you wanna suck each other off first?”
 
   “Oh, I like that latter suggestion,” Angel replied.
 
   “Me too,” Tommy agreed.
 
   “Save it for later, man,” Jimmy said with a light laugh.  “Let’s finish listening to the new song.”
 
   “You’re such a spoilsport.”  Angel tapped some keys on his laptop, and the song came to life again.  It was pretty damn awesome for a spur of the moment jam.
 
   “This is going to be a hit when it’s done,” Angel said confidently.  “As soon as we’re through rehearsing, I’m going to shoot this to Kira.  Maybe we can work on it some more if there’s time.  I’m already floating some lyrics in my head.”
 
   Kira was the new A&R rep for Immortal Angel, and she gave input on new music.  It would be the first piece of raw material that she’d hear from the band, which meant she would be jumping out of her skin with excitement, which meant she would beeline over to Audra’s apartment.  Jimmy adored Kira, but after spending the day away from Audra, he didn’t want to share his lady.  “Why don’t you save it for the morning?  Don’t send it to Kira tonight.”
 
   Angel looked confused, but Damien got it right away.  “Don’t want your girl’s sister intruding on your evening, huh?”  He mocked Jimmy with a laugh.  “Good luck keeping those two apart.  They’re inseparable.”
 
   “I’m not trying to keep them apart.  I dig Kira and all.  I just want an evening alone with my lady.”  He pressed his sticks across his chest.  “She got my heart and won’t let go.”
 
   A heartfelt smile spread across Angel’s face.  “I’m glad you care about her.  She’s a very sweet girl.  I was worried at first, but I can see you’re serious about her.”
 
   “And she’s crazy about you.”  Tommy rested his arm on Angel’s shoulder.  “I’m glad someone took her mind off my guy.  When I first met Angel, I thought I was going to have to pry those two girls off of him after every show.”
 
   “Oh, they weren’t that bad,” Angel replied.  “They were young and enamored with the music, that’s all.”
 
   Jimmy felt that tug on his heart again at the thought of Audra’s prior infatuation with Angel.  It must have shown on his face, because Tommy erupted with laughter.
 
   “Shit.  You’re jealous!  I don’t believe it!”
 
   “It was totally harmless,” Angel said.  “It was just a passing infatuation.”  When Jimmy didn’t reply, Angel looked at him intently.  “Nothing ever came of it.  And you know I’m gay.  I had no interest other than friendly affection.”
 
   “And look at you now,” Damien teased Angel.  “You got a beautiful woman in your bed every night.”
 
   “Yes, and I barely touch her.”
 
   Damien’s mouth gaped open and his eyes widened.  “Barely?  I knew you were hittin’ Jessi, and you tried to tell me you weren’t.”
 
   “I’m not hitting Jessi!  Are you insane?”
 
   “I call bullshit.”
 
   “Damien, we don’t—   Sometimes I—”
 
   Angel was flustered, and everyone thought it was hysterical.  Jimmy began to wonder about the dynamics of Angel, Tommy and Jessi’s relationship and if Angel ever experimented with Jessi on a sexual level.  They kissed; that was no secret.  Not just a peck on the lips, either.  Jimmy had seen Angel and Jessi make out plenty of times.  It didn’t carry the same heat that Angel and Tommy or Tommy and Jessi shared, but it was still something Jimmy never expected to see from his friend.
 
   “Can we just get back to the music, please?”  Angel’s voice broke Jimmy’s train of thought.  Good thing, because it was beginning to get graphic.
 
   “We gotta get this song down if we’re gonna play it live next week in Ontario and Montreal.”  Stress started to creep into Angel’s voice.
 
   Damien slapped Angel on the back.  “It’s cool.  No one’s gonna judge you for fuckin’ a chick.”
 
   “Hey,” Tommy interrupted them.  “You’re talking about my wife.”  He playfully kicked Damien in the butt, and Damien responded by swinging his bass at Tommy like a baseball bat.
 
   Jimmy laughed at the antics of his bandmates.  It reminded him of his brothers and the way they always roughhoused with one another.  His thoughts suddenly drifted to Audra.  A borough between them was like an ocean.  He wanted to live closer and decided to investigate one of the apartments in her building, but was that too close, too soon?  They’d only been together a few weeks.  He scratched his chin.  It felt like so much longer, probably because of their years of friendship.  Angel’s voice broke through his thoughts, again.
 
   “Now you’re dazing out on me?”
 
   “Just goin’ over the new beat in my head.”  He tapped out a rhythm.  “I’m ready.”
 
   “Good.”  Angel turned back around to face an invisible audience.  “Take it from the top.”
 
   Jimmy clacked out four beats on his sticks, and the band broke out into the gritty tune of Lethal Injection.  It wasn’t a song they played live many times in the past, so they had to run through it several times.  When it sounded perfect, they ran through it again.  Immortal Angel was hailed as one of the best live bands in the country, and none of them would settle for a mediocre performance.
 
   After two solid hours, they all agreed they were ready to perform the song live.
 
   Someone’s cell phone buzzed as soon as they took a rest, and everyone stared toward the sound of the interruption.
 
   “Who brought a phone in here?” Damien demanded.  “No phones in the studio.  That’s the rule.”
 
   “It’s mine,” Angel said, crossing the room to retrieve the offending phone.  “The girls are out together by themselves.  I was concerned and told Jessi to call if they needed anything.”
 
   Angel was a worrier.  He needed to chill out sometimes.
 
   “Is it her?” Tommy asked.
 
   Angel furrowed his brow while he stared at the screen.  “No.  It was Mr. Abelman.”  He scrolled though his phone.  “And Marissa.  They both called three or four times.”
 
   “Maybe there’s a problem with the tour.”  Tommy glanced at Jimmy and Damien with apprehension, but the nagging turmoil in Jimmy’s gut made him fear that it was much worse.
 
   Nervous tension churned in Jimmy’s belly while he watched Angel press some buttons on his phone and put it to his ear.
 
   “Mr. Abelman.  Hi.  It’s Angel Gar—”
 
   Angel’s eyes darted to Jimmy.  “Yes.  He’s here with me now.  We’re—”
 
   Again Angel’s sentence was cut short by Mr. Abelman’s irate voice on the other end of the phone, and Jimmy’s stomach hit the floor.
 
   Angel kept his gaze fixed on Jimmy.  “Okay.  I’ll tell him.  Is something wrong?”  He paused.  “Hello?  Mr. Abelman?”
 
   Jimmy knew exactly what was wrong – Mr. Abelman must have found out about him and Audra.
 
   Angel lowered the phone from his ear, confused and puzzled by the cryptic conversation.  “He hung up.”
 
   “What the fuck was that about?” Tommy asked.
 
   “I don’t know, but I’ve never heard him so angry.  He wants to see Jimmy in his office.  Immediately.”
 
   Three pairs of eyes zeroed in on Jimmy and waited for an explanation.  He knew the conversation with Mr. Abelman was inevitable, but he didn’t expect the explosion that took place on the other end of the phone.  He slowly stood up with a heavy sigh.  “I better get this over with.”
 
   “What’s goin’ on?” Damien demanded.  “Everything okay with you and Audra?  You better not have broken that girl’s heart.  Angel was just sayin’ how much it looked like you cared about her.  If you—”
 
   “I do care about her.  Everything’s great with me and Audra.”  But Jimmy knew her father was about to throw a grenade into that happiness.
 
   “Then why is Bossman so pissed off?”
 
   Jimmy tapped his sticks fast and hard on his knee as his eyes shifted to each of his bandmates.  “I guess he finally found out we’re seeing each other.”
 
   Angel was the first to respond.  “You mean he didn’t know?”
 
   Jimmy shook his head.  “I think Audra was trying to skate under her father’s radar to avoid a confrontation.  I can’t say I wasn’t happy to do the same.  But now, the shit’s about to fly.”
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   Jimmy watched the numbers on the elevator wall as the car traveled to the 53rd floor.  The ball of his foot beat the hell out of the travertine floor, and his fingers tapped on the leg of his jeans faster than he could keep count.  His usual smile was reduced to a worried straight line.
 
   “Don’t get so worked up,” Tommy placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.  “It’ll be fine once Mr. Abelman realizes you’re serious about Audra.  You can’t blame him for being upset.  He probably thinks you’re just bangin’ his daughter.”
 
   Jimmy knew Tommy was trying to help, but it only reinforced the image of Mr. Abelman with smoke blowing out his ears like a cartoon character, and Jimmy couldn’t get the picture out of his head.  “I think Mr. Abelman would rather I just moved on.  I don’t think he wants me in Audra’s life.”  Jimmy ran his hand across his forehead to knead out the nervous tension.  Mr. Abelman wasn’t just his girl’s father; he was a man who held Immortal Angel’s career in the palm of his hand.
 
   “Is Audra coming?” Angel asked.
 
   “I told her not to, but she wouldn’t listen.  Man, she can be real persistent when she wants to be.”
 
   Tommy let out an ironic snort.  “What is it with our women?  Why are they all so headstrong?”
 
   “They gotta be,” Damien answered, “in order to put up with us.”  He socked Jimmy in the arm.  “It’s gonna be okay, dude.”
 
   Jimmy had the support of his friends, and it meant the world to him.  They didn’t have to come to Falcon Headquarters, but they wanted to.  “Thanks, guys – for coming with me.”
 
   Damien gave him a crooked half-smile and slugged him in the arm again.  “I wasn’t gonna miss Bossman hand you your ass on a platter.”
 
   A hint of smile returned to Jimmy’s face and some of his confidence was restored.  He wasn’t about to let Mr. Abelman intimidate him.  He was ready to defend his stake in his woman.  He stood a little taller, and the rhythmic thump of his foot and his hand slowed to a gentle beat.  “I don’t care if Ron Abelman rips me a new asshole.  He can’t keep me away from Audra.  I love her, man.”
 
   A smile lit up Angel’s face, and he covered his heart with his hands.  “Love?  I didn’t know you were in love!”  He was such a hopeless romantic.
 
   “Yeah.”  Damien slung his arm around Jimmy’s neck in a hug that was more like a chokehold.  “I thought you were just screwin’ around.”
 
   “I’m happy for you, Jimmy.”  Tommy’s voice was heartfelt, and there was contentment in his bright blue eyes.  “You can have everything in the world – money, fame, talent – none of it means anything unless you have someone to love.”  He slipped his hand inside Angel’s.  “In my case, two people to love.”
 
   The elevator dinged and the doors opened.  Reality preceded Jimmy with each step that took him closer to a confrontation with Audra’s father.
 
   Mr. Abelman’s assistant rose from her desk.  “Go right in.”  There was an urgency in her voice that held uneasy tension.
 
   Jimmy stopped in front of the heavy, paneled double doors that led to Mr. Abelman’s office.  He tapped out his signature rat-a-tat-tat with his knuckles on the hard wood.  He probably should have opted for a more conservative knock, considering he was about to have the most serious conversation of his life.
 
   Marissa answered with fire burning behind her eyes.  Her glare followed Jimmy as he crossed the room.  The office was large enough to host a small cocktail party, but Jimmy walked straight up to Mr. Abelman’s desk, ignoring the leather upholstered furniture that faced it.
 
   Mr. Abelman pushed off his knuckles and rose to his feet.  His clenched jaw had been visible from across the room, but now his mouth drew back into a nasty sneer.  “You have crossed the line, Wilder.”  He held up a newspaper.  Across the top were a series of photos of Jimmy and Audra – kissing in the park, leaving her apartment together, and lying on a blanket in the grass during their picnic.  “Stay the hell away from my daughter.”
 
   Jimmy opened his mouth to defend his actions, but Angel spoke first.
 
   “It’s not what you think.  Jimmy really cares about Audra.  I wouldn’t let him hurt her.  He’s a good guy, and he has a good heart.”
 
   Mr. Abelman’s head turned sharply in Angel’s direction.  “Why the hell are you here, Mr. Garcia?  I didn’t ask to see the entire band.”
 
   “He’s our brother,” Damien explained.  “We stick together.”
 
   “Mr. Diamond, it’s in your best interest to keep quiet.  Out of all the members of this band, I pegged you as trouble from the start.  But, so far, you’re the only one who has managed to keep your nose clean.  Don’t incriminate yourself.”
 
   Damien curled his top lip and narrowed his eyes, in full defensive mode.  “Don’t judge me.  You don’t know me.”
 
   Mr. Abelman’s face turned a deeper shade of red, and he spoke through clenched teeth.  “It was a compliment.  Don’t make me retract my statement.”
 
   “Didn’t sound like a compliment.”
 
   Mr. Abelman narrowed his eyes to match Damien’s.  “Watch your tone and remember who you’re speaking to.”
 
   “I know—”
 
   Tommy pulled Damien to the side and mumbled something in his ear, too low for Jimmy to hear.  But Damien’s response was loud and clear: “I don’t give a fuck.”
 
   The smoke Jimmy had envisioned coming out of Mr. Abelman’s ears looked as if it was about to make an appearance.  Mr. Abelman’s chest filled with a deep breath, and he balled his hands into fists.  He raised one shaking finger and pointed it to the door.  “Out!  Get the hell out of my office!  All of you!  Before I call security!”
 
   Jimmy was unsure if he was included in the ejection and hovered somewhere between his bandmates, who were making a hasty exit, and Mr. Abelman’s fiery temper.
 
   Mr. Abelman answered his silent question.  “Not you, Wilder.  Don’t move a God damn inch.  I’m not through with you.  Not by a long shot.”
 
   Jimmy’s foot resumed the steady thump on the floor, and his fingers beat sixteenth notes into his thigh.  Angel gave him a reassuring nod, before he passed through the doorway and out of the office, but it was pointless.  It was clear that Mr. Abelman had no intention of embracing Jimmy into his daughter’s life.
 
   Mr. Abelman circled the desk, buttoned his expensive jacket and stood directly in front of Jimmy.
 
   Standing almost six feet tall, with salt and pepper hair and a husky build, Ron Abelman was an imposing man.  He was the head of an empire, and he never backed down – that was on an ordinary day.  Pose a threat to his daughter, and he was a lion defending his pride.
 
   Jimmy knew he didn’t stand a chance against the record mogul.  His gut twisted, but he met Mr. Abelman’s stare with calm confidence.  “I care about Audra, and I have the best intentions.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn about your intentions.  I don’t want you within fifty feet of either one of my daughters.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.  We work together.”
 
   “Not anymore.  I’m pulling both of them off Immortal Angel.  You’re getting a new tour manager and a new A&R rep.”
 
   Jimmy’s jaw fell open.  It would kill Audra – and Kira, who had nothing to do with this.  “You can’t stop me from seeing her.  Assigning us new people isn’t gonna change anything.”
 
   Mr. Abelman took a step closer.  “I don’t know how I can make myself any clearer, Wilder.  You keep your fucking hands off my daughter.  I know your kind.  You fuck every piece of ass that comes your way.  You are not going to soil my daughter.”
 
   Jimmy had never heard Audra’s father use foul language before.  It emphasized the anger behind his words and the force of his statement.  He needed to make Mr. Abelman understand that his feelings for Audra were real.  “Just listen to me.  I would never hurt Audra.  I’ve cut back on my drinking, and I haven’t so much as looked at another woman since we’ve been together.  Just give me chance.  You’ll see that I’ve changed.”
 
   “Changed?  For how long?  Men like you don’t change.  You put on a show for the public, to save face and keep your wives happy.  For a few years, the media buys it, then the tabloids catch you with your pants down, and it’s on every entertainment network across the country.  You will not humiliate my daughter or tarnish this family’s reputation.  I won’t let you cause my daughter one ounce of grief.  This—”
 
   Audra burst through the door, out of breath.  “I’m sorry, Daddy.  I wanted to tell you, but—”
 
   “Save it.”  Her father held up his hand and cut her statement short.  “You know the rules.  You know better.  I expect you to act like a professional.  Don’t lower your standards.  Or your morals.  Don’t get involved with the talent.  That’s business 101 and the cardinal rule in this family.  I’ve drilled it in both you and Kira since you were teenagers.”
 
   Audra stood a little taller.  “I’m not lowering my standards.  Jimmy is a wonderful man.”
 
   “You know his reputation!  I don’t want you anywhere near a man like him!”
 
   She never wavered.  “With all due respect, Daddy, I’m a grown woman now.  You can’t tell me who I can and cannot date.”
 
   “I made a promise to myself a long time ago, and that was to protect my girls from the predators in this business.  I see men like him all the time – rock stars with egos as big as the moon.  They fall victim to fame and abuse drugs, alcohol and women.  Jimmy Wilder is on a path of self-destruction, and he’s not taking you with him.”
 
   Jimmy stood there and listened to Audra and her father argue.  He tried to curb his tongue, but he couldn’t stay silent any longer.  “I told you I’ve changed.  I’m not like that anymore.  That’s all out of my system.  I want to be with Audra.  No one else.  I never did drugs.  I drank a lot.  I’ll admit that.  I love my Jack Daniels, but I’ve cut back on my drinking.  And I don’t run around anymore.”
 
   Mr. Abelman’s stare turned to ice.  “Stop talking.  I have nothing more to say to you, Wilder, except stay the hell away from my daughter!”
 
   Audra moved to Jimmy’s side.  Her eyes were as intense as her father’s.  “Daddy, I’ve always done the right thing.  I’ve never been in any kind of trouble.  I went to an Ivy League school and proved myself in this business.  I believe in Jimmy.  You need to believe in me.”
 
   The fire under her father’s collar seemed to smolder to a low flame.  “You know I trust you, Audra.  It’s him I don’t trust.”  He glanced at Jimmy with hatred and loathing, before he turned back to his daughter.  “Effective immediately, you are no longer tour manager for Immortal Angel, and Kira will not be their A&R rep.  I’m re-assign—”
 
   “No!”  Audra’s eyes widened with horror.  “You can’t do that to Kira!  Don’t punish her because you’re upset with me!  That’s not fair!”
 
   Jimmy’s heart broke for her.  She was more concerned about her sister than losing her dream job.  He was sorry for the trouble he had caused both girls and hung his head into his chest.
 
   “Don’t raise your voice to me,” Mr. Abelman warned his daughter.
 
   She took a deep breath, and met her father’s intimidating demeanor with defiance.  “I’m perfect for this job, and I’m not stepping down as tour manager.  That won’t stop me from seeing Jimmy.  It will only put someone else in charge who doesn’t have the same dedication as I do.  To the band and to Falcon Records.”
 
   For once, Mr. Abelman was silenced.  The fury still burned his cheeks, but he didn’t have a retort for his daughter’s bold reasoning.
 
   Jimmy needed to say something.  He needed to support Audra, although she didn’t need any help standing up to her father.  He placed his arm around her shoulder.  “I love your daughter, Mr. Abelman.  I wish you’d believe me.”
 
   A slight gasp was barely audible before Audra pressed her lips together to steady them.  She gazed at Jimmy.  “I love him, too.”  For a few magnificent seconds, Jimmy forgot that Mr. Abelman was in the room, and he savored the exchange of love between himself and a woman he had waited years to claim.
 
   Mr. Abelman’s voice boomed through the silence.  “Goddammit!”  His fist landed on the top of the desk with enough force to crack a cinderblock.  “This isn’t some kind of Romeo and Juliet bullshit!  This is my daughter’s life, and I don’t want you in it!”
 
   Jimmy felt Audra stiffen, and she stared her father dead in the face.  “I’ve never defied you before, but I am now.  I want to be with Jimmy, and I’m going to pursue this relationship.”
 
   The heat rose in her father’s cheeks – and in Audra’s.
 
   She refused to be silenced or intimidated.  “Everything in my life has led up to this moment in time.  It wasn’t chance.  It was my destiny.  No matter what happens with Jimmy, my life’s path is to guide Immortal Angel to fame.  That’s been very clear to me from the beginning.  Kira too.  Since the first time we saw them play, we both knew that we could help Immortal Angel rise to the top in this industry, and they haven’t peaked yet – we both know that.  Kira and I are going to partake in Immortal Angel’s success.  We always knew we would, but along the way, I fell in love with Jimmy Wilder.  I didn’t plan it, but I couldn’t prevent it.  I’m on that tour bus to Canada next week, as Immortal Angel’s tour manager.”
 
   Jimmy’s heart was bursting with pride for the way Audra defended their love.  She was smart and sassy, levelheaded and forthright.  No one was going to tell her what to do – not even her father.
 
   Mr. Abelman looked like he was ready to explode.  He was fuming, and his head looked like it was about to pop off his shoulders.
 
   Audra and her father stared at each other for several heat-filled seconds, before Audra turned, clasped Jimmy’s hand in hers, and headed for the door.  She paused when she reached for the doorknob and turned back to her father.  “I love you, Daddy, but I have to go against your wishes this time.  I’m right for Immortal Angel, and Jimmy’s right for me.  Calm down, think it over, and you’ll agree.”
 
   As soon as they were outside of Mr. Abelman’s office, Jimmy grabbed Audra in a hug.  Everything that had transpired in her father’s office swam in his head, but one thing stuck out above everything else.  He stepped back, held onto her shoulders and looked deep into her eyes while his heart did back flips in his chest.  “You love me?”
 
   A smile spread across her face, and a giddy laugh floated from her lips.  “Yes.  You love me?”
 
   “Of course I love you, baby.  You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever met, and after everything you just said in there, I love you even more.”
 
   “I love you, too!”  She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him so tight it knocked the air out of his lungs.
 
   “I wanted to tell you sooner.  I was just waiting for the right time.  I wanted it to be romantic, and I ended up blurting it out in front of your father.  I’m sorry.”
 
   She laughed a little.  “Blurting it out in front of my father was probably the most romantic and courageous thing you could ever do.”  She glanced back at the doors to her father’s office.  “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”  She took his hand and they briskly walked to the elevator bank.  Mr. Abelman’s assistant and several workers in the outer office smiled at them as they walked by.  “At least my father’s staff supports us,” Audra joked.
 
   When the elevator doors closed behind them, Jimmy took Audra in his arms and kissed her.  The reciprocated love that radiated from her touch left him filled with so many new emotions, and he loved every single one of them.  He didn’t know how their love was supposed to survive her father’s wrath, but if anyone knew how to tame Ron Abelman, it was Audra.  She was a powerhouse wrapped in the body of a sweet, beautiful lady.
 
   The doors opened on the ground floor of the building, and they stepped into the lobby.  Angel hurried toward them with a worried crease in his brow, followed by the rest of the band and Kira, Jessi and Alyssa.  “What the hell happened?” Angel asked.
 
   Jimmy was still riding high on their exchange of I love yous.  “You should have seen her.  She was awesome, man.  She stuck up for me and told her father she loved me.”
 
   Kira gave Audra an elated hug.  “I’m so happy for you!  My sister’s in love – with Jimmy Wilder!”
 
   “And I love her, too.”  Jimmy turned to Angel with a happy laugh.  “Who would have guessed she’d fall for a degenerate like me?”
 
   “You’re not a degenerate,” Audra said.  “You’re just a badass.  My badass.”  She leaned in for a quick kiss.
 
   “So, is everything cool?” Damien asked.
 
   “Not quite,” Audra glanced at Jimmy, and then at Kira.  “My father is very angry and very upset.  He doesn’t approve, but I told him I didn’t care.  It was the first time I ever blatantly defied him.”
 
   Jimmy felt like shit for coming between Audra and her father, and he knew that Kira was going to get dragged into the turmoil as well.
 
   “I could never stand up to Daddy the way you do.”  The admiration was clear in Kira’s voice.
 
   “There’s more.”  Audra hesitated.  “He threatened to pull Immortal Angel from us and assign them a new tour manager and A&R rep.”
 
   A loud gasp passed from Kira’s lips.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Audra tried to reassure her sister.  “He won’t do it.”
 
   “How do you know that?  You can’t manipulate Daddy!”
 
   “I’m not trying to manipulate him, but you have to trust me.  Once he looks at it from a business standpoint, he’ll realize that no one will represent Immortal Angel the way we will.  No one has a vested interested in the band like we do, and he knows that Immortal Angel is a goldmine and needs the right representation.  They’re the best thing that’s happened at Falcon Records in years.”
 
   Kira slowly nodded.  “Okay.  You’re right . . . I hope.”
 
   Audra was confident in her answer, but Jimmy wasn’t so convinced.  Her father disapproved of their relationship – practically forbade it – and Jimmy’s concerns lay in not just the band’s future with Falcon Records, but in his future with Audra.
 
   Angel saw his apprehension and pulled him aside.  “What’s wrong?  You should be ecstatic right now.  Why do you look so worried?”
 
   “Her father hates me, man.  How the hell is this supposed to work if I’m not welcome in her family?”
 
   “Once he realizes you’re sincere, he’ll come around.  Remember how much Jessi’s parents hated me?  Once they understood that we all really loved each other, and that I wasn’t trying to break up Jessi’s marriage, they had a change of heart.  Give it some time.”
 
   Angel’s words didn’t offer much consolation.  Jimmy had seen Jessi after the initial telephone conversation she had with her parents about adding Angel to her marriage, when they were on their first national tour and at a rest stop in Ohio.  It wasn’t a pretty sight.  Jessi had been torn to shreds, and it had killed Jimmy to see her crumble when she was always such a rock.  He couldn’t bear to put Audra through that kind of pain.
 
   Jimmy and Audra took a car back to her apartment.  She was giddy and danced him into the middle of her living room.  He loved her lighthearted laugh and optimism, but the uncertainty and friction that now infiltrated their life – Audra’s life, in particular – gnawed at him.  He didn’t want to cause upheaval in her family, but he didn’t know how to rectify it.  The only thing he could do was love Audra and show her father that she was the center of his world.
 
   “What’s with the frown?”  Audra cupped his face in her hands and tried to read his eyes.
 
   “I don’t want to come between you and your father.  You have a close relationship.”  He scratched one of his long sideburns.  Why couldn’t things be simple?  He finally found a woman to love who could share his life.  He didn’t have to compromise his music.  She’d never compete with it – she’d embrace it.  She was already part of his life.  He didn’t have to worry about the separation of being on tour – she’d be right there with him, leading the way, but her father’s iron fist blocked their path to happiness.
 
   “Hey.”  Audra’s voice jolted him back to their conversation.  “Let me worry about my father.  He’s overprotective, but above all, he wants me and Kira to be happy.  You just need to prove you’re worthy in his eyes.  You’re already worthy in my eyes.”
 
   She placed a long, hot kiss on his lips.  His body smoldered from her touch.  He had no idea how he was supposed to prove himself to her father, but he would worry about that later.  He needed to revel in the love he and Audra shared, without the disapproving cloud of her father.  He stepped back so he could see the love and happiness that radiated from her face.  “I love you, babe.  You’re the missing piece to my heart that I didn’t even know was gone.  Now it’s whole.”
 
   She laced her fingers together behind his neck.  “I love you, too.”  She smiled back at him.  “There’s that famous Jimmy smile.  I’ve never seen it disappear for so long before.  You had me worried.”
 
   “As long as you’re in my life, this smile will be permanently engraved on my face.  I’ve never been happier.”  He lifted her off the floor with a hug, and her joyful laughter filled his ears.  He loved that she was always in good spirits and had an upbeat personality.  She was a pleasure to be around.  He gently lowered her feet to the floor, and brought her to the bedroom.
 
   He stopped at the edge of the bed and dusted his lips across the soft flesh where her neck met her collarbone.  She rolled her head to the side and exhaled a small sigh.  His tongue traced tiny circles on her shoulder, while one hand slowly ran over her breast.  Tiny gasps left her lips as he toyed with the barbell that ran through her nipple, squeezing it between his fingers and twisting it slightly through the thin fabric of her shirt.
 
   He pulled the top of her shirt down and exposed one of her breasts.  He pulled the nipple into his mouth and flicked it with his tongue.  He loved that hard little nub, surrounded by the metal barbell.  It reminded him of the uninhibited girl that resided underneath her good girl exterior.
 
   She discarded her shirt, pushed her jeans down and stepped out of them.  Her black lace bra and matching panties was the picture of refined elegance.  The material shimmered with the light’s reflection.  He skimmed his fingers across the silky fabric around her breast and toward her back.  A quick snap and her bra cascaded away from her body and fell to the floor.  Her panties quickly joined them.
 
   He lusted for her naked body.  Her plump breasts were swollen with desire.  Her nipples were hardened nubs, surrounded by bright silver metal.  He took one in his mouth and suckled, while his hand traced the perimeter of her slender waist.
 
   She pulled at the back of his shirt and slipped it over his head.  “Lie down.”  She guided his shoulders toward the mattress until he was flat on the bed.  She was taking the lead, and it made the blood rush to his engorged cock.  He had no idea what to expect.  She continually surprised him with her boldness.
 
   She pulled his jeans and briefs down to his ankles and straddled him.  She ran her fingernails over his chest, digging into his flesh with just enough pressure to leave bright pink stripes on his body.  She started at the top of his shoulders and raked her nails across his pecs and circled his nipples.  She leaned over and kissed him.  Her mouth was forceful, and her tongue dominated his with quick and hungry twists and turns.  She nipped at his neck, and it set his body ablaze.
 
   His hands found her breasts, and he sucked a hard nipple into his mouth.  The cool metal of the barbell contrasted with the heat that emanated from her skin.  Her breasts were perfect.  They were round and full and stood high on her chest.  He didn’t need a pair of fake tits, not when she possessed two magnificent globes which offered him large, bright pink, erect nipples.  He fondled one with his thumb while he nibbled on the other.
 
   She let out a gasp and pressed her pussy into his abdomen.  He felt her wetness transfer onto his body, and his cock begged to enter her.  “Get a condom,” he whispered.
 
   She gave him an erotic smile and grabbed his erection tightly in her fist.  She was on her knees, straddling him, with his dick in her hand, and she stroked him long and hard.
 
   “You’re killing me,” he moaned.
 
   Her sultry eyes teased him.  “I’m just getting started.”  She straddled his legs, imprisoning them with her knees, and knelt over his cock.  She still had it in both hands, but now her fingers were laced together.  Her thumbs were on the underside of his shaft, rubbing the sensitive head with every stroke.  It was driving him insane with pleasure.  He needed to control himself or he would come from her touch.  He grunted and moaned, while he fought the surge of sensations that threatened to carry him to ecstasy . . . and then her hands were gone.
 
   She went to the nightstand and retrieved a bottle of lube and a condom.  Thank God, because he wanted to fuck her until his dick was sore.  He tried to snatch the condom from her hand, but she pulled it away.
 
   “I’m not done yet.”  She turned the bottle of lube to face him.  “Strawberry.  We’re gonna have some fun.”
 
   Oh, she was naughty!
 
   She knelt on the bed next to him and poured a generous amount of lube onto her fingertips, and then her hand slipped between her legs.  Her eyes kept a steady focus on his as her fingers glided the flavored liquid between the folds of her skin.  Her fingers weren’t just coating her pussy; she was getting off.
 
   Jimmy popped up on his elbows and watched with fascination.  His eyes were torn between watching her fingers play with her clit, and watching her hooded, glazed-over eyes.  Her parted lips drew deep breaths and exhaled long sighs.  With her left hand, she pulled her flesh apart to expose her clit.  Jimmy bent his head and looked closer at the beautiful bud between her legs.  It held him in a powerful trance and drew him closer.  With the finger of her right hand, Audra pushed her clit back and forth and then rolled it in a circle.  It was hot pink and swollen.  He wanted to suck it into his mouth, but he was mesmerized and unable to move.  He was paralyzed by the erotic show.  He was so captivated that he couldn’t even grab his cock and jerk off.  His balls ached with need, but he was hypnotized by Audra’s glistening pussy and throbbing little clit.  She started to tremble and sway on her knees.  Her head fell back and her long hair cascaded down the center of her back.
 
   She came with a series of silent gasps and her eyes disappeared behind their lids.  Unable to control his desire, Jimmy rushed toward her and sucked her clit into his mouth.  It was puckered and throbbing, still riding out an orgasm.  He wanted to fuck her, but his mouth didn’t want to relinquish the nectar that graced his tongue.  He licked and sucked her clit, nibbling on it with his lips, until she begged him to stop.  Her juices covered his chin with a layer of warm liquid, and he moaned with desire.  He moved his lips to her neck, but she pushed him down on the bed and rolled him onto his back.
 
   He finally kicked his sneakers and jeans off and set his legs free.  He spread his knees and a rush of air cooled the burning heat between his legs.  His cock was flying high and pointed straight up to the ceiling.  The slight bounce of the bed, as Audra searched for the condom, caused his dick to sway.  The small movement sent a tingling sensation through his lower half, and he thought he might come just from the slight bump in the mattress.
 
   Audra located the condom strewn in the sheets and turned it so the colored end faced him.  “Cherry flavored, to pop my cherry.”
 
   His head bolted up from the pillow, but then he burst out laughing and fell back on the bed.  “You almost had me.”  He was so overcome with passion, he couldn’t think straight.  He had noted the tightness of her pussy the first time they’d slept together, but she was no virgin.
 
   Her hand grabbed his cock and stroked it, eradicating all thoughts from his head.  Euphoric sensations traveled up and down his shaft.  He grunted every time her thumb made contact with the tip.  She had this little trick that drove him crazy.  She fisted his cock, and when she reached the head, she circled her thumb over the opening before sliding her hand back down to his balls.  Over and over she stroked his cock with the little swirl at the top that sent his body into spasms.  He was ready to burst, but he fought it.  Her hand finally gave him reprieve, and he let out a heavy sigh and panted.  When he lifted his head from the pillow, she was coating her hands in lube.  She spread the strawberry flavored substance between her palms and through her fingers.  Her hands glowed from the slippery lubrication, and he watched with erotic curiosity.
 
   She gave him a sly smile before she laced her fingers together and clamped them around his cock like a warm, slippery pussy.  She used both hands, together, without a sliver of space or air in the warm pocket she created.  His cock fit perfectly in the indentation at the base of her palms as she slid her hand up and over his shaft.  Again, when she got to the head, she turned her weaved fingers over the tip in a circular motion before making her descent.  Her hands slid down to his balls, then traveled upwards and twisted over the head again and again.  She slid her laced fingers down, up and over his cock repeatedly.  The slippery lube was warm and her hands glided over his shaft.  His legs were trembling, and he grabbed the sheets in his fists.  His breath was reduced to short grunts, and his vision was a blur of light and dark while his eyes rolled up into his head every few seconds.  She was skilled far beyond his expectations.  She was pushing him beyond his breaking point – straight to handjob heaven.
 
   He lifted his shoulders from the bed.  “Stop,” his voice betrayed his needs.  “I can’t hold out.  I don’t wanna come yet.”
 
   She sat back on her knees, and her hands slowly came to rest at the base of his cock.  “Did you like that?”  Her smile indicated she already knew the answer.
 
   His voice was gone.  His lungs required too much air to speak.  He just lay there, helpless, waiting for her to finally finish him off.
 
   She wiped her hands in the sheet and ripped open the small foil packet.  She took the condom and placed the reservoir end of it between her lips.
 
   He picked his head up to see what the hell she was going to do to him now.
 
   She held his cock steady with one hand and rolled the condom over the head and down the shaft with her lips.
 
   It was hot as fucking hell.  He almost came from the touch of her lips and the erotic way in which she covered him.  He moaned and rolled his head back and forth.  “Where the fuck did you learn how to do that?  And that basket weave thing you did with your hands?  It was incredible.”
 
   A proud and wily smile spread across her pink lips.  “A lady never reveals her sources.”
 
   She straddled his waist, and her wet pussy formed a suction against his abs.  Her thumbs rubbed circles around his nipples while his cock twitched against her lower back.  She slid backwards and rubbed herself against his torso, leaving a wet trail.  His cock fell perfectly between her butt cheeks, and she pushed back against it.  She wanted anal!  He flipped her over onto her stomach, and she raised herself up on her hands and knees.  He ran his engorged cock down the crack of her ass.  Each movement sent a jolt of electricity through his body as he watched the slow descent of his cock from the base of her spine to her puckered pink orifice.  When the tip of his dick touched her anus, she bucked and looked over her shoulder.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” she said with a laugh.  “Not that hole.”
 
   He moaned with disappointment and let out a sadistic chuckle.  “Oh, you little cock tease.”  He slapped her on the butt – hard.  “I’m gonna fuck you raw.”
 
   She let out an excited gasp, and then a provocative smile spread across her face.  “You better, because my pussy is throbbing.”  Her eyes dropped to his cock, covered in the bright red condom.  “I want that cherry bomb to tear me apart.”
 
   He loved her dirty mouth.  It was as unexpected as her technique, but equally as hot.  He slid his cock lower, and the tip slipped inside her pussy.  She let out a deep grunt and pushed back on her knees.  Her pussy was narrow and tight.  It squeezed his cock and sent sensations to every nerve ending in his lower half.  Her body strained to accommodate his girth.  He was trying to go easy, trying not to pummel the ever loving shit out of her, but he could barely control himself.  He clenched her slender hips in his hands to steady himself and slow his thrusts, but she wanted it rough.  She kept pushing back, forcing his cock into her body.
 
   “Harder,” she groaned.  “I want to feel all of you inside me.”
 
   He couldn’t hold back any longer.  He used her hips to aid his momentum and crash himself into her.  His balls careened off her pussy, and were probably hitting her right in the clit, by the way she would grunt and moan every time his hips slapped against her bottom.
 
   She was holding onto the rails of the headboard and crying out with the most erotic sounds he’d ever heard – low, deep, guttural moans mingled with softer catlike mewling.  She was shuddering underneath him and flapping like a sheet in the wind.
 
   His cock was practically vibrating from the sensations that shot through him.  He thrust himself harder and faster, while his breaths were long husking gasps, and then everything went white.  Spots blocked his vision and intense pleasure shot through him.  He thrust his hips forward and propelled his cock deep inside her as far as her body would allow.  His buttocks clenched with a series of spasms as his juices filled the condom and small jerks popped his hips into her.  He kept his cock buried inside her and slid his hand around her body to find her clit.  That little bud was hot and pulsing under his finger.  He rubbed it back and forth and in a circle, just like she had done when pleasuring herself, incorporating the juices that lubricated their union.  She arched her back and threw her chin up to the ceiling.  A long loud cry filled the room, and he realized that it wasn’t just Audra’s wail of bliss, but his own as well.
 
   They both fell to the mattress in a heap of sexual exhaustion.  Her hair strangled his face and blocked his air, but he was too spent to move.  His legs trembled with fatigue, and he could barely move his arms.
 
   Audra was panting into the pillow.  He managed enough strength to brush the hair from his face.  He kissed the back of her neck and rested his lips there.  He loved her, and she loved him.  A broad smile covered his face, and he wrapped his arms around her.  He succumbed to exhaustion and quickly fell asleep with the woman he loved in his arms.
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   Jimmy finally took the initiative and put a binder on an apartment in Audra’s building.  The real reason was because he wanted to be closer to her, but he hoped it would show her father that he had every intention of remaining in Audra’s life.  She was thrilled that he would be living one floor directly below her, and he was happy to purchase a place of his own.  The apartment was a two-bedroom, three bath unit and far more money than Jimmy expected to pay, but it meant the woman he loved was only an elevator ride away.  In his eyes, it was worth double.
 
   He invited the band and the girls over to show off his soon-to-be new digs, and they spread out on their own without waiting for a tour.  Alyssa and Jessi headed straight for the kitchen with Audra, which was comical, since none of them really cooked.  Women and their kitchens.  It must be like guys and their rides.
 
   Angel and Tommy were glued to the view of Central Park and hadn’t moved from the window for at least five minutes.
 
   Damien lingered a few feet away from Jimmy, with his hands in his pockets, not showing much interest.  Jimmy slapped him on the back.  “What do you think of the place, man?  It should be all mine in a matter of days.”
 
   Damien pursed his lips to the side and pouted.  “I think it’s not Brooklyn.”
 
   “It’s one borough away.”
 
   “Exactly.  Me, you and Angel lived minutes from each other our whole lives.  He moves out to Long Island with Tommy and Jessi.  It takes me 40 minutes to get to his house.  Now you’re gonna desert me, too?”
 
   It wasn’t often that Damien showed his soft side, although everyone close to him knew that under his gory tattoos, rigid mohawk and tough-guy scowl, lurked a heart of gold.
 
   “You’ll be fine.”  He slugged Damien in the arm, the same way Damien often slugged him, in a gesture of friendship.
 
   A hint of a smile peeked out from the corner of Damien’s mouth.  “I guess the way you drive, it’s really only an extra five minutes.”
 
   “And the way you zip around on that chopper, you can be here in record time.”  He threw his arm around his friend’s shoulder.  “Let’s go to dinner.  I got a car downstairs to take us to Garcia’s.  It’s been a long time since we all sat down together in Angel’s dad’s restaurant.”
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   As the group approached the large glass doors in the lobby that faced Central Park, building security intercepted them.  “I’m terribly sorry, Miss Abelman.  It seems that the paparazzi have been alerted to your guests’ arrival.”
 
   Since the story broke about Jimmy and Audra, they had become accustomed to the occasional pop of flashbulbs that went off outside the building whenever they arrived or departed.  “It’s okay,” Jimmy told the security officer.  “That’s our limo out front.”
 
   The crowd of paparazzi was larger than Jimmy expected.  He threw his arm around Audra, gave her a big, smacking kiss on the cheek, and flashed a bright smile at the cameras.  He wanted their love and happiness captured on film and plastered across the tabloids.  It was welcomed publicity.
 
   The paparazzi shouted questions at him faster than he could answer, so he just waved and smiled.  “Show ‘em how much you love me,” he whispered to Audra.
 
   “You’re such a ham!”
 
   “I just want the world to know I’m yours, baby.”
 
   “I have no problem with that.”  She grabbed his face in her hands and placed a wet, seductive kiss on his mouth.  Flashbulbs blinded him behind his closed eyes, and a series of “woots” rose from the street.  After a few seconds, he realized the cheers turned to shouts, and it was Tommy’s voice he heard above the crowd.
 
   Jimmy and Audra broke their kiss and turned toward Tommy.
 
   Tommy had one of the paparazzi by the shirt and pulled up to his full height.  The reporter continued to snap one-handed photos until Tommy knocked the camera to the ground.  He twisted the guy’s shirt in both fists and pulled him to the tips of his toes.  “Who the fuck are you?”  Tommy demanded.  “Why do you keep bothering us?”
 
   The reporter’s face was beet red, and he frantically pulled at Tommy’s hands in an effort to free himself.  It looked like Tommy was choking the life out of him and he couldn’t breathe.
 
   Jimmy darted toward them to intervene, but Angel was already trying to get Tommy to loosen his grip, and Damien had the guy by the back of his shirt collar and was pulling him in the opposite direction.  The reporter was being jerked between Tommy and Damien in a human tug-of-war.  Building security couldn’t get anywhere near them.
 
   The reporter pressed the palm of his hand against Tommy’s forehead and tried to push him away, which was the wrong thing to do.  Tommy threw a punch that landed under the guy’s left eye, and he dropped to the ground.
 
   Camera flashes lit up the sidewalk like the Fourth of July.
 
   This was bad.  Really fucking bad.
 
   Jimmy whisked everyone into the waiting limo and it sped away.  He leaned over and punched Tommy in the leg.  “What the fuck, man?  Audra and Kira live here.  I’m buying an apartment in this building.  What the fuck are you trying to do, get me thrown out before I move in?”
 
   “That guy was a fucking asshole!”  Tommy was still fuming, and anger burned heavily behind his blazing eyes.
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m tryin’ to play it cool and show Audra’s father I’ve changed.  I’m smiling at the cameras and acting like the poster child for good behavior, and you’re over there punching out one of the paparazzi and smashing his camera.  I don’t need this shit!”
 
   Tommy leaned forward with a mask of fury covering his face, and he pointed his finger in the direction of the apartment building.  “That fuck went too far!  He tried to say I loved Angel more than Jessi.  He’s been harassing us – Jessi in particular – since last year.  No one fuckin’ harasses my wife!”
 
   Tommy had a point, and some of Jimmy’s anger dissipated.  “You couldn’t punch him in front of someone else’s apartment building?”
 
   “I should have punched him when he showed up at Damien’s apartment months ago.”
 
   Damien nodded in agreement.  “I almost put my foot in his ass for startin’ shit with my friends in front of my place.  Now I wish I would have.”
 
   Alyssa leaned in to join the conversation.  “He followed Jessi all over Europe last year.  He was really fuckin’ nasty.”  She flipped her long black hair off her shoulder.  “I should have punched him back then.”
 
   “Stop with the punching!” Angel huffed, clearly still upset by the violent turn of events.  “I told you all a million times – ignore the paparazzi.  No one ever listens to me, and now look what happened.  I’m sorry, Jimmy.  I hope we didn’t cause any more problems with you and Mr. Abelman.”
 
   “It’s fine, man.  I wasn’t involved.  He can’t pin this one on me.”
 
   Angel turned his attention to Jessi.  He looked deep into her eyes, filled with concern, and searched her face.  “Are you all right?  You’ve been quiet and that’s not like you.”
 
   “Yeah.  I’m fine.  The whole thing took me by surprise and it escalated so fast.”
 
   Tommy put his arm around her and held her close.  He closed his eyes and rested his cheek on the top of her head.  “You’re not going out alone anymore.  I want security with you.  At the boutique, too.”
 
    “The shop?  The paparazzi doesn’t show up at my store unless you and Angel are there.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  I’m hiring a full-time guard to stay at the store.  We should all have security with us when we go out from now on.  It’s getting too crazy.  Sometimes we can’t even walk down the street.”
 
   “He’s right,” Angel agreed.  “Someone could get hurt.  Unintentionally.”
 
   “Yeah,” Alyssa snorted.  “Like the paparazzi.”
 
   Angel picked up Tommy’s hand and kissed his knuckles.  “Did you bruise your hand, mi amor?  You need this to play your guitar.”
 
   Tommy flexed his fingers, which appeared to be fine.  “The last thing we need now is for me to break my hand and fuck up the tour.  Sorry, Jimbo.  I hope I didn’t cause you any trouble with the purchase of your apartment.”
 
   “Yeah.  Me too.”
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   Jimmy’s eyes shifted to his bandmates, all fidgeting nervously in the burgundy tufted office chairs that faced Mr. Abelman’s desk.  Marissa sat off to the side, anxiously swinging her foot over her crossed legs, while Mr. Abelman stared at the newspaper.
 
   There was a photo of Jimmy kissing Audra’s cheek, alongside a photo of Tommy’s hands at the paparazzo’s throat, with Angel and Damien in the mix.  The headline read: Radical Drummer Plays Nice With Falcon Records Heir, While Immortal Angel Bandmates Assault Photog.  At least Jimmy was portrayed in a good light for once, but it looked like Tommy, Angel and Damien were beating the hell out of the photographer.  Jimmy could smell the lawsuit brewing, and he was sure the stench hit Mr. Abelman right in his wallet.
 
   Mr. Abelman threw his reading glasses down on his desk with disgust.  “One week and you all sit before me once again.”  He glared pointedly at each of them, but his eyes stabbed at Tommy like ice picks.  “Mr. Blade, your actions are deplorable and actionable.”
 
   “It wasn’t—”
 
   “Enough!”  Mr. Abelman cut Tommy short with a shout and the raised palm of his hand.  “I’ve heard it all before, so save your excuses.  Do you have any idea how much money it’s going to cost me to make this go away?  You’re paying this man’s medical bills and replacing his camera.  That’s on your dime.”
 
   Mr. Abelman opened his desk drawer and swallowed two antacids, while everyone sat in silence.  “Like I don’t have enough on my plate right now.”  His intense stare hit Jimmy like a baseball bat.  “You’re damn lucky you weren’t involved in this, Wilder, or I’d nail your ass to the wall.  Now get the hell out of my office.”
 
   They quickly filed out of Mr. Abelman’s office, thankful to get away with just a warning.  Once they were safely beyond the closed office door, they breathed a collective sigh of relief.  “That could’ve gone a lot worse,” Jimmy said.
 
   “You’re not the one who’s got to shell out hard earned cash to some asshole who deserved a pop in the face,” Tommy huffed.
 
   The click clack of Marissa’s high-heeled shoes echoed on the polished floor as she marched toward them.  “Do I have to keep my eye on you every minute of the day?”  There was a deep crease between her brows, but it was more from concern than from anger.  “Are you trying to kill that man?  Do you have any idea how much pressure he’s under on a daily basis?  Or are you just trying to sabotage your own careers?”
 
   “It wasn’t my fault,” Tommy said.  “That guy face-palmed me.”
 
   Damien stifled a laugh.
 
   “He pushed your face with his hand.”  Marissa placed a balled fist on her hip.  “You had him by the collar, and you’re built like a linebacker, Tommy.  He was defending himself.”
 
   Angel spoke up to defend his lover.  “That reporter was harassing Tommy – baiting him into an altercation.  That guy was asking to be punched.”
 
   Angel finally jumped on the punch-the-paparazzi bandwagon, and it made Jimmy break into a smile.
 
   “What the hell are you laughing at?”  Marissa aimed her hard-as-steel glare at Jimmy.  “You’re very lucky you came off as innocent in this fiasco.”
 
   Jimmy flashed her an angelic smile and traced an imaginary halo over his head with his index finger.
 
   Damien playfully shoved him.  “You’re worse than any of us.”
 
   “Oh, man, that was so wrong.”  Jimmy clutched his shoulder and turned to Marissa.  “Do you see the abuse I put up with around here?”
 
   Marissa shook her head, but a smile broke through her hardened glare.  “You guys are lucky Mr. Abelman loves you.”
 
   “He loves us?” Damien asked with genuine surprise.
 
   “Yes.  That’s why he’s so hard on you.  Well, to be honest, you bring trouble to the table, but he doesn’t want to see you ruin your careers the way so many young rock stars do.”  She crossed her arms and rested her knuckle against her chin while she eyed Jimmy.  “What are you doing with Audra?  And don’t tell me it’s none of my business.”
 
   Suspicion was everywhere.  No one took Jimmy’s integrity at face value.  Was it that hard to believe that he was ready to settle down with one woman?  “I’m trying to start a future with her.  Why doesn’t anyone believe me?  I’m not a bad person, Marissa.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Damien was quick to add.  “Jimmy may be fucked up in a lot of ways, but he wouldn’t hurt Audra.”  Damien clocked him in the arm.  “He knows I’d kick his ass.”
 
   Jimmy rubbed the ball of his shoulder and gave Damien an I’m-gonna-kill-you laugh.  “Stop fuckin’ with me, man.”
 
   “I can vouch for him,” Angel told Marissa.  “He really has calmed down, and it’s a nice change.”
 
   “Good,” Marissa said, “because those girls are like family to me, and they’re the world to Mr. Abelman.”
 
   “Well, Audra means the world to me too,” Jimmy stated.
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   Jimmy pulled into the parking bay behind Trump Parc and tossed his keys to the sandy-haired valet that immediately appeared at the driver’s side door.  He stuffed a fifty dollar bill in the valet’s jacket pocket.  “Take good care of her.”  He no longer needed to check in with the concierge.  Everyone in the building knew him, and he had his own VIP parking spot in the garage.  Soon, he would call this place his home.  He’d be a resident in one of the most upscale, lavish apartment buildings in New York City.
 
   He hopped on the elevator alongside an elderly woman with too much makeup and a small fluffy dog.  “Hey, pooch.”
 
   “Hey yourself,” the woman answered with a red-lipped smile and a lively spark in her eye.  She wiggled her fingers at Jimmy when he got off on Audra’s floor.  “Enjoy your day, young man.”
 
   Jimmy gave her his best smile.  “You too, ma’am.”  He made his way down the hall and tapped his fingers on the door of Audra’s apartment.
 
   As soon as she saw him, she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.  “What a nice surprise.  What are you doing in the city?”
 
   The mere touch of her hands on the back of his neck, and her soft lips grazing his mouth, even the simple scent of her perfume, all made his blood rush through his veins, and he felt his jeans tighten around his crotch.  “I had a meeting at Falcon.  I couldn’t pass up seeing my lady.”
 
   The warmth in her eyes mirrored the flame in his heart.  She led him into the living room, glancing back over her shoulder at him every few steps.
 
   Kira was sitting in one of the recliners.  “I didn’t know you were coming.  It’s nice to see you.  Angel sent me that new track you recorded last week.  Audra and I have been listening to it all morning.”
 
   Jimmy hated sharing music that was still a work-in-progress.  “It’s rough.  It still needs a lot of work and Angel needs to put lyrics to it.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  It’s going to be a hit.  I can’t wait until it’s finished.”
 
   Her confidence and enthusiasm was always over-the-top.
 
   “Glad you liked it.”  Jimmy drew Audra to him with his arms around her waist.  “What’d you think of it, babe?  Is it Immortal Angel’s next number one hit?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m a little biased.”  She gave him a coy smile.  “I’m in love with the drummer.”
 
   His dick jumped in his pants.
 
   “I’m going to run and leave you two alone.”  Kira headed for the door.  “I hope to see you before you leave for Canada next week.  If not, have a great time.  And keep thinking about new music.  We want to start working on the third album as soon as you’re back from Australia.”
 
   “You don’t have to leave just because I’m here, Kira.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed.  “Yes I do.  My kitchen is on the other side of your bedroom wall.  Bye.”
 
   Kira slipped out the door and Jimmy laughed.  “I guess we should try to be a little quieter, huh?”
 
   Audra’s hands flew to her cheeks.  “Mrs. Warner lives upstairs from me.  She’s the little old lady who always walks with her Pomeranian.”
 
   That explained the old woman’s knowing smile on the elevator.  “Don’t worry about it.  From the way she leered at me on the elevator just now, I don’t think she minds.  Grab your jacket.  We’re going for a ride.”
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   Audra didn’t care where they were going.  She loved Jimmy’s Lamborghini.  The valet opened the passenger door for her, but Jimmy took her hand and escorted her to the driver’s side.
 
   “You want me to drive?”
 
   “Yep.  We’re not done with our driving lessons.  Besides, you look really beautiful behind the wheel of my car.”
 
   She jumped into the driver’s seat and a temporary flutter of nerves passed through her.  Although Jimmy had taken her out driving on two previous occasions, this was the middle of the afternoon and the first time she would be driving in congested New York City traffic, with pedestrians who paid no attention to the right of way.  She revved the engine and a confident surge of adrenaline overrode any hesitation she had been experiencing.
 
   Jimmy watched her from the passenger seat.  “Whenever you’re ready, pull out of the garage onto 58th Street.”
 
   A mischievous grin spread across her face, and she slapped the stick into first gear.  The car lurched forward as she pressed her foot down on the accelerator.  It sped down the street faster than she expected, but the steering was effortless, and she was more comfortable with shifting gears.
 
   She stole a glance at Jimmy.  His eyes were on the road, and he was leaning forward with one hand braced against the dashboard.  “Slow down.  Watch out for people walking in the street.  There’s a taxi pulling away from the curb up ahead.”
 
   Her laughter filled the car with carefree defiance.
 
   “I’m not kidding around.  You’re going too fast.  Slow down.”
 
   It was the first time she’d seen Jimmy nervous.  The car came to a smooth stop at a red light, without Jimmy’s help in downshifting.
 
   “You did that really nice.”  He seemed calmer now and at ease since the car was no longer in motion.
 
   “Thanks.  I was taught by this guy who’s an expert on sticks.”
 
   “Oh my God!  It’s Jimmy Wilder!” a female voice screamed from the street.
 
   Two girls ran to the car door next to Jimmy.
 
   “I knew this was your car!” the first girl squealed.
 
   “Who’s that driving?”  The other girl stretched her neck to get a look at Audra.
 
   Jimmy laced his fingers through hers and kissed the back of her hand.  “This is my lady.”
 
   They eyed her wearily, with jealousy projected in their gaze, but Audra ignored their scowls.  “Hi.”  Audra waved cheerfully, undisturbed by their evil stares.
 
   Neither returned her greeting, but turned their attention back to Jimmy, full of star-struck excitement.
 
   “Can we get a picture?”  The girl started snapping selfies with Jimmy before she finished the question.
 
   “Can you sign my boobs?”
 
   Jimmy laughed.  “Sorry, no signing body parts.”
 
   She pouted.  “Please?”
 
   He pulled a sharpie from the console, reached through the window and signed the girl’s arm.  “How’s that?”
 
   “Oh my God!”  She admired his signature.  “Thank you!”
 
   Audra listened to the girls fawn over Jimmy and shamelessly flirt with him.  She’d seen it all before, but now that they were together, it bothered her.  The girls were relentless.  Not just these two, but all of his female fans seemed to want to get to know him intimately.  Her heart told her to trust him, but it was hard when temptation was everywhere, even at a stoplight in midtown Manhattan.
 
   A taxi cab honked its horn and the girls reluctantly retreated to the sidewalk.
 
   “Bye.”  Audra waved to them, but they ignored her.
 
   She slowly pulled away from the light with less enthusiasm than when she started the ride.
 
   “You okay, babe?”
 
   She wasn’t sure and didn’t know how to answer.
 
   “Are you jealous?”
 
   Jealous wasn’t exactly the word to describe the hesitancy in her heart, but there was definitely a question and concern about the women who threw themselves at him.
 
   He placed his hand over hers on the stick shift.  “It’s all part of fame.  It doesn’t mean anything.  I’m done with all those girls, but I still have to be nice.  It’s all just for appearances.  You’re the one I love.  I hope you believe me.”
 
   Her confidence in him was restored, but it didn’t alleviate the heaviness in her heart.
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   Audra sat in her father’s office, determined and confident.  They hadn’t spoken much in the last week, not since he blew up about her relationship with Jimmy and threatened to remove her as Immortal Angel’s tour manager.  It meant that he knew she was right.  No one possessed the same vested interest in Immortal Angel as she did.  No one could represent them as well as she could, and she knew that his threat about removing the band from Kira’s client list was said in the heat of anger.  Kira was the younger of the two, and although Audra was the one who always stood up to her father, Kira was the one he could never say no to.
 
   “Everything is in order for the Canadian leg.  I’ve confirmed the dates with the venues, the tour bus, driver, and road crew.  I went over the set list with the band.  They’ve added two new songs to make the show a little more diverse.  I confirmed everyone has their passports in order.”
 
   Her father’s expression was an emotionless blank slate.  He was a hard man to read sometimes, and it gave him an edge in the business industry.  It was unnerving to most, but it didn’t faze her in the least, and she continued to fill him in on the details of Immortal Angel.
 
   “Kira said the band is already working on new music, and they’re discussing recording a new album after the Australia dates.”
 
   Her father still didn’t respond.  He sat rigid in his chair with his fingers clasped together on top of his desk.  Audra’s posture wasn’t much different.  Her shoulders were back, her head was held high, and her hands were laced together around the knee of her crossed leg.
 
   They both had the same headstrong, obstinate stubborn streak, and both were top-notch negotiators.  Their similarities made a smile permeate the corners of her mouth.
 
   Her father sighed.  “I only want what’s best for you, and Jimmy Wilder isn’t it.”
 
   Her defenses immediately kicked in.  “How do you know that?  Have you even taken the time to get to know him?”
 
   “I don’t have to.  I’ve seen his kind for the last 30 years.  People like him live for the thrill of the ride.  You’re a smart, beautiful girl, Audra, and you’re fun-loving and carefree.  Your association to me also makes you off limits to people like Jimmy Wilder.  I have serious doubts about his integrity, and where my daughters are concerned, I have zero tolerance.  He’s not on our level, sweetheart.  He’s not refined.  Just because someone is rich and famous, doesn’t mean they have class.”
 
   He was insulting her man, and it was unjust.  Jimmy was a gentleman.  He had waited until she was ready to sleep with him and never pressured her – not once.  “Are you really saying that Jimmy has no class?  Because that’s just mean.  I didn’t think you’d resort to name calling.  He has more class than you know.”
 
   Her father took a deep breath and paused to steady his temper.  “He’s not right for you – not right for our family.  What about that Jensen boy you dated last year?  He’s the kind of man you should be associating with.”
 
   “Why?  Because his family owns a recording studio?  Just because someone looks right on paper, doesn’t mean they’re right for you.  I’m not interested in the sons of your business associates.”  She had the feeling their fathers had the same conversations with them, citing her as the logical choice for a girlfriend.  Male offspring of industry professionals had been pursuing her since she was sixteen.  Their attention had the opposite effect and pushed her away, rather than stirred her interest.  She folded her arms across her chest, tired of parental interference on the subject of dating.  “You don’t get to pick who I date or who I fall in love with.  Neither do I.  My heart does that, and my heart says Jimmy Wilder is the man for me.”
 
   Her father grumbled, twisted the cap off of a bottle of antacids and gulped down two pills.  “I am never going to give my hand of approval on this, Audra.  I will fight it with every breath in my body.”
 
   “So will I.”
 
   “This band has given me so much grief I’m beginning to wonder if they’re worth it.”  He picked up the glass of water on his desk and brought it to his lips.  “They’ve turned my own daughter against me.”
 
   She gasped at the horrific statement and guilt hit her like a sledgehammer.  “I’m not going against you, Daddy.  I’m not trying to be stubborn or difficult.  I mean you no disrespect, but you can’t tell me who to date.  I’m an adult.  I’m capable of making my own decisions.”
 
   “You see the good in people, Audra.  It’s one of the things I love about you.  But don’t be fooled by this man.  He’s a charmer.  He’ll pose as a changed man.  He’ll do all the right things and say everything he’s supposed to say, but it’s only a matter of time before he reverts back to his old ways.  They always do.  Eventually, he’ll be out all night partying again, drinking, getting drunk and carrying on with all the available women who are constantly at his disposal.”
 
   Her thoughts drifted back to the girls who approached Jimmy’s car the other day and his light-hearted, exuberant response to their infatuation.  Was he being flirtatious, she wondered, or was he just being friendly?  Did he know the difference?  She remembered the scores of women he’d been with over the years.  There had always been a different girl on his arm, or in his lap – sometimes two or three at a time.  Unease made her stomach tighten.  These were all the reasons she didn’t want a relationship with Jimmy in the first place.  She thought he had proved his loyalty.  She believed he had changed, but was it that easy to give up the playboy lifestyle, practically from one day to the next?  Would he still feel the same way in six months?  A year?  She lowered her eyes to the floor and really listened to everything her father had just said.
 
   “I’ve decided to let you and your sister retain your representation of Immortal Angel.  I know the two of you will serve them better than anyone else in this company, and I’m not going to let personal difficulties interfere with business.”  He paused.  “And I don’t need any more friction between us.”
 
   She slowly lifted her head to meet her father’s gaze, but her heart remained floored.
 
   “It doesn’t change my feelings on this situation,” her father clarified.  “I’m an excellent judge of character.  This man is toxic, and I’ve got every available set of eyes on Mr. Wilder.  The moment he screws up, I’m going to skin him alive.”
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   Immortal Angel slipped into the airport in Toronto without much attention, but Audra had already been informed that there was a large crowd gathering at the hotel.  The SUV that contained the band’s new security team pulled up to the hotel first and flanked the entrance.  Audra peered through the tinted windows of the limo.  It wasn’t as bad as she had expected, and fans and paparazzi were safely secured behind barricades.  She was ready to take in the fans’ reaction to the band with a fresh eye – specifically, the female fans and their interaction with Jimmy.
 
   Tommy was the first to step out of the limo to a wail of screams.  He stopped to wave at the fans, and they shouted his name.  His long blond hair blew in the slight breeze as he turned and offered his hand to Jessi.  She received an enthusiastic greeting and several whistles from the male members of the crowd.  Angel was next, followed by Damien and Alyssa, who each received a wave of excited cheers.  Rampant shouts from the fans turned into a mashup of everyone’s names.
 
   When Jimmy exited the limo, a new round of high-pitched screams filled the air – until the girls in the crowd saw him put his arm around Audra.  This was the first time Jimmy and Audra were together before a large group of fans.  They were unprepared for Jimmy to show up with a girlfriend, even though news about their relationship and photos of them together were all over social media.  Some girls were undisturbed by Audra’s presence and continued to shout Jimmy’s name and vie for his attention, but others were clearly agitated and glared at her.  They seemed threatened by her, as if they had some kind of claim over Jimmy, as if they were the girl who was going to capture Jimmy Wilder’s heart.  Or maybe, her presence interfered with their chances of sleeping with him, and that’s why they resented her.
 
   In the past, Jimmy had practically dove head first into a crowd of screaming girls, but now he simply smiled and waved at them.  A girl leaned over and grabbed his hand, which prompted at least a half a dozen others to latch onto him, and the girls pulled him away from Audra.  Immortal Angel’s security team quickly stepped in to rescue him, and the girls groaned with disapproval.
 
   While Jimmy was getting swallowed up by the crowd, Audra eyed the girls who leered after him.  She tried to ignore the fact that, given the chance, most of them would probably strip naked and offer him any kind of sexual gratification possible.  Her stomach twisted into knots, but she smiled at the fans anyway.  The ones that bothered to look in her direction sneered at her.  One of them called her a bitch.  She was shocked and gasped.  It made her blood boil.  Her initial reaction was to hurl an insult back, but she reminded herself that these were Immortal Angel’s fans, and she was representing Falcon Records, so she gritted her teeth and swallowed the temptation to tell the girl to go fuck herself.
 
   Audra turned to her right to observe Alyssa’s interaction with the crowd.  Alyssa stayed next to Damien’s side while he signed autographs, and they posed for several photos together.  Fans wanted Alyssa’s photo.  Audra’s gaze went to Jessi next.  The fans loved her.  Men wanted Jessi’s photo and women wanted her autograph.  Tommy moved to her side, and it caused a deafening wave of squeals from the girls nearby.  Jessi offered to take photos of him with the fans.  He put his back to the railing while an army of girls swarmed in on either side of him at the chance to be included in the photo.  Jessi wasn’t jealous.  She was having fun.
 
   Audra turned back to the fans surrounding Jimmy.  She found one or two faces that weren’t glaring at her, but most were scowling.  She just wanted the fans to accept her, the same way they accepted Jessi and Alyssa, but they resented her.
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   Audra knocked on Jessi’s hotel room door, determined to figure out a way for the fans to accept her in Jimmy’s life.  She was always a popular girl and hated that the fans detested her.  She hated the reason behind their hostility even more.
 
   Angel opened the door.  “Audra.  Hi.  Is everything okay?”  He was in a pair of sweats and a tank top.  It was a drastic change from the usual flashy attire he wore in public.
 
   “Yes.  I just want to talk to Jessi for a few minutes.  I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
 
   “Not at all.  Come in.  We were just watching TV.  Jessi’s in the shower, but you can wait for her.  She should only be a few minutes.”
 
   Tommy was on the couch with his guitar across his lap.  It reminded her of Jimmy and the way he always either had a pair of drumsticks in his hand, or was tapping a beat with his fingers.  She wondered if it was something all musicians did and if they ever really felt comfortable without their instruments.  “Are you working on a new song?” she asked, sitting next to Tommy.
 
   He played a few chords and watched the strings.  “Maybe.  I don’t know.”  He looked up at Angel.  “Does this sound like a new song, A?”  Tommy’s fingers ran across the neck of the guitar and delivered a fresh melody.
 
   Angel bobbed his head, and a smile lit up his face.  “That’s brilliant.  You continue to amaze me with you talent, my prince.”
 
   Audra’s spirits were immediately lifted.  Did she just witness Immortal Angel’s songwriting process and hear the melody of a new song before anyone else?  Even before Kira?  Her sister would be so jealous.  “Is that the way you write music?  Tommy comes up with a melody first?”
 
   “Sometimes.”  Angel sat on the other side of Tommy and slipped his arm across Tommy’s shoulder.  “Other times, Jimmy comes up with a beat, or Damien, and everyone adds to it.”  He laughed softly.  “Sometimes I even come up with a melody in my head.”
 
   “It’s a collaborative process,” Tommy explained.  “Everyone adds their own specific flavor.  I add my hard rock edge to a fast-paced punk rock melody, and Damien and Jimmy work together to pound out a killer beat to support the song.”  He turned to Angel and his gorgeous blue eyes glazed over with love.  “Then Angel writes lyrics that tie everything together.”
 
   Jessi entered the living room in a white terry robe.  “Hey, Audra.  I didn’t hear you come in.”  Her hot pink hair was a deeper shade of fuchsia, still wet from the shower.  She tied her short robe a little tighter.  “Thanks for telling me we had company, guys.  I could have walked out here naked.”
 
   Tommy shrugged one shoulder.  “I don’t have a problem with that.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him.  “You have a one-track mind.”
 
   “Yes,” Angel agreed.  “But you know we both love it.”
 
   Jessi curled up on the couch next to Tommy.  He placed his guitar across the coffee table and put his arms around both Jessi and Angel.  Audra watched them.  It was an uncommon union, but their families accepted the alternative relationship.  Why couldn’t her father accept Jimmy?
 
   “Are you here by yourself?” Jessi asked.  “Where’s Jimmy?”
 
   “He’s back at the room.  I came by because I want to ask you something, if you have a minute.”
 
   “Sure.  I wanted to talk to you, too.  Since I made you those jackets, I’ve been thinking about introducing a corporate glam line to my collection.  You know, like business wear for executives in the music industry.”
 
   Tommy squeezed her shoulder.  “That’s an awesome idea, hon!”
 
   “Truly innovative,” Angel added.
 
   “She was my muse.”  Jessi turned toward Audra with ideas spinning in her head.  “I could spearhead a campaign with you modeling garments in your office at Falcon.  I could get Vogue or Cosmo to run an article and an interview with you.  It could profile you as a young, powerful executive and the need to look corporate, yet edgy and current.  What do you think?”
 
   Audra was flabbergasted.  She had never really embraced her status as a young and powerful corporate executive.  Maybe an article on her career was exactly what she needed in order to reinforce her authority in the corporate world.  “I think that’s a great idea, Jessi.  Thank you for thinking of me.”
 
   “Thank you for giving me inspiration.”  Jessi leaned forward and placed her hands on her knees.  “Now, what did you want to talk to me about?”
 
   Audra hesitated.  “Um . . . can we talk in private?”
 
   A concerned crease appeared between Jessi’s brows.  “Sure.”  She brought Audra into the bedroom and closed the door.
 
   Audra sat on the bed and spread her hand across the soft, white sheets.  Her head was immediately filled with images of Angel, Tommy and Jessi entwined in various sexual positions.  It was an overload of erotic pictures and almost caused her mind to short circuit.  She rubbed her forehead to clear the images behind her eyes.
 
   Jessi took a seat on the bed next to her, and it brought her thoughts back to the reason behind her visit.  Audra let out a deep, frustrated breath.  “I knew getting involved with Jimmy wasn’t the best idea.  To tell you the truth, I never thought he’d change.  I was just humoring him at first, because I knew how persistent he could be.  I figured I’d just wait it out and let him bury himself by his own hand.  But when I saw that he was serious, and we spent all those nights together on the tour bus, I fell for him – fast and hard.  I knew my father was going to be furious.  He always insisted that getting involved with clients of Falcon Records was unethical and wrong.  It was like a matter of law.  Both Kira and I knew that.  But I never expected my father to be so adamantly opposed to it.  I thought once I explained to him that we were in love, he’d understand.  That’s why I was waiting to tell him, but the damn paparazzi exposed it before I had the chance.”  She had never seen them snapping her picture, and she realized she had underestimated their ruthlessness.  They were skilled at hiding and capturing the unexpected sought-after photo.  Nothing was sacred.
 
   “I’ve never been in love before,” she continued.  “I thought my father would be happy for me.  He was outraged and told me to stop seeing Jimmy.  He won’t change his mind, either.  I told him I didn’t care what he thought.  I wasn’t breaking up with him.”  She recalled the hurt look in her father’s eyes when she defied him, and it made her heart sink.  She never disrespected him before, and the sting of betrayal was felt by both of them.
 
   Jessi shook her head.  “You’re no different than anyone else.  Every father is going to feel threatened by their daughter’s choice in a man.  It’s natural.  My parents thought Tommy was a bad influence on me.  Before I met him, I had normal color hair, wore boring clothes and led a mundane life.  They got used to it, just like your father will get used to you being with Jimmy.”
 
   She wished it was as simple as Jessi made it sound, but it was so much more complicated than just her father’s disapproval.  “My father brought out some very valid points about Jimmy’s past – points that keep hitting me in the face.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like the way girls are constantly at his disposal.  I know it’s nothing new, but tonight was the first time since we’ve been together that Jimmy’s been inundated by a crowd of girls that big.  It hit me like a slap in the face.  That’s a lot of temptation for someone like him.  He’s never been with just one woman.  How do I know I can trust him?”
 
   Jessi raised her brows without answering.  She was probably wondering the same thing about Jimmy.
 
   “Girls are all over Tommy, too,” Audra pointed out.  “Doesn’t that bother you?”
 
   “Not really.  As long as they’re not trying to kiss him or shove their naked boobs in his face, I’m okay with it.”
 
   Audra was appalled.  She knew Jimmy kissed fans in the past, but he was single.  Tommy was a married man and his wife was always nearby.  And Audra had never seen any of the fans expose themselves.  Shock made her mouth gape open.  “Girls do that?”
 
   “Yes, sometimes girls try to kiss him.  He stops them, of course, and if I’m there I sorta joke about it.  You know, ‘hey, that’s my husband!’ and they pretty much get the hint.  Girls like to flash their boobs too, which pisses me off, but I can’t really say anything, unless they shove their tits in his face.  I won’t stand for that.  I’ve stepped in and told fans to back off.  Once, another fan got involved, and the two of them almost went at it.  I was pretty shocked that a fan would stick up for me like that.”
 
   Audra let out another deep breath.  She knew Jessi was trying to help, but her stories were only making Audra’s suspicions worse.  It brought another bout of uneasiness to her already queasy stomach.  “That’s another thing.  The fans love you.  They love Alyssa, too, and she doesn’t really interact with them much.  They hate me.  I know it’s only a matter of time before I start getting hate mail and death threats.”
 
   “You’re exaggerating.  I doubt that’s going to happen.”
 
   “You hear about things like that all the time on the news.  I tried to be nice and smile, and they all gave me dirty looks.  Not one of them smiled back.  One of them even called me a bitch to my face.”  She was still fuming about the verbal insult.
 
   Jessi pursed her lips to the side and slowly shook her head.  “That’s not nice.  I’m sorry they treated you that way.  I guess because I was always part of the equation where Tommy is concerned, fans accepted me from the beginning.  And look at Alyssa.  She’s so fucking cool.  Everyone wants to be her friend.  The first time I met her was at band practice when Tommy first joined Immortal Angel.  I was so excited.  It was a new band.  Tommy was playing a new genre of music.  I had just met Angel not long before and was enthralled by his looks and his voice.  There was Damien with that bright blue mohawk and tattoos.  Jimmy was pounding on the drums like a maniac.  There was so much going on.  I was high on adrenaline.  I took a seat next to Alyssa and forgot about everything going on around me and focused on her.  People are just naturally drawn to her, but again, Damien was already with Alyssa when Immortal Angel became famous.  Jimmy was always the single guy.  The fans view you as the newcomer.  As far as they’re concerned, they had Jimmy first.  You stole him away from them.  Some of them honestly believe that they’re going to be the one he falls in love with.  Others think they’re special because . . .”  Jessi didn’t want to finish her sentence.
 
   “Go ahead.  Say what you were going to say.”
 
   She hesitated, but continued.  “I was going to say that some girls think they’re special just because he slept with them.  They think it makes them his girlfriend.”  She shook her head slightly.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Jessi put her arm around Audra’s shoulder.  The soft cotton robe was comforting and reminded Audra of home.  She missed her sister.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Jessi said.  “They’ll come around.  Just continue to smile, and no matter what, don’t act like the jealous girlfriend . . . unless some bitch sticks her tits in your guy’s face.  In that case, feel free to tell her to fuck off.”
 
   An unexpected laugh passed through Audra’s lips.  She felt better, but she knew it was going to be a tough road ahead.  The fans could resent her all they wanted.  She was in love with Jimmy Wilder, the notorious playboy drummer of Immortal Angel, and she was the woman who turned his life around.
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   Immortal Angel just finished performing their first Canadian show in front of a sold-out crowd at the Air Canada Centre.  The show was amazing and the audience was fueled with energy.
 
   Jimmy was still in the shower, and Audra impatiently glanced at the time on her phone.  They were on a tight schedule and only had about an hour before the bus departed for Ottawa.  She needed to get everyone out of the venue and onto the bus, which wasn’t an easy feat.  “Are you almost ready?” she called to Jimmy through the bathroom door.
 
   The door flung open.  “I’m always ready, sugar.”
 
   He flicked the towel at her, but she caught it and pulled it out of his hands.  She admired his naked body.  He was still wet from the shower and his tattoos glistened across his chest and arms, amplifying their color.  His biceps and shoulders were still taut from playing the drums all night.  His chest had a perfect arc, and his abs rolled with defined muscles.  A lock of damp hair fell over his forehead, and his eyes took on a deeper shade of blue.  The ever-present smile and dimple in his cheek only added to the total package of head-to-toe deliciousness.  “Don’t you dare parade around in front of me naked.  You know I have to corral everyone on the bus like a herd of wild elephants.  I have no time for your extremely hot and sexy body.”  His growing erection stared at her.  “You’re not going to sabotage my career with that thing.”  She couldn’t move her eyes from it.  “I don’t care how big it is.”  Did it just wink at her?  He had her so riled up, she was hallucinating.  “Get dressed and stop teasing me.”
 
   He put his fist over his heart and whimpered.  “You’re killing me.”
 
   She stuffed copies of tonight’s rider in her attaché.  “When the bus pulls out of the parking lot and we’re on the road, I’ll do my best to make it up to you.  Right now, I’m still your tour manager, and if we don’t hurry, we’re going to be late.”
 
   “Ah, my very own personal superhero.  You’re like Wonder Woman.  Tough business executive by day,” his voice turned sultry, “sex kitten by nightfall.”
 
   He pulled her to him, and she collided with his pectoral muscles.  It made her gasp, and she needed to compose herself.  She swallowed hard and forced the words from her mouth.  They were breathy and not very convincing.  “I need to get everyone on the bus.”
 
   “There’s that tough business executive again, never having any fun.”  He released his embrace and pulled on his briefs.  His erection caused a large bulge in the center.  He pulled the waistband away from his body and peeked inside.  “What do we have here?  Wanna take a look and see what it is?”
 
   He could be so cute sometimes, but they really had to go.  “Jimmy, I told you.  I don’t have time.  Wait until we’re on the road.”
 
   He picked up a bottle of lotion from the dressing table and rubbed a dollop into his hands.  “Last chance.”
 
   He pulled his cock free and began to stroke it.  She watched his eyes glaze over and his lids close halfway.  “Hurry,” he whispered.
 
   She couldn’t move.  She was rooted in place, held captive by the erotic show.
 
   “I wish your mouth was on me.  I wish your pink lips would draw me into your warm, soft mouth.”  He let out a deep breath.  “I wish your tongue would lick the tip of my cock and do that little circular thing that drives me crazy.”
 
   She watched his hand glide over his cock with long strokes.  His other hand pulled the waistband of his briefs lower so she could see his balls peeking out, joining the show.  Jimmy’s breaths grew deeper, and his hand moved faster.  She took a step forward, ready to kneel in front of him and suck him dry, but he let out a long groan and erupted all over his hand.
 
   Her mouth fell open with disappointment.
 
   He flashed a silly grin.  “I told you to hurry.”
 
   “You’re such a tease!”  She threw the towel at him.  “Be dressed in five minutes.”  She bolted through the dressing room door and paused in the corridor.  She held her hand against her chest to calm her rapid heartbeat and slow her labored breath, while her jumbled hormones settled.  That man knew how to turn up her internal temperature from cool to scorching hot in an instant.
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   For once, everyone made it to the bus ahead of schedule, expect the driver.  His seat was conspicuously empty, but he couldn’t have gone far since the door to the bus was open.  Audra fell into the couch and let the tension melt away.  The shows were stressful for her.  She still needed to prove herself in the industry, but at least management at the venues was taking her more seriously now.  She made sure they knew who she was upon arrival, so no one mistook her for a groupie again.  With the addition of the smart and trendy jackets Jessi made for her, now she looked professional without looking stuffy.
 
   Jessi and Alyssa sat on the couch next to Audra, but the guys were hovering around the dining booth with bottles of beer in their hands.  “Aren’t you guys exhausted?” Audra called to them.  “I would have thought you’d want to get some sleep.  You have two radio station interviews in the morning and a performance on a talk show in the afternoon.
 
   “We’re still on an adrenaline high,” Tommy answered.  “We were talking about getting a poker game together.  You girls in?”
 
   Alyssa leaned forward so she could see Tommy.  “Get ready to hand me your wallet, Blade.  My mother taught me how to play poker when I was ten.”
 
   There was a sound from the rear of the bus, and everyone froze.  “Did you hear that?”  Tommy took a step toward the corridor that led to the sleeping quarters and flipped on the light.  “Who’s back there?”
 
   A giggle echoed back.  “It’s Darci.  Send Jimmy back here.”
 
   Audra felt the color invade her cheeks.  Anger and jealousy burned deep inside her.  They were foreign emotions and filled her with evil thoughts.
 
   There was a look of horror on Jimmy’s face and something in his eyes that resembled fear.  Or was it guilt?
 
   Another giggle cut through the silence.  “Jimmy, I have a surprise for you.”
 
   Audra fought the urge to stomp back to the bunk and expose the stowaway, but she wanted to see how Jimmy planned on handling this train wreck.
 
   Jimmy was frozen in place.  She had never seen him unnerved before, and she had no idea what he was waiting for.  He needed to deal with the bitch in the back of the bus.  Audra crossed her arms and glared at him.
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on.”  There was a frantic pitch in Jimmy’s voice.  “You were with me all day.  I had nothing to do with this.”  He tried to hand her his phone.  “Check my calls and my messages.”
 
   Everyone’s eyes were on Audra.  They were gawking at her.  She was mortified, and humiliation made her heart pound against the wall of her chest.  She was too miffed to say anything and continued to silently glare at Jimmy.
 
   The sing-song voice cut through the thickened air again.  “Jimmy, I’m waiting.”  There was another giggle which sounded like a second voice.
 
   This was un-fucking-believable.  Audra snorted and shook her head.
 
   “Shit!”  Jimmy stomped toward the back of the bus.  “What the fuck is going on?”  He stopped in front of the only bunk with its curtain drawn and flung it open.  He let out a loud gasp that was audible from where everyone else stood watching him.
 
   “Surprise!”
 
   Jealousy made Audra cautiously advance in their direction.  She stood far enough away so she wasn’t in their direct line of vision, but close enough so she could see and hear everything that transpired.  Two blondes were making out in the bunk, neither wearing a stitch of clothing.  Audra’s eyes immediately went to Jimmy.  She didn’t expect the appalled look on his face or for his back to be pressed against the opposite bunk.
 
   “Get your clothes on and get the fuck off the bus!  Now!  Go!” he yelled.
 
   Disappointed, the blonde pouted.  “But, I came all the way from Michigan.  Last time, you said if you were ever in the area again to wait for you in your bed and to bring a friend.”  Her face perked up, and she motioned to the naked bitch next to her.  “Here she is.”
 
   The first blonde cupped the second blonde’s breast in her hand and gave her a wet kiss.
 
   Audra could see their tongues twirling from down the corridor, and she turned away in disgust.
 
   “That was last year,” Jimmy protested.  “Things are different now.  Man, you need to leave.”
 
   “But I’m so horny.”  The blonde fell back on the mattress and picked her knees up.  She slid her fingers between her legs and pulled the lips of her pussy apart.  “See how wet I am?”
 
   “I don’t care how wet—”
 
   Blonde Number Two dove face first between Blonde Number One’s legs, and she moaned like a porn star.
 
   “What the fuck?”  Jimmy was plastered against the opposite bunk.  He looked like he wanted to jump out the nearest window to escape the two bimbos.
 
   Skank Number Two lifted her face.  “I’m horny too.  Eat my pussy, while I eat hers.”
 
   Skank Number One extended her hand to Jimmy.  “Join us.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I want to suck your cock while she sucks me off.”  Skank Number One stretched her arm further in Jimmy’s direction and let out a long, fake moan.  “Fuck me, Jimmy.  Fuck both of us.”
 
   “No!  Get the fuck off the bus!”
 
   The two sluts answered with loud, exaggerated moans.
 
   Jimmy panicked and ran to the end of the corridor where everyone else stood.  “You gotta do something!” he begged Damien.  “Get rid of them!”
 
   “Me?  That’s your mess, dude.  Not mine.”
 
   Jimmy spun around to Audra.  “I’m so sorry.  I want no part of that.  You saw everything.  I don’t know what else to do.”
 
   While Jimmy’s slutty groupies continued to fill the bus with moans that sounded more ridiculous than phony, Audra’s temper hit the roof.
 
   “I’ll get rid of them,” Angel said with a huff.  “This is disgusting.”
 
   “Wait.”  Audra’s tongue was sharper than she intended.  She didn’t mean to snap at Angel, but she was fuming.  “I’ll get rid of them myself.”  She was the one in charge.  Falcon Records procured the tour bus.  The blonde bimbos were trespassing.  She could have them arrested.  But what she really wanted to do was fling them out the window on the interstate while the bus was speeding at 90 miles per hour.  Audra marched toward the sound of moans that rivaled the worst porno flick in history.
 
   Bimbo Number One saw her and smiled.  “Hi.  There’s always room for one more.”
 
   “Fuck you.”  Audra grabbed the Beaver-Eating Bitch by the arm and pulled her out of the bunk.  “Get the fuck off my bus before I have you both arrested for trespassing.”  She was tempted to pull Slut Number One out by her hair, especially since she still had her legs wide open and her wet pussy was staring at Audra.  “OUT!” Audra yelled.  The blonde bimbos jumped, wiggled into their panties and covered their fake breasts with their clothing.  All of a sudden they were shy.
 
   Everyone backed up to create a path for them to get by.  Audra was quick to note that Jimmy slid into the furthest seat of the dining booth with his shoulder pressed against the window.
 
   “Real classy,” Jessi commented as they hurried past her.
 
   “Don’t let the door hit your liposuctioned asses on the way out,” Alyssa called after them.
 
   Audra was so pissed off, she could have spit fire.  What the hell gave these girls the right to break into the bus and throw themselves at Jimmy like a bunch of whores?
 
   Jimmy met her as she headed toward the dining area.  “You have every right to be mad, but you gotta believe me.  I didn’t know anything about that.”
 
   “Who was she?  A girlfriend?”
 
   “No.  I don’t remember her.  It’s been well over a year since the band was in Michigan.  I’m not gonna lie to you, Audra.  I don’t remember most of the women I’ve slept with.  I can’t do anything about my past, but it’s my past.  You saw me and how I reacted.  It wasn’t just for your benefit.  I’m done with that shit.  I want you.”
 
   She wanted to believe him, but rage and jealousy stood in her way.  “How the hell did they get back there, anyway?  Did they just walk onto the bus?  Where’s the driver?”
 
   “I’m right here.”  The driver stood at the top step with a Styrofoam cup in his hand.  “I just went across the street to get coffee.”
 
   A small fire burned inside Audra’s belly.  If he was at his post, or locked the damn door, those skanky whores would have never made it onto the bus.  She advanced toward the driver.  “If you ever leave the bus again, even for 30 seconds, without locking the door, you’re fired.”
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   Audra sat behind the curtain of her bunk, shut off from the rest of the bus.  Everyone else was still awake, and by the sound of their laughter, they were enjoying the game of poker they had talked about before Jimmy’s groupies showed up and shattered her peace of mind.
 
   She was so upset she couldn’t even call Kira and tell her sister what had happened.  It was too humiliating.  Her father’s words and Kira’s concern echoed in her head, and she wondered how long Jimmy’s new one-woman commitment was going to last.
 
   “Can I come in?”  Jimmy knocked on the wall outside her bunk.
 
   She pulled the curtain back and shifted to one side with her legs curled underneath her to make room.
 
   He barely fit in the other half of the bunk, and he couldn’t fold his legs in a crisscross position underneath him.  He sat with his back against the side wall where the television screen rested and held his knees to his chest.  It was an awkward and uncomfortable position.  He looked adorable stuffed in the corner.  She threw him a pillow and moved to the outer edge of the mattress.  She patted the space between her hips and the back wall.  “You can put your feet here.”
 
   He was relieved to stretch out his legs and wiggle his toes.
 
   They silently stared at each other for a moment, and some of Audra’s anxiety dissipated as she recognized that Jimmy carried the same frustration as she did.
 
   He fell back with a heavy sigh.  “I don’t know what else to say.  I feel like shit.”
 
   “I feel pretty shitty, too.”  She acknowledged his innocence in the fiasco with the blonde whores, and she knew he was sincere, but it didn’t ease her concerns.  Her anger had simmered off, but she still wondered what he would have done if she wasn’t on tour with him, or if the naked skanks would have shown up in his hotel room without any witnesses.  Would he have turned down the slutty whores, or jumped in between them without a second invitation?
 
   He knew exactly what she was thinking.  “You can trust me.”
 
   Trust was a sketchy word when there were two naked women having sex together and begging him to join them.  “Can you honestly tell me you would have pushed them away if no one else was around and if I wasn’t on tour with you?”
 
   He sunk his head into his chest with dismay.  “I knew you thought I wanted to get in the middle of that.  I didn’t.  I’ve done that a million times.  It’s nothing new.  Two, three, four girls at a time.  It doesn’t hold any appeal to me anymore.  You’re the one I want.  Not them.”
 
   She was shocked by his admission.  Threesomes and foursomes had become so commonplace that they lost their appeal?  It sounded absurd.
 
   “I’m sorry to be so blunt.”  He threw his hands down in his lap.  “Man, I keep saying the wrong things.  Bottom line, Audra.  I love you.  I’ve had enough meaningless sex to last me a lifetime.  I want you to trust me.”
 
   She was torn between listening to her head and falling with her heart.  It was easy to believe him.  She saw the entire situation transpire.  He had no idea they were here and didn’t seem interested.  Quite the opposite.  He looked like he just wanted to get away.  She let out a sigh and sided with her heart.  “I may have been a little curt with you, and it was unwarranted.  You gave no indication that you knew them or that you were interested.”
 
   “Thank you.”  His words were sincere.
 
   “I know this will probably happen again at some point.  Don’t falter, Jimmy.  Not for a second.  Not if you want me in your life.  I will never stand for infidelity.  On any level.”
 
   “I would never ask you to.  I would never put you in that position.”  His eyes were filled with genuine honesty.  He leaned forward and took her hand.  “Thank you for believing in me.”
 
   Her heart softened, and she gave him a small smile.  Maybe she was a fool, but there was something inside her that told her he was trustworthy, and she needed to listen to that little voice, because it never steered her wrong.
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   It was an amazing two weeks in Canada, even though it had its ups and downs.  Audra’s status as Immortal Angel’s tour manager was firmly cemented.  She made her mark with the success of the South American and North American tours, even if they were short and didn’t encompass venues on the west coast this time around.  The bus was on its way to the Bell Centre for the last show in Montreal, then they were going back home, where they would recoup until the Australian tour.
 
   Audra leaned back on the leather couch next to Jimmy and the rest of the band and listened to them go over Jump Start.  Tommy had his guitar on his lap, Damien had his bass on his knee, and two small amps sat on the floor between them.  Jimmy slapped beats onto an electronic drum pad, and Angel hummed the lyrics in an effort to preserve his voice.  They thought Jump Start could be tighter and were going over sections of the song.  She admired their dedication to the music.  None of them would settle for anything less than perfection.  No one slacked off.  They all gave 100%.
 
   The instruments were loud in the enclosed bus, even though their amps were turned down, and Alyssa covered her ears.
 
   Jessi laughed at her friend.  “Let’s go in the back.”
 
   Alyssa started to rise, but Damien grabbed her arm.  “Where are you goin’?”
 
   “I’m going in the next room to preserve my hearing.  How do you listen to that loud music all the time?”
 
   Damien shrugged.  “I like it like that.  Get some earplugs.”  He tugged on her ear.  “I don’t want my girl goin’ deaf on my account.”
 
   She playfully slapped his hand away.  “You mean you want me to be able to hear you ask for a sandwich.”
 
   “A sandwich?” Angel asked.  “Are you still eating that processed food?”
 
   Tommy leaned into Angel’s shoulder.  “Not everyone has a gourmet chef for a lover, A.”
 
   “Are you three making cracks about my cooking?” Alyssa asked, with her back rigid.
 
   Damien emitted a short laugh.  “What cooking?”
 
   Alyssa socked him in the arm and then threw a pillow at Angel and Tommy.
 
   Audra and Jessi followed her into the kitchen area, and the three of them slid into one of the booths.
 
   “Honestly,” Alyssa said, “those two love to torment me, and now they’ve corrupted Tommy.”
 
   “That’s just because you’re so much fun to tease.”  Jessi draped her arm over her friend’s shoulder and pulled her in for a quick hug.
 
   The closeness they shared, accompanied by the less-than-welcome reception from the fans, made Audra feel slightly out of place.  She slipped her phone from the pocket of her jeans and texted Kira.
 
    
 
   Miss you.  What are you up to?
 
    
 
   Seconds later, her phone dinged a reply:
 
    
 
   Hi!  Going over the final cut for an album.
 
   It's sick!  You?
 
    
 
   Bored.
 
    
 
   Bored?  Aren't you on a tour bus with Immortal Angel?  How could you be bored?
 
    
 
   It's not the same without you.
 
    
 
   :-(  Now I'm bummed!
 
    
 
   Don't be.  I'm just getting used to everything.  It's different now that Jimmy and I are together.  Fans hate me.  Girls constantly come on to him.
 
    
 
   Don’t let it bother you.
 
   Jimmy loves you.  That’s all that matters.
 
    
 
   Kira was right.  It didn’t matter that the fans disliked her or that they threw themselves at Jimmy.  Her father’s disapproval didn’t alter things.  The only thing that mattered was that she and Jimmy loved each other.  Everything else was secondary.
 
    
 
   Thanks.  I'll FaceTime you later.
 
   Miss you, sis.
 
    
 
   Miss you too!  Later!
 
    
 
   When Audra looked up, Jessi and Alyssa were staring at her.  “Did I miss something?”
 
   Jessi extended her arm toward the guys.  “Don’t you hear that?  Tommy’s teaching Jimmy how to play the guitar!”
 
   
  
 

“He is?”  Audra rose to her feet and listened.  Laughter and a choppy guitar rhythm echoed from down the corridor.
 
   Alyssa brushed past her.  “I gotta see this.”
 
   Audra quickly followed, with Jessi behind her.
 
   Jimmy sat on the edge of his seat with Tommy’s Fender on his knee.  Tommy sat next to him and stared down at his guitar, while Angel and Damien were seated in the two captain’s chairs that faced them, watching with fascinated amusement.
 
   Tommy readjusted Jimmy’s fingers on the fret board.  “That’s an E5.”
 
   Jimmy concentrated and plucked one note and then waited for further instructions.
 
   “You don’t remember the next chord?” Tommy asked.  “We’ve done this three times.”
 
   Angel threw his head back and laughed.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve never seen you struggle to play music before.”
 
   “I’d like to see you try it, man.  This is hard.”  Jimmy flashed his killer smile at Tommy.  “Maybe if you’d let me play your Les Paul, it’d be easier.”
 
   “Not a chance.  Nobody touches my Les Paul.”  Tommy motioned to the Fender with his chin.  “The next chord is A5, remember?”
 
   Jimmy mumbled something and returned his attention to the neck of the guitar.  He positioned his fingers and played a hesitant note, then several more in succession.
 
   “That’s awesome!” Audra exclaimed.  “Now you can play the guitar, too?”
 
   Jimmy laughed and pulled her down onto the couch next to him.  “I hardly call that playing the guitar.”
 
   He was being modest, but she saw the talent in the few notes he played.  “You just played something that sounded a lot like Enter Sandman.”
 
   He looked down at the guitar with stunned realization.  “I did?”
 
   “Yep.  You did,” Tommy confirmed.
 
   “It sounded like shit to me,” Damien said with a smile.
 
   Audra couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her.  Damien loved to give Jimmy a hard time, and she enjoyed the closeness they shared.  Jimmy strummed the notes on the guitar again, and this time they were more discernible.  She was amazed at his talent.  “Is Tommy going to give you guitar lessons now?”
 
   “I could,” Tommy offered.  “When we have down time, like now, on the bus.  That’s what I did before I joined Immortal Angel.  I taught guitar.  I really miss it.  Let me teach you.  It’d be a fun way to kill a few hours.”
 
   Jimmy stared off to the side as he contemplated the offer.  He raised his brows, and then leaned over to give Audra a kiss.  “I can think of a better way to kill a few hours on the bus than hanging out with you, man.”
 
   Audra felt her cheeks blush.  Damn it.  When the hell was she going to stop doing that?  Sex wasn’t something to be shy about when you spent weeks on the road trapped on a bus.  No one else seemed concerned about it.  The rest of them had sex freely, without inhibition, in the privacy of their bunk or the back bedroom.  Everyone heard.  No one cared.
 
   Jimmy handed Tommy his guitar.  “I’ll take you up on those guitar lessons, but another time.  My lady awaits.”  He took Audra’s hand and headed to the back of the bus.
 
   They passed through the sliding door and Jimmy hit the button that closed it and locked them inside the bedroom.  “Alone at last.”  He wrapped his hands around her waist and put his lips to her neck.
 
   Whenever he circled his tongue just below her ear, she let out a little sigh.  All tension left her body, and she relaxed in his arms.  Sometimes it was hard to comprehend how far they had come.  He had been a wild ladies’ man, drumming his heart out, trying to get noticed in the music scene with three of his friends.  She had been a party girl, enamored with the band and mesmerized by the lead singer.  It seemed like a lifetime ago.  Their lives really hadn’t changed that much.  Although Jimmy calmed down, his main goal remained the same – creating chart topping music.  She had a much more serious approach to life now, and her passing crush on Angel was really only about the music.  Music.  It was at the heartbeat of their lives.
 
   Audra leaned her head to the side to offer Jimmy more territory to nibble on.  “I love the way you bathe my neck with your magnificent tongue.”
 
   “I want to lick you like an animal,” he whispered next to her skin.
 
   A surge of wetness flooded her panties.  She wanted his mouth all over her body.  He continued to place succulent kisses down her neck and across her collarbone.  She pulled her shirt over her head and threw it to the floor.  He reached for her bra, but she discarded it before he had a chance to work the clasp.  She kicked her shoes off and wiggled out of her jeans and panties.  She stood before him, completely naked, and waited for him to initiate the next move.
 
   He watched her for several seconds.  His eyes traveled over her with a hungry gaze.  He pushed her hair off her shoulder, and his hand gently glided down her arm, which caused tiny goosebumps to rise on her flesh.  He dropped to his knees and dipped his tongue between her legs.  The skilled technique of his tongue sent a beautiful flood of sensations through her body.  She needed to give him better access and spread her knees.  She held onto the back of his T-shirt for support, but the aggressive swipes of his tongue nearly knocked her off balance.
 
   Jimmy rose to his feet and quickly removed his clothing while Audra watched his erection spring to attention.  She grabbed his cock and led him over to the bed.  He followed, helpless, while she tickled the tip of his dick with her thumb.  She loved the way he shuddered whenever she played with his slit.
 
   She jumped onto the bed and spread her legs wide open.
 
   He started to follow, and then returned to his jeans.  He retrieved his wallet and held up a condom.  “As soon as we’re back home, we’re getting rid of these things.”
 
   She loved the idea, not only because she’d never had unprotected sex before, but because it was another commitment from him.  When he climbed onto the bed, she noticed that he had his drumsticks under one arm.  “What are you doing with those?”
 
   He wiped them off with some tissues that were on the night stand.  “Clean as a whistle.  You never know when these babies may come in handy.”
 
   “You may be overcome with inspiration while you make love to me,” she teased.
 
   He nudged her legs open with his knees and put his lips to her waist.  There was a slight tickle that made her muscles clench, then she relaxed and let his tiny kisses lull her into submission.  She succumbed to his touch and reveled in the tenderness in which his hands and lips traveled across her torso.  Her breasts rose and fell with deep breaths.  The softness of his mouth and fingertips were replaced by something smooth and hard.  She opened her eyes and lifted her head.  It was a drumstick.
 
   He lightly outlined the curve of her breast, first the bottom, then the top.  The stick was an extension of his fingers, gliding over her flesh with intimacy.  He touched her nipple with the tip of the drumstick and put gentle pressure on it.  She felt the resistance from the barbell.  It stimulated the sensitive nerve endings and she shuddered.  The other drumstick prodded her left nipple, so there was an even spray of sensations spreading across her chest.  He tapped the silver ball on the end of one of the barbells lightly, testing her reaction.  The piercing was still sensitive, and a shot rang through her breast.  At first there was a tiny jolt of pain, but it quickly turned into an erotic reverberation.  She gasped at the intense pleasure.
 
   The other drumstick tickled her other nipple.  She knew it was coming and bit her lip in anticipation.  The stick tapped the end of the barbell, and her nipple imploded with tingles that made her shiver.  He alternately tapped the barbells on each breast in succession, checking her expression for any signs of discomfort every time the drumstick made contact.  Tap, tap, tap, left, right.  Her nipples were aching with an arousing burn.  She inhaled a deep, quivering breath and moaned as she exhaled.  The vibration traveled downward and settled between her legs.  She was wet and yearned to be touched.  She tilted her hips upward, silently begging for Jimmy to touch her clit – lick it, suck it, anything, as long as her poor little bud wasn’t just hanging out there waiting for the slightest bit of friction to bring her over the edge.
 
   Jimmy was preoccupied with the soft beat he was pummeling into her nipples and forgot about her poor neglected clit.  She wrapped her ankles around his waist and pulled him toward her.  She tried to rub herself on any part of his body that she could reach.  Her inner thigh skimmed his torso and for a brief second she thought she was going to climax against his ribs, but their bodies lost contact, and she whimpered.
 
   “You’re burning up, aren’t you?” he whispered.  “You’re ready to come and I haven’t even touched you down there yet.”
 
   It was the barbells in her nipples that made her overly aroused.  There was some kind of connection, some undisclosed nerve, which must connect her nipples to her clit, because every time Jimmy touched the barbells with his drumsticks, she felt it right between her legs.  She was crazy with desire but lay helpless on the bed.  “Yes,” she finally answered.  “Make me come, Jimmy.  Please make me come.”
 
   His eyes hazed over with a lustful hue, and he brought his lips to her stomach just below her navel.  She let out a pleading moan.  He was so close.  He just needed to move his mouth a little lower.  She lifted her knees and spread her legs, inviting him to touch her.  He leaned in close, but still didn’t make contact.  She chewed on her bottom lip and squirmed.
 
   Jimmy watched her intently.  He slid one hand slowly up her inner thigh and spread the folds of her skin so he could peer inside her.  He twirled the drumstick in his free hand and gave her an extra sexy smile.  The bulbous tip of the drumstick probed the opening of her pussy.  It teetered on the edge and traced a circle around the entrance, stirring her juices.  She moaned from the exquisite pleasure of being touched after her body had begged for it for so long, but she wanted more.  She arched her back, and created the perfect angle, but he withdrew the stick from inside her.  A dismal cry left her lips and she looked at Jimmy with a mournful frown.  He twirled the drumstick again and brought it to an abrupt stop with the tip pointing at her.  It still glistened with her juices.  He slowly lowered the drumstick and gave her clit a tiny tap.  Her shoulders jolted off the bed, and she gasped loudly at the sudden burst of endorphins that exploded inside her.  He tapped the drumstick against her clit again, again and again.  It was the little rat-a-tat-tat that comprised his signature knock, and it knocked her into the most intense orgasm of her life.  Each small strike on her clit was like a flame thrower shooting fire through her body.  Jimmy pulled her flesh wider, so her clit was fully exposed from its hood.  Every soft rap of the drumstick hit the most sensitive part of her clit.  It throbbed and she convulsed.  She was gasping so hard, she couldn’t catch her breath.  The sensations filled her with an overload of stimulation.  It began to hurt, but the pain held pleasure.  It was a contradiction, but she didn’t want him to stop.  She wanted him to beat her clit the same way he beat his bass drum.
 
   His lips sucked her clit into his mouth, and he nursed the engorged nub.  Her body quivered, and her breath came out in a jagged moan.  His finger slipped inside her.  No.  It was the drumstick.  Then two.  Both drumsticks were churning against the pulsating muscles inside her, while Jimmy sucked on her swollen clit.  The drumstick hit her G-spot with a relentless beat.  Blinding euphoria flashed through her.  Every pore, every nerve ending, all of her senses succumbed to sensory overload, and she convulsed on top of the bed.  She finally collapsed, no longer able to move.
 
   Jimmy’s succulent lips disconnected from her clit, and the drumsticks vacated her body.  She was barely able to raise her arm to reach for Jimmy’s cock, but he was rolling on a condom.  Oh God.  She didn’t think she could take any more stimulation.  Before she could protest, his cock was inside her.  She was exhausted, but her body reacted, and she rocked her hips in tune to his rhythm.  He picked up speed and slammed into her over and over.  Seconds later, Jimmy erupted with a long, loud moan.  He fell on top of her, equally exhausted.
 
   It was probably about five minutes before either one of them could move, but Jimmy finally rolled off of her, and they fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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   Audra woke disoriented.  Her nipples were sore and there was a burn between her legs.  It only took a second for her to remember the intense sexual encounter that rendered her battered body into a state of sexual bliss.  She turned to Jimmy, face down on the bed.  “Are you alive?  Because, for a minute, I thought I died.”
 
   His smile covered his face before he opened his eyes, and he pulled her down into his arms.  “That was fucking incredible, baby.”
 
   Incredible was only one of the adjectives she was thinking.  Unbelievable.  Titillating.  Extraordinary.  She could go on and on.  She checked the time display on the DVD player that was built into the wall.  They had been holed up in the bedroom for over two hours.  They both stunk of sex and sweat and needed a shower, but more than anything, she needed something to drink.
 
   She was slightly self-conscious on the walk of shame from the back of the bus to the front, but she assumed no one would care.  After all, she had heard the rest of them in the bedroom or behind the curtain of their bunk too many times to count.  They never had any inhibitions, so why should she?
 
   As soon as she and Jimmy entered the living area, everyone immediately stopped talking.  All eyes were on them.
 
   Oh God.
 
   “It’s about damn time,” Damien said.
 
   Tommy wore a broad smile, and there was a mischievous glint in his bright blue eyes.  He stood up and slowly clapped his hands while shifting his gaze between Jimmy and Audra.  “Bravo.”
 
   Audra felt her cheeks flush red hot.  She lowered her head and tucked her chin into her chest to hide her embarrassed smile.
 
   “Hey,” Alyssa called from the dining booth.  “When someone makes you moan and cry out like that, you hold your head high.”
 
   Audra slowly lifted her eyes and met the probing stares of Angel, Tommy, Jessi, Alyssa and Damien.  As she stared back at them, she realized that this group of people, who she had known for many years, were like family, and a little thing like hearing each other in the throes of passion wasn’t cause for embarrassment.  She held her head high, like Alyssa said, and greeted them with a proud smile.
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   Three days later, the band was back on American soil.  Canada was beautiful and South America was paradise.  They had played a show at Madison Square Garden on the night of their arrival, but nothing felt more like home than The Quadrangle.  The Brooklyn dive bar was where Immortal Angel got its start, and a place where they would always return.
 
   The old crowd gave them a reception almost as loud as a venue that held 20,000 people.  These were the fans that saw Immortal Angel rise from a local neighborhood band and catapult to mega stardom.  It was where Jimmy first met Audra, and the years that they had known each other played back in his head.
 
   He looked over his kit, past Angel, and found Audra and Kira standing at their old spot at the front of the stage.  Kira still gazed up at Angel with adoration, but Audra’s eyes were glued on Jimmy.  His heart did a little gallop in his chest when she blew him a kiss.
 
   The band just finished Without You.  It was their first number one hit and the song in which Tommy always pulled Jessi on stage and dedicated a guitar solo to her.  It was a testament to his love for her and gratitude for her unyielding devotion.
 
   Jimmy watched Audra, watching him, as he pounded on the drums.  He saw the same devotion and loyalty in her as Jessi had for Tommy.  Audra stood by him, against her father’s wishes, and sided with him when the naked groupies showed up on the tour bus.
 
   Filled with intense love and respect for Audra, a surge of adrenaline coursed through Jimmy’s veins.  He twirled one of his sticks between his fingers and threw it high into the air.  The crowd erupted into a loud cheer.  He caught the stick on its descent, gave it another twirl and pointed it at Audra.  “For you, baby.”  He derailed from the usual beat of Overdose and threw together a spontaneous array of drum beats.
 
   Angel, Tommy and Damien all stopped playing and turned toward Jimmy at the unexpected deviation from the song.  The crowd threw their fists in the air and hollered, but it was Audra who had the most significant reaction.  She had a smile on her face that lit up the room, and she gazed at him with so much love, it made Jimmy’s heart soar.
 
   Fueled with energy, Jimmy was too excited to sit behind his kit.  He stood up and kicked the stool out from underneath him.  He pounded on the drums with enough force to cause one of his sticks to splinter and break in half.  He threw the remnant into the crowd and pulled another stick from the stickbag.  He tossed it in the air, while he twirled the other stick in his left hand and kicked the bass drum in rapid succession.  He caught the stick, pounded on his snare and sailed across his toms.  He ended the solo with a dozen simultaneous strikes on his cymbals and a loud roar from the crowd.  His bandmates gazed back at him in wonder and esteem and gave him a round of applause.
 
   Angel brought the mic to his lips and extended his arm toward Jimmy.  “There’s no containing the spontaneous beats that stem from Jimmy Wilder!  That was fuckin’ awesome!”
 
   Jimmy wiped the sweat from his brow and listened to the crowd chant his name.  He acknowledged the recognition from his bandmates with a humble nod of his head, and then his eyes rested on Audra.  She made it all real.  He ran down to the front of the stage and knelt before her.  “I love you, babe.”  He gave her a quick kiss and handed her his sticks.
 
   She clasped them in her hand and held them against her chest.  “Love you, too!”
 
   Jimmy ran back behind his kit and picked up with Overdose exactly where he left off before he broke out with the sudden drum solo.  The guys joined in, and they finished the song without skipping a beat.
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   The band had a private roped-off VIP section in the rear of The Quadrangle where alcohol flowed freely, and they stayed long after the show ended.  They spent the night with the old crew.  They were the same guys who had helped set up and break down their equipment when Immortal Angel was a regular at the Brooklyn staple.
 
   Jimmy grabbed two beers from the waitress and handed one to Audra.  It had been a long night and the effects of life on the road left Jimmy drained.  “I’m ready to go after this one.  How about you?”
 
   “Already?  Are you turning into an old man on me?”  Audra teased him.
 
   Her question made him stop to assess the changes in his life over the last few months.  No more wild parties or drunken escapes.  A 90-minute show and a few beers and he was wiped.  He chuckled and nodded.  “I guess I’ve been living large for too many years.”
 
   She reached across the table and squeezed his hand.  “I guess we can go.  You look tired.”
 
   “You splittin’?” Damien asked.  “What about your kit?”
 
   Jimmy’s drum set still sat in the middle of the stage, a demonstration of the crew’s efficiency.  “Are you fucking kidding?  This guy’s gonna take an hour to break down my kit.”  The stagehand was just getting around to disassembling it.
 
   Angel stood up and headed to the stage.  “We’ll give you a hand.”  Tommy and Damien followed.  Even the girls trailed after them to help.
 
   “Aw, thanks man.  I really appreciate it.”
 
   There was a figure just past the side of the stage that caught Jimmy’s eye.  There was something familiar about the woman’s silhouette, but she was in the shadows of the darkened corridor that led backstage, so he really didn’t pay much attention to her.  He turned back to his kit and gathered the cases for his toms.
 
   Jessi’s loud and angry voice startled him, and he dropped one of the cases.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?”  Jessi’s eyes were blazing with fury, and anger burned her cheeks to a hue that matched her hair.
 
   Angel gasped, and Tommy’s mouth fell open.  Their anger and shock were directed toward the corridor at the side of the stage, but Jimmy still couldn’t see who caused the upheaval.
 
   Jessi advanced across the stage with an aggressive stomp, fists clenched at her sides and eyes narrowed into menacing slits.  “I told you to stay away from Angel and never come back!  What the fuck do you want?”
 
   “I don’t want anything from you, princess.”
 
   The voice sent an eerie chill down Jimmy’s back.  It was Kendall Rose.  It had been over three years since she disappeared from the bar scene – since Jessi banished her after a failed attempt to blackmail Angel with a sex tape.
 
   “I don’t care about Angel anymore.”  Kendall challenged Jessi with a nasty sneer.  “It’s you I loathe.  You continue to have everything I want.  Your life is just perfect.”
 
   “Knock it off.  My life is far from perfect.  Take responsibility for yourself.  Leave us the fuck alone and get the fuck out of here!”  Jessi was ready to explode, but Kendall maintained a flippant attitude and took a few steps toward Jessi.
 
   “I disagree.  After you destroyed everything that I planned, I vowed to get even with you.”  Kendall’s face turned into a hideous scowl.  The hatred between the two was palpable.  “I tried everything to ruin you.  I planted a seamstress in your store to mess up the production of your clothing, but you figured it out right away and fired her.”
 
   Jessi’s cheeks flamed redder and her eyes widened.  “That was you?  You planted Martha in my store to alter production and sabotage my designs?”
 
   “Yes, but when that didn’t work, I moved on to my next plan – to ruin your perfect life.  I persuaded a photographer to print some sensationalist headlines and photos that proved Tommy and Angel don’t need you in their life.  It was working too, until Tommy punched him and Falcon Records paid him off.  Now he won’t have anything to do with me.  Something about a cease and desist order.”  She waved her hand through the air.  “You’re untouchable.”
 
   “You fucking bitch!  You were behind that bastard harassing me?”  Jessi’s blood pressure reached a boiling point, and she lunged at Kendall.  Tommy swooped in and grabbed his wife around the waist and lifted her clear off the floor.  She wriggled and twisted to break free.  Her arms and legs flew madly in every direction, but Tommy wasn’t letting go and carried her to the other side of the stage.
 
   “Why are you here?” Angel demanded.  “Money?  Is that what you want?  Fine!  I’ll give you whatever you want.  Just leave us alone.”
 
   “You’re not giving her anything!” Jessi yelled from across the stage.
 
   “I don’t want your money.  I don’t care about you anymore.”  Kendall turned her nose up at Angel.  “I’m here for Jimmy.”
 
   A queasy feeling settled in the pit of Jimmy’s stomach.  Kendall was the most manipulative, heartless person he had ever met.  She was selfish and vindictive.  He had no idea why she had it in for him, but he had enough unease in his life right now.
 
   Audra was by his side in an instant.  She folded her arms across her chest and challenged Kendall with an ice cold stare.  Kira joined her sister, and they formed an alliance.
 
    Fuck.  This was bad.  He didn’t need Audra and Kira to have a confrontation with Kendall and add more fuel to the ever-growing pile of ammunition their father had stockpiled against him.
 
   “Jimmy’s with me now.”  Audra stood in front of him and guarded him with her stance.
 
   “I don’t want him,” Kendall replied, eyeing Jimmy with disgust.  “I already had him.  So did half of Brooklyn and probably hundreds of girls across the county.”
 
   Jimmy was enraged.  He’d never experienced such a rush of anger.  “Get fucking lost, Kendall!  We’ve all had it with your bullshit!”
 
   “I have something that belongs to you.”  Kendall was as smug as ever and still wore that haughty smile like she was better than everybody.  It was infuriating.
 
   “Whatever it is, I don’t want it.  Security!  Get this bitch outta here!”
 
   “Watch your language,” Kendall replied.  Her calm assertive demeanor was grating.  She turned to the side of the stage.  “Aunt Mary, can you come out here please?”
 
   Security bombarded the stage.  Two muscle-bound bouncers took hold of Kendall, one on each arm.  They started to drag her away but stopped when an older woman passed in front of them with a small boy at her hand.
 
   “Mommy?”  The boy’s eyes were large and fearful – worried about his mother.  He couldn’t be more than three years old.
 
   “It’s okay, Mason.  The nice men were just playing policeman.”  Kendall’s voice was sickeningly sweet, before she turned and glared at each of the bouncers.  At the sight of the child, they unhanded her.
 
   “What is this?” Jimmy demanded, more confused than ever.
 
   “I told you,” Kendall said.  “I have something that belongs to you.”
 
   She brought the boy over to Jimmy’s drum kit.  The kid’s eyes and mouth opened wide with awe.  He looked up at his mother and bounced on the balls of his feet, asking permission to play.  She looked to Jimmy for an answer.
 
   Too flabbergasted to speak, he muttered a few incoherent syllables and nodded.
 
   The boy climbed up on the stool and almost toppled over from his exuberance.  One of the stagehands helped him and adjusted the stool so the kid could reach the drums.
 
   “Sticks,” the kid said, and the stagehand handed him a pair of Jimmy’s drumsticks.
 
   The kid looked tiny behind the elaborate Tama setup, and the sticks looked almost as big as he was.  A flashback invaded Jimmy’s memory.  For a brief second he saw himself, about the same age, sitting on his father’s lap, pounding out one of his first beats.  Sweat trickled down his back, and the hairs on his neck stood up.
 
   The boy knew how to hold the sticks.  He didn’t grab them in his fist like most small kids did.  He had a matched grip.  He held each stick exactly the same in each hand.
 
   Everyone was frozen while they watched and waited.
 
   The boy hit the snare first.  They were tentative taps that tested the sound and strength of the skin.  The kid hit the toms to his left and right, testing them in the same way.  His face scrunched up with concentration as he formulated a steady beat and put together a rhythm.  He even incorporated the cymbals.  This young child, practically still a toddler, put together a rhythm in under a minute.
 
   A booming sound reverberated in Jimmy’s chest.  The kid was kicking the bass drum with his foot.  He was using the tip of his sneaker to kick the large center drum to keep the beat.  It was exactly what Jimmy did when he was a small boy.  He ran to the kid, with a million panicked thoughts filling his head.  “Where did you learn how to do that?  Did someone teach you?”
 
   The kid froze, frightened by Jimmy’s sudden outburst, and shook his head.
 
   “How did you know to kick the bass drum with your foot?”
 
   The boy raised his shoulders up to his ears and let them fall.  “Dunno.  I couldn’t reach the pedal.”
 
   Jimmy’s head was swirling.  Could this possibly be his kid?  He tried to do the math in his head and calculate how much time had passed since he had a brief fling with Kendall, but it was impossible to pinpoint him as the father.  Kendall was the town whore.
 
   The steady beat of the drum brought his attention back to the child prodigy in front of him.  The natural ability on the drums couldn’t possibly be taught to a boy his age.  It was inborn – inherited – the same way Jimmy had inherited his talent from his father.  But why was Kendall just showing up with his kid now?  He took her by the arm and pulled her several feet away.  “What the fuck is this?  Why didn’t you come to me sooner?  Why did you wait until now?”
 
   Kendall shook his hand off of her arm.  “I had no idea Mason was your kid.  I thought that deadbeat drug dealer that used to hang out here was his father.  Me and him were sleeping together on and off for years, until he heard I was pregnant.  Then he took off like the DEA was on his tail.”
 
   “What do you mean you had no idea?  Look at the way he plays the drums.”  Jimmy turned back to the kid, who was still wailing away on the drums like a veteran.
 
   “My aunt bought him a kid’s drum set few weeks ago, on a whim.  Mason took one look at it and his face lit up like it was Christmas morning.  He jumped on the seat and started playing, exactly like he did just now.  I plugged my iPod into the docking station and played an Immortal Angel song for him.  By the time it was over, he was playing along to the beat of Hit & Run.  Believe me, I was as surprised as you are.”
 
   So many emotions went through Jimmy’s head.  He knew he needed a paternity test to confirm the kid was his son, but the evidence was sitting in front of him, pounding on the drums like a Wilder.  His immediate reaction was panic and anxiety, but the sound of the drums broke through his fear.
 
   He watched Mason.  This kid was a genius and would, no doubt, surpass his own musical ability.  Pride and delight filled Jimmy’s chest.  He wanted to guide his son and nurture the talent that ran through to the third generation of drummers in his family.  Reality crashed down and shattered his heart.  How the hell was he supposed to be a father when he was on tour?  He swore he would never compromise family or music.
 
   It felt like a two ton weight hit him in the chest.  He was so consumed with the knowledge of a kid that he forgot all about Audra.  He quickly turned in her direction.  Her arms hung loosely by her side, and her shoulders drooped with despair.  Her face was a mask of sorrow and betrayal, and her eyes were filled with tears.  She slowly shook her head at him.  He quickly went to her, but she turned and ran off stage and out the front entrance of The Quadrangle.
 
   He ran after her, past the gawking eyes of the band, Jessi, Alyssa, and about a dozen other people still left at The Quadrangle.  He caught Audra flagging down a passing taxi.  “Wait!  Audra, please.”  He held her by her shoulders and stared into her eyes.  There was so much pain behind them that it cut deep into his heart.  He realized he had no idea what to say to her.  He couldn’t explain.  He was still in shock.  “I’m sorry.  I had no idea—”
 
   “With her?”  Tears brimmed on Audra’s lower lids, and her mouth curved into a painful frown.  “Out of all the women you’ve been with, you have a kid with her?”
 
   “I didn’t know anything about it until fifteen minutes ago.  I’m sorry.  I wasn’t keeping it from you.”
 
   Audra pulled out of his grasp and ran her fingers through the roots of her hair.  “I can’t believe this is happening.”
 
   The cab driver beeped the horn.
 
   “I have to go.”
 
   “No!  Please stay.  We’ll sort this out.  Together.”
 
   Silent tears spilled down Audra’s cheeks, and she shook her head.  “Not her.  Anyone but her.”
 
   Jimmy’s heart beat frantically in his chest as panic overtook him.  He watched the woman he loved drive away, but he wasn’t letting her go.  First, he needed to address Kendall and find out what she wanted, because she always wanted something.  Then he would go after Audra.  He turned to head back inside and Kira was standing in front of him.  The pain in her eyes mimicked her sister’s.  “Please,” he begged.  “Talk to her.  You know how much I love her.”
 
   Kira nodded with a sad, solemn frown.  Then she entered her car and drove away.
 
   Heartache burned Jimmy’s soul as he returned to The Quadrangle.  Jessi and Angel rushed toward him as soon as he entered the door.
 
   “Are you alright?” Angel asked.
 
   Jessi looked over Jimmy’s shoulder.  “Where’s Audra?  What happened?”
 
   Jimmy’s eyes shifted between both of them.  His head was reeling.  “This is so fucked up, man.  What the hell am I gonna do with a kid?”
 
   “You’ll make it work,” Angel said, with a reassuring hand on Jimmy’s shoulder.  “Whatever you need, we’re here for you.”
 
   “Audra just ran out on me.  I can’t make it work.  Not with Kendall.  You know what she’s like.  She’ll never let me and Audra be happy.”
 
   “Paternity still needs to be proven,” Jessi pointed out.  “It could be some kind of fluke.  Or a set up.  You never know with Kendall.”
 
   Jimmy didn’t doubt that Kendall was capable of finding the most gifted kid on the planet to pass off as his son, but she had to know a DNA test would blow her plan to pieces if she had fabricated the whole thing.  He turned his attention back to the kid, still pounding on the drums.  Tommy was kneeling next to the boy, already acting like a proud mentor.
 
   Jimmy went to Kendall.  He needed to find out exactly what she wanted, because he knew she wasn’t here just to unite father and son.  “So what is it?  What’s the real reason you brought him here?  Child support?  Because I’m not giving you a dime until I take a paternity test.”
 
   “Yes.  Among other things.”
 
    Jimmy braced himself.  “Like what other things?”
 
   “I’m tired of being a single parent.  It sucks.  Go take that paternity test.  If he’s yours – like there’s any doubt – you’ve got some growing up to do.”  She turned back toward the kid.  “Let’s go.  It’s way past your bedtime.”
 
   Tommy helped Mason off the stool.  The kid took Tommy’s hand and pulled him toward his mother.  As they got closer, Jimmy realized the kid was coming for him, not Kendall.
 
   “Those your drums?”
 
   Jimmy stared down into pale blue eyes that resembled his own, and a connection immediately tied them together.  A wave of emotion washed over him and stole his voice.  He squatted down to Mason’s level.  “Yeah.  They’re my drums.  You played them really well.  Good job.  Maybe you can come back and play them again sometime.”
 
   Mason’s feet did a little happy dance, and his face lit up with excitement.  “I can?  Really?”
 
   Jimmy nodded because the lump in his throat prevented him from speaking.
 
   The kid balled his hand into a fist.  “Awesome!”
 
   A smile spread across Jimmy’s face, and his heart was filled with love.  He wanted this kid to be his son.  First thing in the morning, he was going to take that paternity test.  Tonight, he needed to make things right with Audra, if that was at all possible.
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   The world collapsed around Audra.  She couldn’t breathe and gasped into her pillow.  She struggled to stabilize her erratic breathing, but the sobs wracked her body.  Her heart was wounded and crushed – broken.  She’d never entertained the notion that Jimmy might have fathered a child with someone.  The idea that Kendall was the mother of his child was a nightmare.  She had despised Kendall since she was a teen and first started going to The Quadrangle.  Kendall had wronged every person she came into contact with.  Audra couldn’t handle someone like that in her life, or in Jimmy’s.
 
   There was pounding on her apartment door.  She knew it was Jimmy, but she didn’t want to see him.  She didn’t even want to talk to her sister and sent Kira away not long ago.
 
   “I know you’re in there,” Jimmy’s voice came through the door.  “Talk to me.  Please.  I love you, Audra.”
 
   The longing and sorrow in his voice made her heart ache a little more, and she gave in to his pleas.  She wiped her eyes, straightened her back and opened the door.
 
   Jimmy rushed at her and wrapped his arms around her.  “Don’t run out on me.  I need you.  I love you.  We can get past this.”
 
   Audra collapsed in his arms and held him tightly.  She loved Jimmy and wanted a life with him, but a son and Kendall weren’t part of the life she envisioned or wanted.  Their relationship was a volatile roller coaster, filled with dramatic highs and lows.  She pulled sharply away from him and shut the door before her neighbors heard them.  She didn’t need any more bad publicity.  She blotted the tears that hung in the corners of her eyes and walked into the living room to get away from him.
 
   He followed and spun her around to face him.  “I’m sorry this happened, and I’m sorry about the way you found out about it.”  Jimmy shook his head and sighed.  “Man, I still can’t believe it.  I keep thinking it’s a bad dream or something.”
 
   She saw the confusion and hurt in his eyes and his sullen expression.  Her heart went out to him.  He was trying to do the right thing by her and be a good man, and the odds were always stacked against him.  He was just as much a victim as she was.  “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m taking a paternity test before anything else.”  He shrugged.  “After that, I have no fucking idea.”
 
   “I didn’t even know you were with her, Jimmy.  I knew you screwed around with half the girls in The Quadrangle, but her?  Really?”
 
   “It was different back then.  I was different.  She didn’t mean anything to me, and you heard her say she didn’t want me.  It was a quick fling, nothing more.  It lasted maybe two weeks.  I swear.”
 
   He took her hand and brought it to his lips.  His tender kiss pressed his love into her veins.  “You know I’ve changed, Audra, and it’s all because of you.  You made me forget that lifestyle.  My life’s on track.  We have a future, but if this kid’s mine, he’s gotta be in it.  I don’t know how it’s gonna work, but I need to know you’re on board with me.”
 
   Her gut ached, and her heart was torn.  She wasn’t ready for an instant family, and she vehemently refused to engage in a future that involved Kendall.  “I love you, Jimmy, and I could get used to the idea that you have a kid . . .”  She slowly shook her head.  “But I can’t live with someone like Kendall stirring up trouble in our lives every chance she gets.  She’s manipulative and evil.  You know the things she’s done.”
 
   Jimmy’s eyes darted back and forth with fear and panic.  “But she hasn’t succeeded.  She tried to blackmail Angel, and Jessi outsmarted her.  She tried to sabotage Jessi’s store, and Jessi saw through her plan right away.  She tried to sick the paparazzi on them, and your father squashed it.  She’s met her match, Audra.  She’s not invincible – not even close.”
 
   Audra’s heart was weakening.  She knew she would have the support of the band, especially Jessi, but she didn’t know if she was ready to take on the burden.  Their relationship was new and fragile.  She was still getting used to the idea of girls constantly throwing themselves at Jimmy and the resentment from the fans, and now she’d have to deal with the crazy unstable likes of Kendall.  She buried her face in her hands and let out an exasperated sigh.  “I don’t know.  I’m too overwhelmed right now.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything.  I’m swamped with work and now this gets thrown in my lap.  My head is spinning.”
 
   Jimmy stared at her for a long time without saying anything.  His eyes searched hers for an answer, but there was none to reveal.  She saw the acceptance wash over Jimmy’s face.  He lowered his eyes, and defeat settled across his countenance with a slight frown.  “I’m not going anywhere, Audra.  I live downstairs now.  We work together.  None of that’s going to change.  You’re going to be in my life.  I want you more than anything I’ve ever wanted, and I’m not giving up without a fight.  I’ll do whatever I have to in order to protect you – to protect us.  I’ll hire a team of lawyers to keep her away from us, or whatever needs to be done, but before anything else, I need to confirm that the kid’s mine.”
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   The past few days rocked Jimmy to his core, as he waited for the result of the paternity test.  Now that the envelope was in his hand, he felt worse.  He carried it through the lobby and onto the elevator, never removing his eyes from his name typed on the envelope.  Instead of going up to his new apartment, he pressed the button for the 30th floor.  He wanted to read the test results with Audra.  She had barely spoken to him since the night Kendall showed up.  Their conversations were awkward, hindered by the obvious question that hung between them – what were they going to do once the paternity test confirmed that Mason was his son?
 
   He knew Audra was home.  He had heard her walking upstairs before he left his apartment to pick up his mail.  He exited the elevator and walked down the hallway.  A solemn knock announced his arrival.
 
   Audra was surprised to see him.  “Jimmy.  I didn’t—”
 
   The sight of the envelope in his hand silenced her.  She stared at it, much like Jimmy had for the last few minutes.  “What did it say?”
 
   “I didn’t open it yet.  I want to read it together.”  He walked into the living room, sat down on the couch and stared at the envelope while he waited for her to join him.
 
   She sat next to him and wiped the palms of her hands on her jeans.  “Go ahead.”
 
   He didn’t need to read the results.  He knew Mason was his kid.  He pressed his lips together and turned the envelope over in his hands.  Once he unsealed it, his life would change forever.  The beautiful woman at his side may desert him, and he would have another human being to look after.  He focused on the memory of the sweet kid with a bright-eyed love for the drums.  He could offer that kid the world.  He was filled with so much pride his heart was about to burst – until he turned and saw the sadness in Audra’s face.
 
   She wrung her hands together.  “Just open it and let’s get this over with already.”
 
   Her words stung.  He wanted the test to confirm that Mason was his son.  Audra wanted the exact opposite.
 
   He ripped open the envelope and unfolded the paper.  Audra leaned toward him, and they silently read the paternity result at the same time.  It was conclusive.  He was Mason’s father.  An abundance of conflicting emotions soared through Jimmy’s head.  He was filled with intense fulfillment and overwhelming love for the child he barely knew but somehow already bonded with.  In a split second he envisioned a lifetime of parenthood, experiencing the joys and achievements of his son.  At the same time, he was overcome with fear and apprehension about the future.  He couldn’t give up his music, and he wasn’t going to shirk his responsibility as a father.  How could he integrate the two without either one of them suffering?  And where did it leave Audra?  Jimmy knew she loved him, but she wasn’t going to put up with Kendall’s intrusion in their lives.
 
   He placed the sheet of paper and the envelope down on the coffee table and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and index finger.  A long sigh expressed his concern.  “Where does this leave us?”  He turned to face her, and as soon as their eyes met, she burst into tears.
 
   She covered her face with her hands and made tiny gasping noises.  It ripped Jimmy’s heart out.  He put his arms around her and rested his lips against the side of her head.  “Don’t cry.  I’m so sorry to put you through this, but I need you.  This doesn’t change anything.”
 
   She pulled away from him.  “It changes everything!”
 
   “He’s my son.  There’s room for both of you in my life.  I know it’s going to be a little different—”
 
   “It’s not him, Jimmy.  It’s her!  I can’t deal with Kendall and her devious, calculating mindset.  I never could.  I don’t want her in my life.  I don’t want her in your life.”
 
   “I don’t want her in my life either, but I can’t turn my back on my kid.  Please don’t turn your back on me.”
 
   She looked defeated, with her shoulders slouched and her head hung low.  “I love that you want your son in your life, and if it had been with anyone else, I could probably deal with it . . . but not Kendall.”
 
   “Can’t we at least try?  Don’t we deserve the chance?”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears again.  “She’s just going to ruin our lives.  That’s what she does.”
 
   His heart raced out of control and fear gripped his soul.  He wouldn’t let Audra go.  He’d waited too long for love, and he wasn’t about to lose it.  He cupped her face in his hands and pressed his lips on hers.  She threw her arms around him.  When their lips parted, she held onto him and rested her head on his shoulder.
 
   “I love you, Jimmy, but I just don’t know if I’m up for this fight.”
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   Jimmy tapped his foot on the hardwood floor faster than he kicked his bass drum in a maddening rendition of Dirty Love.  A flutter of nervous energy made him pace through his apartment from one end to the next.  He stopped in front of the window and stared into the sprawling trees of Central Park below and wondered about the things three-year-olds liked to do.  He had nothing planned for the first visit from his son.  His stomach flip-flopped when he realized that he already made his first mistake as a parent – he was unprepared.  He had nothing in his apartment to entertain a child.  The kid would probably be bored to death and never want to come back.
 
   He wished Audra would have agreed to join him so she could get to know Mason, but she wanted him to spend one-on-one time with his son.  Although she hadn’t totally written off their relationship, she hadn’t committed to it either, and Jimmy didn’t want to pressure her.  As long as Kendall behaved, he was sure Audra would come around to accepting the situation . . . but when did Kendall ever behave reasonably?  The uncertainty of the future throbbed in his head, while he envisioned a multitude of horrible scenarios where Kendall tried to undermine their happiness.
 
   A knock on the door stilled his tapping foot.  He was about to fulfill his first role as a father.  He took a deep breath before he opened the door to calm his nerves.  The older woman known as Aunt Mary stood behind Mason.  Her graying hair was pulled back and tied in an elastic band, and a black handbag dangled from the crook of her elbow.  “Say hello to the nice man,” she said as she smiled down at Mason.
 
   Mason raised his hand to wave, but his arm froze when recognition hit.  His eyes widened and his mouth opened into a smile.  “I remember you!”
 
   One little smile from his son banished all anxiety, and Jimmy was filled with intense love for the child.  He squatted next to Mason so he was on the same level as his son.  “Do you want to hang out with me for a few hours?  I could show you how I play the drums.”
 
   Mason nodded his head up and down really fast.  “I like to play drums.”
 
   Laughter bellowed from Jimmy’s mouth.  This kid was definitely a Wilder.  “Come on in and take a seat on the couch, while I say goodbye to your Aunt Mary.”
 
   Mason raced into the apartment and hauled himself onto the couch.  He rhythmically kicked the heels of his feet against the bottom of the couch as he impatiently waited for Jimmy.
 
   “Are you going to be okay alone with him, Mr. Wilder?”  Aunt Mary drew her brows together with concern.  “Little boys get into trouble very quickly.  You can’t leave him alone for one minute.”
 
   “He’s my kid.  I’m not going to let anything happen to him.”
 
   “I hope not.  I told my niece she was crazy leaving her son alone with a total stranger.  I’m staying close by.  Make sure you call me if you need anything.”  She shoved a piece of paper in his hand with her phone number on it.
 
   She was overprotective of the child – something Jimmy wasn’t expecting.  He gave her his most reassuring smile.  “We’ll be fine, and my lady is right upstairs if I need any help.”
 
   She seemed satisfied with his answer and turned toward Mason with her arms open wide.  “Come give me a hug.”
 
   Mason ran to his aunt, wrapped his arms around her legs and squeezed.  The two clearly had a close and loving relationship.  She smiled down at him and placed her hand on the back of his head.  “Mind your manners.  I’ll be back in a little while.”  She shot Jimmy a warning in the way of a hard stare before she left them alone together.
 
   Jimmy looked down at his son, who stared back at him with an expectant gaze.  A small laugh broke free.  Jimmy still couldn’t believe he had a son.  “So what do you want to do first, little man?”
 
   “You said drums.”
 
   The kid had a one-track mind, and it echoed with familiarity.  “Follow me.  I’ll show you where I play.”  On the walk through the apartment and into the spare bedroom that had been converted into a soundproof drum studio, Mason grabbed Jimmy’s hand.  It was a subtle gesture, probably more out of habit than anything else, but it hit Jimmy hard and left an emotional lump in his throat.
 
   As soon as they reached the entrance to the drum studio, Mason pulled out of Jimmy’s grasp and ran to the new Pearl kit that dominated the room.  It was a beautiful 14-piece setup with royal blue metal flake paint.  He was breaking it in for the Australian tour.  His old Tama kit sat on the opposite side of the room facing it.  Ironically, the room looked as if it was staged for a pair of dueling drummers.  When the new Pearl kit first arrived, Jimmy had envisioned his dad on one set, and him on the other.  Now he saw himself and Mason as the father/son pair.
 
   Mason tried to climb up on the stool so fast he almost slid off.  Jimmy raced across the room and caught him.  “Whoa, easy kiddo.”  He helped his son get into position and handed him a pair of drumstick.  He let Mason play, without guidance, to freely formulate his own rhythm.
 
   It was amazing to listen to the creative natural flow of beats that poured from the hands of a boy who had no idea about the gift he possessed.  It was a beautiful boom that filled Jimmy with awe.  He was mesmerized while he watched the raw talent of his son.  Naturally, it needed to be polished and honed in, but the aptitude that lived within this small child was something Jimmy had never seen.  He needed to show the band.  He needed to show his father.  Shit.  Everything happened so quickly, he forgot to tell his parents they had a grandchild.  He’d call them as soon as Mason left.
 
   Jimmy was amazed at the love he had for his son.  He thought his chest was going to explode from the pride emanating from his heart, and his cheeks were stretched to their capacity with his wide smile.
 
   Mason’s eyes were focused.  He was absorbed in the music while his hands pounded on the snare and toms.  The way Mason used his foot on the bass drum instead of the pedal was an immensely talented show of coordination.  It was incredible.  When the sticks came to rest and the thunder of the last beat died down, Mason was out of breath, with a big open smile on his face.
 
   Jimmy applauded.  “That was aces, buddy!”  He wanted to scoop the kid up in his arms, but he was hesitant about offering physical affection in their newfound relationship.  Instead, he took a step closer and placed his hand on his son’s shoulder and gave him an affectionate squeeze.  “You rock, kid!”
 
   Mason’s smile widened, and a happy laugh floated out of his mouth like a beautiful melody.
 
   Jimmy retrieved a small bottle of water from the mini fridge in the corner and handed it to his son.  “You look like you should take a rest for a few minutes.  Drumming that hard takes a lot outta you.”
 
   Mason hopped off the stool and started to guzzle the water.
 
   “Hey, slow down.  Don’t drink so fast.”  The last thing he needed was for the kid to throw up or get a belly ache.
 
   Water dribbled down Mason’s chin and onto his T-shirt.  He looked down at the stain.  “Oops.”  Then he giggled.
 
   Nothing had ever warmed Jimmy’s heart like the sound of his son’s laughter.  The entire day was surreal.  A bit of melancholy and sadness diminished his euphoria as his thoughts drifted to Audra.  He wanted her to share this experience with him.  He wanted her to experience Mason.  He knew she’d fall in love with his son, and Kendall wouldn’t matter.  He needed to give Audra time to accept the idea, just like he needed to wait for her to accept that he had changed before she would embark on a relationship with him.  She didn’t let her father stand in the way of their love, so why should Kendall?  Surely, Mr. Abelman was a much more lethal force than Kendall Rose.
 
   “You play drums, too?”  Mason’s voice brought Jimmy back to reality.
 
   A small chuckle left Jimmy’s lips.  This kid was in for the shock of his life.  “Yes.  I play.  Wanna hear?”
 
   Mason nodded his head enthusiastically.
 
   “Okay, but stand back a little.”  He brought his son over to the sofa on the adjacent wall.  “It’s gonna be loud.  I don’t want to hurt your ears.”
 
   Mason eagerly waited on the edge of the couch cushion, cradling his water bottle in one hand and cupping his kneecap in the other.
 
   Jimmy adjusted the stool and glanced at his son before he started.  “Get ready, Mason.”  He chose Toxic because it showcased some of the more complicated drum beats.  The song started with a few slow beats of the kick drum, then picked up and exploded.  The heavy, fast-paced rhythm of Toxic reverberated through the room.  Jimmy was so engrossed in the song that, for a few moments, he forgot his son was there.  He brought his sticks together and rested his hands on his knees.
 
   Mason was standing a few feet in front of the Pearl kit.  The water bottle had fallen from his hand and rolled across the floor, leaving a wet trail.  His mouth was open in awe at the phenomenon he had just witnessed.  His eyes slowly met Jimmy’s.  “How’d you do that?”
 
   Jimmy beamed with pride at the admiration reflected in his son’s eyes.  “It just comes naturally.  You have the same talent.  One day, you’re gonna play better than me.”
 
   Mason’s eyes widened with surprise.  “You gonna teach me?”
 
   Jimmy gazed at the amazing child in front of him.  “Yeah.  But I have a feeling you’re gonna end up teaching me a lot more.”
 
   Mason’s eyes fell to the center bass drum, and he pointed his tiny index finger.  “Angel wings.”
 
   His son was referring to Immortal Angel’s logo.  “That’s the name of my band.  Immortal Angel.”
 
   Mason wrinkled his brow and tilted his head.  “What’s a band?”
 
   This kid was going to be blown away by the things Jimmy planned on showing him.  “We all play music together.  Do you want to hear us play next time you come visit?”
 
   Mason nodded his head.  “Yeah!”
 
   “There are some other people I want you to meet too.  My lady friend and my mom and dad.  My dad plays the drums too.”
 
   Wide-eyed excitement passed over Mason’s face again.  “Like you?”
 
   “A little different, but yeah, like me.”  Jimmy checked the time.  They had been playing the drums for over an hour and Mason’s aunt would be coming to pick him up soon.  He wanted to make sure he fed the kid before he left.  He didn’t want to seem irresponsible, especially since Aunt Mary was so concerned about his ability to take care of a child.  “Let’s go into the kitchen.  I’ll make you a sandwich.”
 
   Mason frowned.  “I want to play drums.”
 
   “You can play drums later.”
 
   Mason shook his head with defiance, exhibiting a little stubborn streak.  It made Jimmy laugh.  “Come on.”  He took his son’s hand and led him out of the room.  “The next time you come here, you’ll have your own set.  It’ll be a smaller version of the one you just played.  Then we can play together, at the same time.”
 
   “But I like the big blue drums.”
 
   “I know, buddy, but your feet don’t reach the floor.  I’ll make sure your set looks exactly like the big blue drums.  Okay?”
 
   Mason perked up at the idea.  “Promise?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   While they walked from the back of the apartment toward the kitchen, Mason eyed the large rooms with wide-eyed wonder.  “You have a big house.”
 
   “Yep.  I just bought it.  Do you like it?”
 
   Mason nodded.  “You live by yourself?”
 
   “Yes.  Maybe you can stay with me sometime for a weekend.  Would you like that?”
 
   “Like a sleepover?”
 
   This kid made him smile so much.  “Yeah, like a sleepover.”
 
   “I like sleepovers at Aunt Mary’s house.”
 
   Jimmy began to speculate about Aunt Mary’s involvement in Mason’s life, and how much, or how little time Kendall spent with the kid.  He opened the refrigerator to retrieve the cold cuts he had bought last night and stopped when he saw several food containers lining the shelves.  He pulled one from the fridge and wondered where it came from.  It was filled with grilled chicken.  Another was filled with pasta salad.  A third contained mixed vegetables.  What the hell was this?  He pulled out the last container which contained two chocolate brownies, and spotted a small white notecard.  It was from Audra.
 
   I asked Charles to prepare something so you and your son could share a nice meal.  I hope he likes it.  Love, Audra
 
   Her kindness was overwhelming.  After all the turmoil she’d been experiencing about him having a kid with Kendall, she still cared enough to make sure they had something nice to eat.  She had such a sensitive and caring heart.  He knew she would add so much love to Mason’s life.  She’d already turned Jimmy’s life into pure heaven.  He had no idea what he’d do without her.
 
   He heated two plates of food in the microwave.  Mason talked more than he ate, and Jimmy listened with immense interest and love for the child.  After one afternoon together, only a few hours actually, he couldn’t imagine being away from the boy.  He reflected on all the things he missed out on during the first few years of his son’s life with regret.  They were lost moments he would never get to experience.
 
   The buzzer announced Aunt Mary’s arrival and Jimmy’s heart sank.  He didn’t want Mason to go yet.  The short time they had spent together was one of the most rewarding experiences of his life, and he didn’t want the day to end.  “I think your aunt’s here, little man.”
 
   “Aunt Mary?”  Mason jumped from the chair and ran to the door.
 
   “Wait for me!”  Jimmy ran after his son and found him trying to twist the handle on the locked door.  “We don’t just open the door.  We have to look through the peep hole and see who’s there first.”
 
   “Is it Aunt Mary?”
 
   Jimmy spied the grey-haired woman waving at him and smiling.  She’d obviously overheard their conversation.  “Yes it is.”
 
   Mason hugged his aunt’s legs as soon as Jimmy opened the door.  “Aunt Mary!  I played the big drums again!  Jimmy played too!”
 
   She laughed at his enthusiasm.  “I take it you had fun today?”
 
   “Uh huh.  Jimmy said I can come back for a sleepover!”
 
   Aunt Mary eyed Jimmy with a small, approving smile.  “I think that’s a nice idea.  Now, say thank you and give Jimmy a hug.”
 
   “I wanna stay longer!  Pleeeeeeease?”
 
   Aunt Mary pursed her lips together and shook her head.  “I think you’ve stayed long enough.”
 
   Jimmy gave her a winning smile.  “Please, Aunt Mary?”
 
   She sighed with defeat.  “You’re just as bad as he is.  Okay.  But just for a few minutes.”
 
   Mason grabbed Jimmy’s hand and pulled on his arm.  “More drums!”
 
   “Okay.  Let’s show your aunt what you can do.”  On the walk back to the drum studio, Mason’s aunt eyed the apartment, much like Mason had.  Her eyes traveled up to the crown molding and down to the rich, hardwood flooring, and she strained her neck to stare at the view until it was out of her line of sight.
 
   Jimmy stood with Mason’s aunt while they watched his son pound on the drums.  “He’s a remarkable kid.  I never played that good at his age.”
 
   “He’s a gifted child.”  Aunt Mary beamed at Mason.  “He’s very smart and articulate for his age.  He likes you.  I hope you’re serious about this parenting business, because he needs a steady influence in his life.”
 
   “I am.”  Her remark had him wondering about Kendall’s ability as a mother.  The kid seemed well adjusted and happy, and Jimmy had a strong inkling that Aunt Mary played a major role in Mason’s upbringing.  “Why isn’t Kendall here?  Is she too busy to drop off and pick up her own kid?”
 
   The corner of Aunt Mary’s mouth drew back into a disturbed grimace.  “I love my sister, but she wasn’t a very good mother to my niece.  Kendall means well, but she has a hard time distinguishing right from wrong and realizing what’s important.  To be blunt, Jimmy, she’s selfish.  I take care of Mason more than she does.  My sister wouldn’t let me intervene when she raised Kendall, but I wasn’t going to sit back and watch Kendall make the same mistakes with Mason.  I stepped in and offered to help right away, and Kendall was more than happy to take advantage of it.  You seem sincere, but I question your lifestyle.  You’re a famous rock and roll star.  I assume you travel.  Children need stability.  How do you propose to integrate fatherhood into your career?”
 
   She had so many reasonable concerns that it left Jimmy with a whirlwind of doubt.  “I’m going to be honest.  I have no idea, but I have to make it work somehow.  Mason is my kid, and I intend to be a father to him.”
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   Jimmy stuffed his phone in his pocket and leaned back on the couch.  There was a new array of apprehension swirling in his head.  He just told his parents about Mason and received mixed reactions.  His mom was elated at having a grandchild, but his dad gave him a hard lecture on responsibility and consequences.  Jimmy knew his father would bring up important issues about being a role model for a child.  Although Jimmy inherited his mom’s positive outlook, his father had him worried.  His thoughts went to Audra, and it painted him with a fresh layer of anxiety.
 
   He needed to see her and went up to her apartment.  He tapped out his signature knock on Audra’s door, and she answered with a sad smile.  It killed him that she still wore that ambiguous question mark about their future across her face every time he saw her.  He held up one of her empty plastic containers.  “Thank you for lunch.  It was really sweet of you to sneak food into my fridge.”  He winked at her.  “Next time feel free to leave a little present in my bed.”
 
   She opened the door wider and stepped aside without commenting.
 
   He leaned in to kiss her, but she turned and gave him her cheek.  It had been a week, and she still wouldn’t allow him to get close to her.  Technically, they hadn’t broken up, yet they weren’t exactly together either.  They were somewhere in limbo, waiting for all the crazy pieces of Jimmy’s life to fall into place.
 
   “How’d it go?” she asked as she closed the door.
 
   “It actually went pretty damn well.  That kid is awesome, and he’s got unbelievable talent on the drums.”
 
   Audra stared at him with a blank expression, yet there was so much going on behind her eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   She let out a long sigh that seemed to deflate her.  “I have to tell my father before this hits the media.  I can’t let him find out the same way he found out about us.  It would be too traumatic for him.”
 
   He never thought about her father’s reaction to the news about a secret child turning up out of the blue.  Jimmy knew the paparazzi would attack this like a school of frenzied sharks, but he didn’t stop to think about Mr. Abelman’s unrelenting pursuit to banish him from Audra’s life.
 
   Jimmy’s high spirits quickly wilted.  He took Audra’s hand, and they sat on the couch together.  They sank into the cushions without saying anything and leaned their shoulders into one another.  He kept his fingers entwined in hers while they silently shared the same unanswered questions about their future.  Jimmy knew that she was dangerously close to ending their relationship and her father’s persuasion could easily tip the scale.
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   Audra sat at her father’s dining room table in his Upper West Side penthouse.  The grand scale of everything in the triplex reminded her of her father’s wealth and power.  When she was a child she had been intimidated by the oversized furnishings, but she had grown to love them as she learned the history behind the antique pieces that had been in her family for generations.
 
   She felt like that little girl again, dwarfed behind the banquet table that seated fourteen.  The tip of her finger found the intricately carved inlay that ran along the perimeter of the mahogany table.  She ran her finger through the groove, just like she had done so many times when she was a child.
 
   She waited for her father to burst into an angry rant of “I told you so” and “I knew it”, but he silently stewed in his chair.  She glanced at Kira, who sat next to her, and then at her stepmother across the table.  They both gave her a slight reassuring nod of support, but it was her father’s approval she craved.  She was the elder sibling, not by much, but she was her father’s daughter.  Kira was more passive.  Audra had the same dominant, headstrong attitude of her father, and she needed his acceptance.  She had always been his princess, but now she was exiled, and she needed to reclaim her worth in his eyes.
 
   Although her father was adamantly opposed to the relationship, she hoped that the inclusion of a child would make him realize that Jimmy was serious about his new tamer lifestyle.  Unable to wait for the inevitable outburst, she broke the silence.  “It’s not that bad, Daddy.  There’s no scandal involved.  Jimmy just wants to be a father to his son.  I wanted you to hear it from me first.  I’m still not sure how to handle the news myself, but I think I’d like to try to be part of their life, and I would really love it if you could support me, if that’s what I decide to do.”
 
   “Forget him!  I told you that months ago.  Now he has a child with a known bar whore.  I will not have someone like that bring down this family’s good name.  We are respectable people.”
 
   “I love Jimmy, but if I decide to walk away, it needs to be my decision.”
 
   “She’s right, Ron.”  Her stepmother sided with her.  “She’s capable of making her own decisions and sticking by them.  She’s smart.  You need to trust her judgment.  You can’t shield her from the real world.”
 
   “The hell I can’t!”  The legs of the heavy chair scraped across the hardwood floor with a menacing screech as he rose to his feet.  He braced his knuckles on the edge of the table and looked her straight in the eye.  “Audra, you will never have my blessing to continue this sordid affair with Jimmy Wilder.”
 
   She flinched at the ice in his words, but quickly regained her nerve.  “You need to be more opened-minded and give him a chance.”
 
   “Do you think she’s the only one?  You have no idea how many other children he’s fathered across the country.  Or abroad.  She’s the first one to come forward.  Once it goes public, women will be crawling out from under every rock from here to Asia claiming to have his child.  Are you prepared for that?”
 
   It was her biggest fear, and no, she wasn’t prepared for it – not at all.  But she loved Jimmy, and she wasn’t ready to walk away.  It was suddenly clear how much she wanted to be with him.  She wanted to stand by her man.  “No one is ready for that, Daddy, but my heart is committed to Jimmy, and I plan on staying with him.”
 
   Her father stood tall and took a deep breath which turned his cheeks a deeper shade of crimson.  They locked eyes, and she read an array of emotions that broke her heart.  He looked betrayed and defeated.  She had always made him so proud, and some of the respect he had for her seemed to have diminished.  “I’m sorry, Daddy.  Please don’t look at me like that.”
 
   “I’m only trying to protect you.  I don’t want this business to ruin your morals.  I never wanted you exposed to the debauchery and lewd behavior that rock stars seem to thrive on, yet you sit before me in love with one of the scoundrels I was determined to shield you from.”  He put his fist to his sternum and grimaced.  “I need my antacids.”
 
   Before she was able to say anything else, he turned and walked away.  Audra’s heart ached, not only for her father, but for the truth in his statements.
 
   “I’ll talk to him, dear,” her stepmother said.  “You know he only wants the best for you.”
 
   Audra nodded and watched her stepmother head in the same direction as her father.
 
   “He’s not used to backing down,” Kira said.  “He’s a strong and powerful man who’s used to getting what he wants.  It’s hard for him to concede, but he will . . . eventually.”
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   Audra stood in front of Jimmy’s door with mixed emotions.  Her heart was torn in pieces.  She was excited and happy to move forward with a relationship with him and looked forward to meeting his son, but a big chunk of her heart was still with her father.  She hated that she blatantly defied him, but she had no choice in the matter.  Her heart chose Jimmy.
 
   He answered the door with his usual charismatic smile, but the twinkle in his eyes seemed a little brighter.  He was wearing jeans and nothing else.  Her eyes dropped to the arc of his biceps and up to his round shoulders.  She reached out and placed the palm of her hand on his chest.  “I want to meet your son.  I want us to be a family.  I don’t know if this is going to work or not, but I’m going to try, because I want to be with you.  I don’t know if Kendall has an ulterior motive or if she’ll try to destroy our happiness, but I’ll deal with her.  I’m tougher than she is.  I’ve never loved anyone before, Jimmy.  I don’t care if it’s going to be hard.  You’re worth fighting for.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her off the floor.  His deep breathing echoed in her ear like the sound of a seashell.  “I knew you wouldn’t desert me.  I knew you were back the moment I opened the door.  I love you, babe – so fucking much.”
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   Central Park was neutral territory and seemed the most logical place for Audra to meet Jimmy’s son.  She didn’t want to be left standing on the sidelines in Jimmy’s apartment while the two of them shared their mutual love of the drums.  The playground was still quiet this early on a weekday morning, so she knew they’d have privacy, and Jimmy’s presence wouldn’t attract attention.
 
   Jimmy laced his hand through hers, steadying the nervous tapping of her fingers on her knee.  He chuckled.  “You’re getting as bad as me with the subconscious drumming of your fingers.”
 
   She looked down at her hand.  “I guess it’s a contagious habit.”
 
   “Just don’t let Alyssa catch you doing it too often.  It drives her nuts.”  He chuckled again.  “Maybe you should.  She’s a riot to tease.”
 
   It brought a smile to her face.  “You’re so bad.”
 
   “That’s why you love me.”
 
   There was a mountain of truth in his statement.  She had never wanted the boring rich kids that had been at the social functions her father forced her to attend when she was growing up.  The next generation of music executives who were always inviting her to corporate functions were stuffy and dull, and the Ivy League types at college had never held her interest.  She always knew she wanted a musician – someone raw and gritty who possessed a sweet and gentle side that was hidden beneath the bad-boy exterior.
 
   “Jimmyyyyyy!”  A child’s excited wail echoed from the path.  Jimmy’s son ran toward him with his arms wide open.  The aunt was trailing behind him.  So far, Kendall hadn’t made a reappearance since the night she showed up at The Quadrangle.  In a sense, Audra was relieved, but she still wasn’t ready to let her guard down.
 
   “Hey, little man!”  Jimmy’s eyes lit up at the sight of his son, and his smile was wide across his cheeks.  He stood up, and the boy tackled his legs with a hug.  Jimmy ran his hand over the crown of his son’s head with affection.  “I missed ya, Mason.”
 
   “He hasn’t stopped talking about you,” the aunt stated.  She was pleasant and there was a maternal instinct that was detectable in the way she looked at Mason and in the tone of her voice.
 
   “I want you to meet someone,” Jimmy told his son.
 
   Mason spun around to face Audra.  The first thing she noticed was his soft blue eyes which resembled Jimmy’s.
 
   Mason giggled at her.  “You’re pretty.”
 
   She smiled at the endearing compliment and leaned over so she was at eye level with him.  “Thank you.  You’re kind of cute yourself.”
 
   Mason brought one fist up to his cheek and giggled.  He wrapped his other arm around Jimmy’s leg, hid his face for a second, and then peeked up at her.  He had Jimmy’s smile, and it made her heart melt.
 
   The aunt let out a hearty laugh.  “Oh, he’s such a little flirt!  Look at him!”
 
   Jimmy squatted and put his hand around his son’s shoulder.  “I think she’s pretty, too.”
 
   Mason cupped his small fist around Jimmy’s ear and whispered something which made Jimmy laugh.
 
   While Jimmy and his son shared secrets, Audra turned to the older woman and introduced herself.  “I’m Audra.  You must be Mason’s aunt.”  She offered her hand in greeting.  “It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am.”
 
   The woman shook Audra’s hand.  “You’re so polite.  It’s a rare trait in today’s young people, but there’s no need for formality.  You can call me Mary.”
 
   She was warm and sweet, not exactly the way Jimmy described her, and not at all what she was expecting from a member of Kendall’s family.
 
   “What do you have planned today?” Mary asked.
 
   “I thought we’d play on the swings.  My father used to bring me and my sister here when we were growing up.  This place holds a lot of special memories for me.”
 
   “Well, have a good time.  I’ll be going now.  Enjoy your afternoon.”  She opened her arms toward Mason, and he flew into them.
 
   “Bye, Aunt Mary.  See you tomorrow.”
 
   Her brows pinched together.  “We talked about that, Mason.”
 
   The smile faded from his happy little face.  “But Jimmy said I could have a sleepover next time.”
 
   “I don’t think he meant—”
 
   “If it’s okay with his mother, I’d love to have him spend the night,” Jimmy interrupted.
 
   A stern look transformed Mary’s face into a skeptical, overprotective woman, which was more like the way Jimmy had described her.  Mary shook her head.  “I think it’s a little too soon for that.  You’re a young bachelor.  Do you have the things you need to take care of a small child?”
 
   Jimmy looked as disappointed as Mason, with puppy dog eyes and a slight frown.  “I have a refrigerator stocked with food and juice.  If we need anything, one of us will run out and get it.”
 
   Mason tugged on his aunt’s hand.  “Pleeeeeease!”
 
   She pursed her lips together and contemplated her answer as she looked into the child’s eyes.  He smiled at her and tilted his head to the side, clearly using his adorable expression to sway his aunt’s decision.  He could melt ice with that smile – just like Jimmy.
 
   Mary let out a small sigh of resignation and addressed Jimmy directly.  “One night.  I want you to call me when he’s in bed, and I’m coming to pick him up first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Don’t you have to check with Kendall?”
 
   Mary shook her head, and the crease in the corner of her mouth indicated annoyance.  “He was spending the night with me anyway.  Kendall . . . has something to do.”
 
   Audra wondered how much time Kendall actually spent with Mason.  Mary acted like she was his mother.  Jimmy’s furrowed brow and pensive stare indicated he had the same question.
 
   After Mary left, Audra and Jimmy brought Mason into the playground.  He ran as fast as he could toward the swings.  Audra laughed at the way Jimmy chased after him like a nervous parent.  She stopped about fifteen feet away and watched as Jimmy helped his son into one of the swings with tender, gentle care.  It was a side of him that she never expected.
 
   “Come play!” Mason called to her.
 
   She walked over to him and tussled his hair.  “I’ll push.  Do you like to go really high?”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   “Good.  Let’s see if you can reach the sky.”
 
   “Audra . . .” Jimmy gave her a nervous warning.
 
   She found it adorable and laughed.  “I’m not really going to push him as high as the sky.  But we’ll try to hit the clouds,” she whispered in Mason’s ear, loud enough for Jimmy to hear.  She started slowly at first, but pushed the swing harder when Mason begged to go higher.  He squealed with delight and kicked his feet.  While Audra continued to push the swing, Jimmy pretended to try to catch his legs.  The three of them laughed together until Audra’s arms hurt from pushing the swing, and it slowly came to a stop.
 
   “More!  Do more, Awja!”
 
   He could barely pronounce her name.  It was heartwarming.
 
   “Let me do it,” Jimmy moved behind the swing to take over, and he stole a kiss from Audra before he started pushing the swing.  She had never seen him so happy.  The light in his eyes, as he shifted them between her and Mason, could outshine Broadway.
 
   “Catch my legs!” Mason called to Audra, kicking his feet in the air.
 
   She pretended that his feet would slip through her hands every time the swing passed, and she laughed harder than Mason.  Fond memories of her childhood were rekindled in her heart.  She had forgotten the joy she’d experienced in this same playground when she was a kid.  Images of her father pushing herself and Kira on the swings flashed in her head.  She would scream for her father to push her higher, and she’d reach for the sky with one hand, determined to catch it.  He used to tell her that nothing was out of her grasp.  She could accomplish anything, as long as she tried hard enough.  Unexpected emotions quickly ballooned in Audra’s throat, and she felt her eyes moisten.  The sudden tears were brought on by an intense overwhelming sense of family.  She watched Jimmy push Mason in the swing and listened to their happy laughter.  Mason’s smile filled her heart with joy.  The three of them could be family.
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   Audra sat in her father’s office and stared at the gossip rag on his desk.  From her viewpoint, it was upside down, but she could still make out the headline: Ex-Lover Speaks Out About Love Child with Immortal Angel’s Wild Playboy Drummer.  Lower on the page was a photo of Kendall, smiling at the camera.  It looked like she’d received a makeover and a professional photo shoot.  Next to it was a photo of Jimmy walking in the park with Mason.  Ironically, she had been walking next to Jimmy in that photo, but the photographer had cut her out of the frame.
 
   She lifted her eyes to meet her father’s.  His piercing dark eyes sliced through her, and his jaw was clamped shut.  His chest rose and fell with heated breaths.  “I won’t bore you with the torrid details of the article.  You can read it yourself.  You’re just damn lucky your name isn’t mentioned, because I will not tolerate this family’s good name being slandered by the media.”  He put his reading glasses on the bridge of his nose and picked up the paper to skim the article.  “This paints a very ugly picture about Mr. Wilder’s love life which, I have no doubt, is accurate.”  He tossed the newspaper on the edge of the desk facing her.  “Now you can see the history of the man you’ve chosen.  He’s a womanizer.  A philanderer.  A playboy.”
 
   Annoyance stirred inside Audra’s gut.  She hated thinking about Jimmy’s past, and she hated that her father kept throwing it in her face.  “I know all about Jimmy’s past.  I was in the bars and clubs where he played every weekend.”  She leaned forward to challenge her father.  “How many times do I have to tell you he’s changed?  What does he have to do in order for you to comprehend that he loves me, and only me?”
 
   “Don’t you dare take that tone with me!”
 
   He was on the verge of exploding, but she wasn’t intimidated by him – she never was.  “I’m just tired of defending him, and I’m tired of you trying to change my mind about him.  I love Jimmy.  There’s nothing in the world I want more than for you to accept him as the person I’ve chosen to spend my life with.  I’m sorry you don’t approve, Daddy, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”  She stood, ending their conversation.  “If there’s nothing else you’d like to discuss, I need to get back to work.  I still have a million things to set in place for the Australian tour.”
 
   He stood up so fast his chair rolled back and almost hit the floor-to-ceiling windows.  “Goddammit Audra!  When are you going to listen to reason?”
 
   “I’m listening to my heart.  That takes precedence over everything else.”
 
   He grabbed the paper off the desk and flapped it in his hand.  “Do you think this is the only article this woman is going to give the press?  They’re going to prod her for deeper, more scandalous information.  They’re going to dig for dirt on you and possibly our family!”  He threw the paper down with so much force, pages flew in the air and sailed several feet before they fluttered to the floor.  Her father’s cheeks puffed in and out with air.  “Now I have to silence this harlot before she does any real damage.  This band has cost me so much God damn money!”
 
   “They’ve made you millions,” she reminded him.  With nothing left to say, she slowly turned and walked out of his office.  She wished he would have called her name and reached out to her for a reconciliation or compromise, but there was no offer on his part.  She had no other alternative or solution to their dilemma.  She was sticking by her man, no matter what her father thought.
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   “Did you see the newspapers?”  Jimmy stood in the doorway to her apartment holding the same piece of trash that was on her father’s desk earlier that afternoon.
 
   She nodded and opened the door wider to allow him to enter.
 
   “I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with Kendall.  She thrives on this shit.”  Jimmy threw the paper down on the coffee table and sat on the couch with his hands clutched together and his elbows resting on his knees.  “I’m sorry you had to read that shit.  Most of it’s exaggerated.”
 
   She picked up the newspaper and tossed it in the garbage.  “I don’t care what it says.”  She actually never read the article.  She had no interest in reading about Jimmy and Kendall’s sexual encounters.  The thought made her want to vomit – not because he’d been with other women – because he’d been with Kendall.
 
   She sat next to Jimmy, and he wrapped his arms around her.  “I’m sorry she showed up and ruined everything.”  Jimmy’s voice dripped with pain and regret.
 
   “She didn’t ruin anything.  I commend you for taking responsibility for your son.”
 
   He sighed.  “Yeah, well, I didn’t really have a choice in that.  He’s my kid.  I take that seriously.”  He wrinkled his brow, lost in pensive thought.  “I had a feeling Kendall might blab something to the press.  I’m surprised she kept your name out of it, though.  I’m glad she did, because I would have hit the fucking ceiling if she said anything bad about you.”
 
   “If she had, my father would have nailed her with a lawsuit.  I think she knew that.  I’m surprised she was smart enough to steer clear of slandering the Abelman name.”  Or maybe it was the publication who knew better.  The media was well aware of her father’s influence and power.  She paused while the confrontation with her father played over in her head.  “My father saw the article.”
 
   Jimmy jumped and turned toward her, then submitted by melting into his seat.  “I’m so sorry.  I was so worried about your reaction that I didn’t stop to think about your father reading that garbage.”  Jimmy blew air out of his lungs and rubbed the back of his neck.  He started to fidget and nervously bounced his foot on the floor.  “This is bad.  Real bad.  Any chance I had with him is probably shot to hell now.  What did he say?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”  Audra didn’t want to rehash the argument with her father.  She didn’t want to be reminded that he looked at her with contempt now, or that he was disappointed with her choices in life.  She had always made him proud.  Now she was tarnished in her father’s eyes.  He barely spoke to her anymore, unless it involved business.  The impromptu father/daughter lunches at the Marriott Marquis they had shared on occasion were no longer offered to her.  He had grumbled at her as they passed each other in the elevator bank today.  There was horrible friction between them, and she didn’t know if their relationship could ever be repaired.
 
    
 
    [image: ]Chapter Twenty-Three[image: ]
 
   “There’s a Miss Rose here to see you.  Her name is not on the visitor’s list.  Shall I send her up?”
 
   “Who?” Jimmy asked the concierge on the other end of the phone, confused by the unfamiliar name.
 
   “Miss Kendall Rose.”  There was a pause while Kendall babbled in the background.  “She said she’s the mother of your son, sir.”
 
   Shit.  Why was Kendall here – at his apartment?  “Does she have my kid with her?”
 
   “No, sir.  She’s alone.”
 
   Jimmy knew her well enough to know this wasn’t a social visit.  Kendall’s visit meant trouble.  He gritted his teeth and prepared himself for the encounter.  “Send her up, but have security on standby in case I need you to escort her out of here.”
 
   He paced through his apartment with an unpleasant suspicion lurking in the forefront of his mind.  What the fuck did Kendall want?  He stared out the window into the view of the park.  He remembered the joy on his son’s face when Audra pushed him on the swings and the sound of his son’s laugher.  The memory brought a smile to his lips and momentarily calmed him.  He was elated to have Mason in his life.  If Kendall tried to take him away, he’d fight her.  He’d take her to court and sue for visitation.  He didn’t care how ugly it got – she wasn’t taking his son away.  The thought ripped his heart out.
 
   A knock on the door made his gut clench with impending doom.  He tried to push all the negative thoughts from his head on his way to answer it, but the sight of Kendall brought them all back.
 
   “Hello, Jimmy.”  Kendall sauntered into his apartment without waiting for an invitation.  The smug smile she always wore grated on him like nails on a chalkboard.  She glanced around the apartment and stopped to stare at the view.  “You got some fancy place here.  You’ve certainly come a long way since we first met.”  She turned to face him.  “I’ve read all about your wild nights.  You’re really living the rock star life.”
 
   He had a gnawing suspicion that she was going to use his past against him, as evidence that he was an unfit parent.  It would portray him in a horrible light if he needed to bring her to court.  “I put that lifestyle behind me.  Now I have a steady lady and a kid.  I’m trying my best, and I think I’m doing a damn good job.”  The fear that she was going to tell him to stay away from Mason boiled in his gut.  Kendall hated seeing other people happy.  He knew she was here to sabotage his life, and it made him angry.  “Man, don’t come here to try to ruin everything!  Don’t take Mason away from me!  I love that kid!”
 
   “And he loves you.”  A jealous sneer covered her face.  “You’re all he talks about.  You and that . . . Audra.”  The dislike for Audra rolled out of her mouth like poison.  “I’m his mother, yet all he does is talk about you and her.”  Kendall’s narrowed eyes bore into Jimmy, and he waited for the inevitable sledgehammer that was about to cave in his chest.
 
   He hardened his stare.  “You’re not taking my kid away.”
 
   “I have no intention of taking him away.”
 
   Jimmy shook his head with confusion.  “Then why the hell are you here?”
 
   “I told you that I was tired of being a single parent.  It’s your turn.  I want you to take Mason – for good.  I have a lot of money now from the interview I did with the newspaper.  I want to travel and make something—”
 
   “Wait.  Stop.”  Jimmy advanced toward her, filled with heat and rage.  “You’re gonna abandon your own kid?  You think you can just discard him like an old fucking shoe or something?  Man, you are so fucking selfish.  You’ve really lost your fuckin’ mind this time.  You can’t dump your kid off like he’s disposable.  He’s a little kid!”
 
   “I know that.”  She got righteous and defensive.  “I’m his mother.  I’m not walking away from him.  I just want you to take him so I can live my life.  Just because you came into his life with your fancy drums and musical connections, and that girl who acts like she’s better than everybody, doesn’t mean I’m gonna be pushed out of my son’s life.  He’s better off with you.”  Her voice softened with the last sentence, and she actually sounded sincere.  “I tried to be a good mother, but I’m not.  I know that.  If it wasn’t for my aunt, I have no idea how that poor kid would have turned out.  I can’t offer him anything, even with the money I just got.  You can give him what he needs.”
 
   Panic made Jimmy’s heart thud in his chest.  He wasn’t prepared to take care of Mason on a full-time basis, and he was afraid he’d fail as a parent.  “I’m leaving for Australia in a week and I won’t be back for a month!  What the fuck am I supposed to do now?  You can’t just drop this on me!”
 
   “I’m sorry.  He’s your responsibility now.  I’m moving to L.A.  I’m going to try to make something of myself.  I want to sing.  Now I have the money to take formal singing lessons again.  I need to do this for me.”
 
   “Why don’t you think about someone else for once?  That kid needs his mother!”
 
   “Stop making it sound like I’m abandoning him!”  There was guilt in her voice.
 
   “You are!  This is going to be a shock to him!”
 
   “I still want visitation . . . when I’m in town.  I just want you to take custody.”  She pulled a manila envelope from her handbag and dropped it on the couch.  “I had a lawyer draw up the papers.  All you have to do is sign them.  Feel free to have your own lawyer review them.  Everything is in order.  I signed over full custody.”  She headed for the door, obviously done with their conversation.  “My aunt will drop Mason off in a little while.”
 
   “A little while?  Are you fucking crazy?  I got rehearsal in an hour.  You need to give me some notice.  I can’t just drop everything.”
 
   Her raised brows mocked him.  “Welcome to parenthood.”
 
   While Jimmy’s mind raced with uncertainty and worry, Kendall walked out without a second thought.  She left.  Kendall walked out the door and left Jimmy standing there with his mouth hanging open, still processing the news that he was now a full-time parent.  Self-doubt and fear made his hands tremble, and even the steady rhythm of his fingers tapping against his leg wouldn’t stop them from shaking.
 
   He searched for his phone and called Audra, but the call went straight into voicemail.  “Call me as soon as you can.  It’s important.  Love you.  Bye.”  He stared at the phone, hoping Audra just missed the call and would return it momentarily, but the screen remained dark and silent.  He couldn’t sit still.  His mind was racing with a million different thoughts.  He needed to figure out how to raise a child with his hectic life, and he needed to figure it out before he left for Australia.
 
   He took the elevator and ended up in front of Audra’s door.  She didn’t answer, and her phone went into voicemail again.  Where the hell was she?  When Kira didn’t answer her door either, Jimmy remembered that both girls had an early meeting at Falcon.  He returned to his apartment with the hope that Audra would surface in the next 60 minutes.  The band needed to tighten up some of the songs they would be playing at the Allphones Arena on their first stop in Australia, and he needed to head over to Angel and Tommy’s house for rehearsal.
 
   Thirty minutes later, there was still no word from Audra, but Mason and Aunt Mary were on their way up to his apartment.  Despite the tailspin going on inside his head, he couldn’t be happier to see his son.
 
   “Jimmy!”  Mason’s little arms circled Jimmy’s legs.
 
   He lifted his son up.  “I wasn’t expecting you so soon, Mase, but I’m happy you’re here.”  His hand practically covered his son’s back as he patted it with affection.
 
   “Mommy said I can sleep here now!”
 
   Jimmy’s eyes met Aunt Mary’s.  They shared mutual disgust at Kendall’s behavior and also conveyed sympathy and concern for Mason.
 
   “That’s right, buddy.  We’re gonna set your room up any way you like it, and you can play the drums whenever you want.  Is that okay with you?”
 
   Mason clapped his hands and nodded his head.
 
   Jimmy set the boy down on his feet.  “Go start without me.  I’ll join you in a minute.”
 
   “K!”  Mason ran a few steps, then backtracked and hugged his aunt.  “Bye, Aunt Mary!”
 
   As soon as Mason was out of sight, Aunt Mary folded her arms across her chest.  “We need to talk.”
 
   “I want Mason.  I want to make that perfectly clear to you.  I love having him here, and my lady adores him.  She’s on board with having him in our life, but I don’t know how I’m supposed to raise a kid when I’m on tour or in the music studio all the time.  It’s not fair to him.”
 
   “I don’t know either.”  Aunt Mary let out a sigh, and she suddenly looked very old.  Worry lines creased her forehead, and tiny wrinkles lined her upper lip.  Her eyes were tired and showed exhaustion.  “I know Kendall loves Mason, and I really think she’s trying to do right by him, but I honestly don’t know if either of you can provide him the home he needs.  Children need stability.  She’s off doing God-knows-what half the time, and now she’s moved across the country.  You travel and have a busy lifestyle.  Where does that leave Mason?”
 
   She was clearly worried about the boy and her role in his life now that he would be living with Jimmy full time.  Aunt Mary was probably more of a mother to Mason than Kendall ever was, and Mason needed her in his life.  They both did.  “Just because Mason is going to live here now doesn’t mean he doesn’t need you.  You’re his aunt.  I’m gonna need help, and I’m not gonna hire some stranger when you’re family.  I want you to remain in his life.  I want this transition to be as easy as possible for Mason.”
 
   Aunt Mary’s face softened into a smile, and her eyes glistened.  “I was worried you wouldn’t want me around.”
 
   “You’re the best thing that happened to that kid.  I’m grateful you stepped in to raise him; otherwise, who knows how much Kendall would have screwed up his head.”
 
   Too choked up to respond, she nodded her thanks.
 
   Jimmy flashed an amicable smile.  “Don’t worry.  Everything is gonna work out just fine.”
 
   She nodded again and dabbed at the corners of her eyes with a crumpled tissue she produced from her handbag.  “I’m going to leave before I start crying.  You’re a good man, Jimmy.  I’m glad you’re Mason’s father.  Call me if you need anything; otherwise, I’ll stop by in a few days to see Mason.  I usually call him to say goodnight.  If it’s not a bother, I’d like to continue to do that.”
 
   “Of course it’s not a bother.  Call anytime.”
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   “Thanks for letting me bring the kid.”  Jimmy wouldn’t let go of his son’s hand.  Thrust into a room full of strangers, he didn’t want Mason to feel out of place.  They were tethered together until Jimmy knew Mason felt at ease.  “I haven’t heard from Audra all day.  I thought she said she’d be back in time for a late lunch, but she must be tied up with details for the tour.”
 
   “You can bring Mason along anytime you want.”  Angel squatted down next to Mason.  “Hi.  My name is Angel.  I hear you’re a mastermind on the drums.  Do you want to listen to us play music?”
 
   Mason nodded eagerly.  ”Do you play drums too?”
 
   A smile lit up Angel’s face.  He already adored Mason.  “No.  I’m a singer.”
 
   “Ohhh!  I like to sing.  My mommy sings too.”
 
   Mason’s mention of his mother saddened Jimmy.  He had no idea when, or if, Kendall was going to return.  Aunt Mary had explained to Mason that his mother lived in California now, but Jimmy didn’t know if the kid understood, and he didn’t know how he was going to explain her absence when his son started asking questions.  Mason was thrown into a world filled with people he barely knew.
 
   Jessi and Alyssa came in from the other room to meet Mason.  Jessi was first to fawn over him, filled with a happy and excited smile.  “Look at you!”  She leaned over so she was at eye level with Mason.  “You’re so cute!  It’s nice to meet you, Mason.  I’m Jessi.”
 
   Mason giggled and covered his cheeks with his fists for a few seconds.  “Your hair is pretty.”  He tugged on Jimmy’s arm and pointed at Jessi.  “Pink!”
 
   Jessi laughed and fingered the ends of her hair.  “That’s right.  My hair is pink.  I’m glad you like it.”  She stood next to Angel, took his hand, and they smiled warmly at each other.  “I hear you like to play the drums,” Jessi said to Mason.
 
   He nodded his head.  “Drums!”
 
   “Drums are always here at my house, so you can play whenever you come visit, which I hope is often.”
 
   “Okay!”  Mason’s eyes gravitated toward Alyssa with curiosity.
 
   “Hey kid.”  She held her hand up for a high five and lowered it so he could reach it.
 
   Mason hid his bashful smile against Jimmy’s leg, then peeked at Alyssa and giggled.
 
   “Come on.”  Alyssa waved her hand.  “High five.  I don’t bite.”  She gave him a crooked smile.  “Not unless you want me to.”
 
   Mason placed a quick slap on the palm of her hand, giggled once more, and then buried his face in Jimmy’s leg again.
 
   Jimmy laughed at his son’s bashfulness and cupped the back of Mason’s head in his hand.  “He’s shy around pretty girls.  I don’t believe it.”
 
   Jessi tickled Mason’s waist.  “Do you want to stay with me and Alyssa while the guys go downstairs and play music?”
 
   “No.  I wanna play music, too.”
 
   A small laugh fell from Jimmy’s mouth.  “That’s my boy.”  His choice of words invoked a slight panic.  He had been trying his hardest not to mention the word “son” around Mason, but “boy” just slipped out.  Mason didn’t react, but Jimmy realized, at some point, he needed to tell Mason that he was his father.  Too much was happening in Mason’s life right now to add another layer of questions and confusion.  Jimmy knew he needed to wait until Mason was settled in his new life before springing the information on him, although he really longed to hear the kid call him Daddy.
 
   Mason tugged on his arm.  “Can we play drums now?”
 
   “Sure.”  Jimmy was anxious for his friends to hear Mason play the drums again.  “You’re not gonna believe how well this kid plays,” he told Angel.  “Better than the first night you heard him.  We’ve been playing together.  Cyanide Sensation.”
 
   “Cyanide Sensation?”  Angel almost laughed.  “That’s not an appropriate song for a child to play.”
 
   “Just the music.  It’s got a basic beat.  Easy to follow.  I didn’t want to teach him something too complicated.  I got his kit in the car.  Let me grab it, and we’ll get set up.”
 
   “You put a drum set in your Lamborghini?”
 
   “No.  I took the Hummer.”
 
   “I almost forgot you had that thing.  You’ve been in that sports car since you’ve bought it.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the Hummer is more of a family car.”  He was turning into a family man.  Soon he’d be driving a minivan.  He laughed to himself.  It was surreal how much his life had changed.
 
   When Jimmy got to the studio in the lower level of the house with Mason’s drum kit, he found everyone surrounding his son.  Jessi had Mason by the hand, and his hysterical laughter rang through the music studio as he interacted with Tommy and Damien, who were crouched in front of him.
 
   “What’s so funny, Mase?”
 
   “Look!”  Mason’s laughter filled the room again.  “His hair!  Pointy!  Blue!”
 
   Damien bent his head and nudged his mohawk toward Mason like a rhino.
 
   “Don’t poke the kid’s eye out,” Jimmy said with a laugh.  His friends were having a ball with his kid, and it warmed his heart.
 
   Tommy showed Mason a guitar riff and asked him to pluck on a string while Tommy held a chord, but Mason ran his fingers through Tommy’s long blond hair instead.  The kid definitely had a fetish for hair.  Jimmy imagined Mason, who already had a long shaggy haircut, as a teenager with hair past his shoulders.  A teenager – it just about blew Jimmy’s mind.  He still needed to concentrate on the Australian tour and what he was going to do with Mason.  “Kit’s all ready, Mason.  Let’s show these clowns what we can do on the drums.”  Jimmy jumped behind his kit, and Mason jumped behind the miniature version to Jimmy’s left.
 
   “Sation!”  That’s what Mason called Cyanide Sensation.
 
   Man, Jimmy loved that kid.  Mason waited for Jimmy to clack out four beats on the sticks, before they both erupted into a frenzied jam.
 
   The boy was a little nervous playing in front of the small group of people who were all staring at him, but before long Mason’s confidence soared and he pounded the hell out of his pint-sized drum kit.  He was drumming as fast and hard as Jimmy.  They played in time, together, to the fast, hard beat of Cyanide Sensation.  A memory flashed before Jimmy – he was a few years older than Mason, sitting at a drum set alongside his famous father, and they were playing together on stage at a concert.  It planted a seed in Jimmy’s head.  Maybe he could bring Mason to Australia and they could reenact the father/son drum-off on stage.  It was a wonderful idea for a brief moment, but in reality he knew he couldn’t take care of Mason if he was on the road.
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   Audra paced the ICU with Kira.  Their stepmother remained at her father’s bedside, but the girls waited just outside her father’s private room.  Guilt swarmed inside Audra like a plague.  She blamed herself for her father’s heart attack.
 
   “This had nothing to do with you, Audra.  You know he works crazy hours and doesn’t get enough exercise.  He’s under a tremendous amount of stress.”
 
   Her sister always knew exactly what she was thinking.  Kira’s statements rang true, but it was Audra who put the added stress on her father, which she knew caused his heart attack.  It wouldn’t matter if a team of cardiologists swore that her strained relationship with her father had nothing to do with his heart attack, she would never forgive herself.  She dabbed at the tears that stung her eyes, and sniffled.  “He has to be okay,” she whispered.  “He has to.”
 
   “He will.  He’s strong.  It takes a lot more than a heart attack to take out Daddy.”  Kira tried to sound positive and lighthearted, but Audra knew she was biting back tears.
 
   They’d been at the hospital since early this morning.  Her father had already received an angiogram, and the doctor was still in with him.  She had no idea if her father needed bypass surgery or the extent of damage done to his heart.
 
   Audra glanced through the glass windows of her father’s room.  Her stepmother was nodding her head while the doctor spoke to her.  Audra watched the doctor’s lips and studied her stepmother’s face.  They both wore a mask of concern.  Finally, the doctor left her father’s bedside, and her stepmother waved them into the room.  Kira ran ahead, while Audra braced herself for bad news and walked with dread in each step.  She wasn’t ready to hear an unfavorable prognosis.
 
   “Hurry up!”  Kira grabbed Audra’s hand and pulled her into the room.
 
   Her father was awake, and Audra was elated.  “Daddy?”
 
   He stirred and moaned.
 
   “Don’t excite him,” her stepmother warned.  “He had a mild heart attack.  Next time, he won’t be so lucky.”
 
   “Does he need surgery?” Kira asked.
 
   “No.  They put in three stents.  He needs to slow down and lighten his workload.  You girls are a big help to him at the label.  He trusts you more than anyone, and he needs you now more than ever.”
 
   “Girls.”  Her father’s voice was weak and low.  It was such a contradiction from his usual booming baritone, Audra almost didn’t recognize it.
 
   They ran to his side – Audra on his right, Kira on his left.  The tears had already spilled down Audra’s cheeks and Kira was silently weeping.  Each took one of their father’s hands.  “Are you all right, Daddy?  Are you in pain?”  Audra’s eyes went to the monitor that beeped in her ear.  She really didn’t know what the squiggly lines meant, but nothing looked like it was triggering an alarm, and her father’s heart rate was normal.
 
   “I’m fine.  It takes more than a heart attack to take out Ronald Timothy Abelman.”
 
   Soft laughter broke through her tears.  It was the exact thing Kira had said about their father less than ten minutes ago, and it made her believe that he really was okay.  She kissed the back of his hand, careful not to disturb the monitor on the tip of his finger.  “I’m so sorry, Daddy.  I never meant to cause you grief.”
 
   “Let’s not talk about that now.  I’m recovering from a heart attack, remember?”
 
   Another laugh left her throat.  “I love you, Daddy.”
 
   “I love both of you girls.  You’ve made me prouder than I could have ever imagined.”
 
   Kira kissed his cheek and tried to say I love you, but it came out without any sound.
 
   “There’s no need to cry, sweetheart.  You’re not getting rid of your old man just yet.  I have a ton of paperwork on my desk to finish.”
 
   “I hope you’re joking, Ron.”  Her stepmother stood at the end of the bed with her fist on her hip.  “You need to take time off.  Go on vacation.  Or, better yet, think about retiring.”
 
   “It’ll never happen, Claudia.  Falcon Records is what keeps me alive.  I’ll be fine.  As a matter of fact, you can all go home.  You’ve been here all day.  Get back to your lives, and stop fussing over me.”
 
   “You girls can go,” her stepmother said.  “I’ll stay with him.”
 
   “No,” Audra and Kira both said at the same time.
 
   Kira hugged her father.  “We’re all staying with you, Daddy.”
 
   He let out a small sigh.  “I’ve never encountered such headstrong women in all my years.  Fine.  Stay.  But I think I’m going to take a nap.”  His eyes started to close.  “I haven’t had a nap in twenty years.”
 
   They silently watched him as he quickly fell asleep.  No one moved for fear of waking him, and they sat in silence while they waited to see who would move first.
 
   It was her stepmother.  “I’m getting coffee.  Would either of you like a cup?”
 
   Kira shook her head, but a strong cup of coffee was just what Audra needed.  She was exhausted.  She stared at her sleeping father, the patriarch of their family.  Even in the face of death, he was unstoppable.  She knew she inherited his strong will and keen business mind.  He gave her and Kira everything without ever letting them lose sight of their values and morals.  He taught them both about integrity and loyalty.  The distress she caused him stabbed her in the heart.  Her insides ached because she knew it added a mountain of stress to his already overburdened shoulders.  She was killing him.  He was disappointed and disapproved of her choice in a man, and she would never forgive herself.  She lowered her head, and a tear slipped from her eye and rolled down her cheek.
 
   “He’s going to be okay,” Kira whispered.
 
   Audra quietly nodded at her sister.  Kira was probably right, but what if things went differently?  What if his heart attack had been fatal and she had lost her father while they were at odds with one another?  They barely spoke or saw one another on a personal level anymore.  When they did, the undertone of hostility between them was so apparent it was disturbing for other people around them.  Betrayal shredded her conscious.  She went against her father for the first time in her life – for a man.  A boyfriend.  Jimmy.  She covered her face with her hands while the dull ache in her chest tore her heart to pieces.
 
   “You girls need to get something to eat.”  Her stepmother was back with the coffee.  “You’ve been here all day.  If you plan on staying, at least get a bite in the cafeteria.”  She studied her husband, still asleep and attached to machines that blipped continually in the background.  “I’ll be here with him.  Go.”
 
   Audra wasn’t hungry.  Her stomach was a giant knot and barely tolerated the coffee, but she wanted to call Jimmy.  They were supposed to have lunch hours ago, and she hadn’t left the ICU all day, so she never had the opportunity to call him.  He had no idea what had happened.
 
   When she got to the lounge area and turned her phone on, there were a half dozen missed calls from him.  He was probably worried something happened to her.
 
   He answered on the first ring.  “Babe!  Where’ve you been?  I’ve been trying to reach you and Kira all day.  What happened?”
 
   The concern and worry in his voice made her heart melt.  She loved him so much.  “My father had a heart attack.  We’re at New York Presbyterian.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
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   Audra sat at her father’s bedside and held his hand.  Her stepmother had convinced Kira to go home for the night, but Audra didn’t want to leave yet.  She needed to make up for the emotional abandonment she had inflicted upon her father.  They were both so stubborn that neither would concede, and it drove a wedge between them.  She vowed to make it up to him, even though she didn’t know how.  She needed to ease her guilty conscious and get back the time they had lost.  She needed to vindicate herself in her father’s eyes.
 
   “Miss Abelman?”  A nurse stuck her head in the room.  “There’s a visitor here who wants to come in.  He said his name is Jimmy.  I told him visitors were for immediate family only, but he’s very persistent.”
 
   “Thank you.  I’ll be out in a minute.”
 
   She met her father’s gaze, hoping Jimmy’s presence didn’t upset him.  Her father looked more defeated than agitated, probably because of the medication.
 
   He squeezed her hand.  “You’d better go before Mr. Wilder gets himself into trouble.”
 
   She smiled at the formal way in which he still addressed Jimmy.  “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?”
 
   “Thank you, but it’s not necessary.  Goodnight, dear.”
 
   She kissed her father on the forehead.  “Goodnight, Daddy.”  She said goodbye to her stepmother and reluctantly left her father’s room.  She saw Jimmy hovering at the entrance to the ICU, several yards away.  His face was twisted with worry and concern.
 
   “What happened?  Is he okay?”
 
   She nodded and then fell into his arms.  She held onto him with all her might and the tears fell.  She buried her face in Jimmy’s shoulder, while he continually stroked her back and pressed a soothing kiss into the side of her head.
 
   “I’m here for you, sweetie.  Just let me know what I can do.”
 
   She wiped her eyes and sniffled.  “I’ve never seen him look vulnerable before.  He’s always projected an empowering presence, and he’s just lying there, helpless, attached to all these machines.”
 
   “How bad is it?  Does he need a bypass?”  Jimmy wouldn’t let go of her.  He kept his hands on her shoulders and his head lowered so he could study her face.
 
   “No.  The doctors opened his arteries with stents, but who knows how long that’s going to last?”  She knew the stents were only buying him time.  If he didn’t slow down and take care of himself, he’d end up needing open heart surgery.  She shuddered at the thought of the surgeons cracking her father’s chest open.
 
   “He was lucky.  It could have been much worse.  How are you, babe?  And Kira?”
 
   “I’m okay,” she lied.  “Kira’s a little more shaken up, but as long as my father is okay, she’ll be fine.”  She took Jimmy’s hand, and it brought her comfort.  “Take me home, please.”
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   “She just left him there?”  Audra couldn’t believe that Kendall could be that cold-hearted and selfish.  Her heart broke for the little boy.  “She just abandoned him?”
 
   Jimmy slung his arm over her shoulder as they walked up the long driveway to Angel, Tommy and Jessi’s house.  “According to her, she wants to stay in Mason’s life, but yeah – she’s gone.  I have no guarantee she’s coming back.  Kendall could disappear and never see Mason again.”
 
   Audra almost lost her father, and Mason just lost his mother.  Today was such a fucked up day.  She wrapped her arm around Jimmy’s waist and leaned into him for support – both physical and emotional.  “How is Mason taking it?”
 
   An ironic chuckle left Jimmy’s lips.  “He’s having the time of his life.  He watched us rehearse and played the drums alongside me.  Tommy was teaching him the guitar when I left.  I’m not sure who’s having more fun – Mason or the guys.  And Jessi is coddling him like a newborn baby.  I think she may want one.”
 
   “A baby?”  She was unsure why the remark surprised her so much.  The three-way relationship Angel, Tommy and Jessi shared was unusual, but the love they had for one another was intense.
 
   “Yeah.  I guess that’s the next logical step for them, if anything about their relationship is logical.”  Jimmy looked into the distance, and a smile spread across his lips.  “Man, it’d be nice for Mason to have someone his age to play with.”
 
   They stopped in front of the massive set of double doors that framed the entranceway, and Audra turned to study Jimmy.  He was a good father.  She would have never guessed he would embrace parenthood so quickly and so easily.  His love for Mason blossomed every day.
 
   “Who knows?  Maybe Damien and Alyssa will have a kid too.”  Jimmy laughed while he rang the doorbell.  “We could have our own traveling day care center.”
 
   Damien answered with a sandwich in his hand.  “You’re just in time for leftovers, dude.  Angel’s refrigerator is like a goldmine.  This pulled pork roast is killer.”  He locked eyes with Audra, and his gaze turned serious.  “How’s Bossman?  I mean, your father.”
 
   The unexpected nickname almost made her laugh.  “Is that what you call him?”
 
   Damien shrugged one shoulder.  “Yeah.  He’s our boss.”
 
   Audra’s thoughts drifted back to her father, and she worried.  She fished her phone from her pocket to make sure she didn’t miss a call from her stepmother.  “He’s better than expected.  Three stents, but at least he doesn’t need surgery.  Not yet, anyway.”  She double-checked her phone, but there was still no sign of a message from her stepmother.  She sighed with relief.  “He’s a strong man.  He just works too hard.”
 
   “God knows we’ve given him enough anguish.”  Angel swooped in and gave her a big hug.  “I’m so glad he’s going to be okay.  I was worried sick.  I called the hospital but they wouldn’t give me any information.  I even called Marissa, but she didn’t know anything either.”
 
   Audra had forgotten to call Marissa.  The woman was like family, and it completely slipped Audra’s mind to get in touch with her.  She sent a quick text to Kira and asked her to give Marissa an update.  “Thank you, Angel.  I know that out of everyone in the band, you’re closest to him.  He has tremendous respect for you.”  She caught Jimmy’s eye and it contained a hint of sadness.  She hadn’t meant to point out that her father despised him.  So much happened today that she didn’t have the sense to think straight.
 
   Angel took both of her hands in his.  “I have nothing but respect for your father as well.  He’s a giant in the business and has always treated us more than fairly.  Please send him my well wishes.  Let me know if you or Kira need anything.”
 
   “I will.  Thank you.”  Angel had a huge heart, and he was one of the sweetest people she knew.
 
   They headed through the house toward the great room, and Mason’s laughter echoed off the cathedral ceiling.  “He’s still up?” Jimmy asked.  “It’s ten o’clock.”
 
   “One late night won’t spoil him,” Angel said.  “He’s having fun.”
 
   Tommy’s laughter followed Mason’s.  Apparently, Jimmy’s son wasn’t the only one having a good time.  When they reached the great room, Mason squealed and ran toward his father.  “Jimmyyyyyy!”
 
   “Hey Mase.  Did my friends take good care of you while I picked up Audra?”
 
   “Audraaaaa!”  Mason wrapped his arms around her legs in a hug.  She smiled down at him and her heart was suddenly lifted.  The child was filled with love for everyone and had Jimmy’s perpetual good spirits.  She knelt down next to Mason, and his little arms squeezed her face.  His hug drove the sadness and turmoil from her heart.  She had never known the power of a child’s hug before, and it made a tear moisten her eye.
 
   Tommy had a big smile on his face.  He pushed his hair behind one ear and laughter trickled from his lips.  “Tell Jimmy what I taught you,” he told Mason.
 
   Mason giggled.  “Tommy Blade is awwwwwesome!”
 
   Tommy threw his head back and laughed, while Jimmy just smiled and shook his head.
 
   Audra couldn’t help laughing, as well.  Mason really was having the time of his life.  “I’m glad you guys had fun together.”  Audra pulled up Mason’s pajama pants.  They were a little too big for him and kept slipping down his small waist.  They looked brand new.  “Where’d he get these?”
 
   “Jessi ran out and got them,” Tommy answered.  “She thought he was going to fall asleep, but this kid’s got more energy than all of us put together.  How’s your father?”
 
   “The doctors said he’s going to be fine.  Thank you for asking.”
 
   “Thank God,” Jessi said, giving her a quick hug.  “You must be a wreck.  I’ll be more than happy to watch little Mason if you two want to go to the hospital tomorrow.”  She tickled his belly, which sent him into a fit of laughter.
 
   Alyssa entered the great room with several shopping bags.  “Did I hear you say your dad was going to be okay?”
 
   Audra nodded again.  “Yeah.  He should be out of the hospital in a couple of days, but he needs to take it easy.”
 
   “Good.  Here’s the rest of Mason’s things.”  Alyssa placed the shopping bags on the couch, which was already overflowing with bags.  “Look at this one.”  She pulled a pint-sized Ozzy Osborne T-shirt from one of the bags.  “Isn’t this cool?”
 
   Jimmy took it from Alyssa with a smile of approval and glanced at the purchases strewn across the couch.  “You got Mason all this stuff?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jessi said, still crouched next to Mason, engaged in a game of tickle war.  “Me and Alyssa went shopping while the guys watched Mason.”
 
   “We went a little crazy,” Alyssa admitted.  “This miniaturized stuff is so cute.”  She pulled out a pair of Doc Martins.  They were too big for Mason, but he’d probably grow into them in a few months.
 
   Audra glanced over the packages on the couch and was struck with sentiment.  They all loved Mason, and she wondered if he was used to so much attention.  She stared at the light blue pajamas and the dinosaurs printed on the front, and she wondered if Kendall tucked him in bed at night, the same way her father had always done when she was a child.  Memories flooded her head and pulled her back to when she was a little girl.
 
   “Are you sure you’re all right?”  Jimmy was watching her, reading her thoughts.
 
   She pressed her lips together and nodded.  “I just want to talk to my sister.”  She stepped out of the room and punched Kira’s number into her phone.
 
   “Hi.  I just got off the phone with Claudia,” Kira said.  “How did you know I just called to check on him?”
 
   “I knew you’d call around now.  When he was traveling, he’d always call us by 11:00 so he could say goodnight to us.  Remember?”
 
   There was a silent pause on Kira’s end.  “Yeah.  I remember.  That’s why I called the hospital.  He’s sleeping.  No change.”
 
   It was a relief.  “He’s going to be okay, Kira.”
 
   “He’d better start taking care of himself and stop working so hard.”
 
   “Yeah.  We need to pick up the slack at the office.  Maybe get someone to fill in for him for a while.”
 
   “He’s never going to let someone do his job, you know that.”
 
   “He has to.  He can’t handle any more stress right now.”  Audra gazed down the long hallway in the direction of Jimmy’s voice.  Her heart hurt.  She had her doubts about continuing the relationship with Jimmy when she saw the fragile state of her father’s health and the stress it caused him, but the second Jimmy hugged her in the hospital, and the moment Mason wrapped his arms around her legs, she knew she could never walk away.
 
    
 
    [image: ]Chapter Twenty-Five[image: ]
 
   A strange noise woke Jimmy.  It was the middle of the night, and he was still groggy, but he was disturbed by the unfamiliar sound.  He sat up, pulled his legs out from under the covers, and listened.  Shit!  It was Mason.  He ran to Mason’s room with guilt kicking at his heels for not recognizing his son’s cries right away.  He flipped on the light in the former drum studio that was now converted to Mason’s new bedroom.  His child-sized Pearl kit sat in the corner, while both of Jimmy’s drum set-ups now resided in the dining room.  “What’s wrong, Mase?  Did you have a bad dream?”
 
   
  
 

Mason sat in the middle of his race car shaped bed with one fist rubbing his teary eye.  “Where’s my mommy?”
 
   Jimmy’s heart dropped into the pit of his stomach.  He knew Mason would ask about his mother sooner or later.  He had no idea where Kendall was and didn’t know how to answer his son.  He sat on the bed next to Mason and put his arm around his son’s shoulder.  “She lives in another state now.  Aunt Mary told you about it before you came to stay here with me.  Remember?”
 
   Mason stilled for a few seconds.  “Y-yeah.”  He sniffled and his little chest heaved with a small sob.  “How long?”
 
   It was another question that had no answer.  “I don’t know, buddy.  Probably for a while.”  He rubbed Mason’s back, unsure how to comfort the child.
 
   Jimmy was torn between intense hatred and anger toward Kendall for abandoning Mason, and empathy and compassion for his son’s loss.  He pushed the hair from his son’s forehead, and watched a new set of tears roll down the boy’s reddened cheeks.  Jimmy took Mason in his arms and hugged him.  His heart ached for the child.  The kid shouldn’t be forced to suffer such pain and anguish at his young age.
 
   “It’s okay, Mason.  I’m here with you, and we’re always gonna be together.”  The emotion in Jimmy’s throat made his voice quiver.  He wanted to be strong for the kid, but his insides were a twisted mess.  A small tear seeped from the corner of Jimmy’s eye, and he hugged his son a little tighter, while it rolled down his cheek.
 
   Mason clung to him, but Jimmy had no idea how to soothe his son.  He had no experience with children and no parental skills.  The only thing he knew how to do was love the boy.  His arms covered Mason’s small body with a hug, and he didn’t let go.  He rocked his son in his arms and sang a soft lullaby he remembered from his childhood.  It was barely more than a whisper in Mason’s ear, but it seemed to alleviate some of his distress, and the boy’s sobs slowly quieted.  Mason remained locked in Jimmy’s embrace and rested his weary head on Jimmy’s shoulder.
 
   Audra appeared in the doorway with a small cup of water in her hand, and Jimmy nodded for her to enter.  She sat on the bed next to them and placed a loving hand on Mason’s back.  “It’s okay, Mason.  Don’t cry.”
 
   Her voice startled Mason, and for a second, a look of recognition passed over his face that indicated he thought Audra was his mother.
 
   “Would you like a drink of water?”
 
   Mason stared at her with large, round eyes and slowly nodded.  She gave him a warm and reassuring smile that calmed him.  He slid off Jimmy’s lap and turned so he sat cross-legged on the bed between Jimmy and Audra.  She helped Mason take a sip of water with a loving and gentle hand.
 
   Audra looked at Jimmy, and they silently stared at one another, each with a comforting hand on Mason’s shoulder.  Her eyes reflected the same heart-wrenching sadness that tore at Jimmy’s gut.  He never loved her more than he did at that moment, while she voluntarily consoled his son.
 
   Exhausted, Mason rubbed his eyes with his fists and yawned.
 
   Jimmy patted the pillow.  “Lie down, buddy.  We’ll stay with you until you fall back to sleep.  Everything’s gonna be okay.”
 
   Mason curled up into a ball and hugged his knees to his chest.  Jimmy and Audra both squeezed next to him in the small, juvenile bed and placed an arm around Mason.  Maybe this kid didn’t have his mother in his life anymore, but there were more than a half dozen new people in his life that loved him.  He kissed his son on the forehead.  “I love you, Mase.”
 
   Heavy with sleep, Mason’s eyelids only flickered, but he managed to sling one tiny arm around Jimmy’s neck before he fell back to sleep.
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   Jimmy didn’t bother with the elevator.  He ran up the stairs to Audra’s apartment, too excited to wait the extra sixty seconds for the elevator.  His telltale knock announced his arrival.
 
   When Audra opened the door, she held a key out in front of her.  “Take this before I forget to give it to you again.  I meant to give it to you a week ago.  There’s no reason why you can’t let yourself into my apartment.”
 
   Surprise knocked the smile off his face.  He knew it was just a key, but the symbolism cemented her commitment, and just about floored him.
 
   “Why do you look so shocked?  We’re together every night.”
 
   “I never had the key to anyone’s apartment before.  It’s a big deal to me.”
 
   “Are you getting cold feet?” she teased him.  “Because we can go back to a strictly business relationship, you know.”
 
   He snatched the key out of her hand and pulled her close to him by her waist.  “Not on your life.  You’re my lady now.  I’m not letting you go for anything.”  He cherished the key and held it up to admire.  “Man, I still can’t believe it sometimes.  You and me.”  He slipped the key into his pocket.  “I have something for you, too.”
 
   “You made me a key to your apartment, too?”  She laughed.  “We’re so alike!”
 
   “Um, no, but I will.”  Now his gift for her fell short.  The key to his apartment would have meant more.
 
   She playfully shoved him away.  “I want my key back.”
 
   He guarded his pocket with his hand.  “Not a chance.”
 
   “Well, what do you have for me?  I might be persuaded to let you keep it.”
 
   “It’s downstairs.  Come with me, and I’ll show you.”
 
   On the ride down to the first floor, Jimmy watched Audra’s reflection in the highly-polished elevator doors.  She had a teasing glint in her eye and wore a good-humored smile.  He loved everything about her, but most of all, he loved that she was exactly what he needed.
 
   The doors opened with a ding, and Jimmy allowed Audra to step off first.
 
   “Where are we going?”  She wrinkled her brow with question.  “Are you driving me to the store to pick up my present?  Because that’s not very romantic.”
 
   She was a sassy little thing.  He escorted her to the parking garage and stopped at the rear bumper to his car.
 
   Audra eyed the flashy yellow Lamborghini parked next to his.  “Who else owns a Lamborghini in this building?”  She leaned over to read the license plate, as if it would disclose the owner’s name and address.  He loved her innocence sometimes.
 
   He dug into his pocket and produced a lone key on a Tiffany ring.  “You own it.”
 
   Audra’s face was blank for a few brief seconds before it clicked.  Her mouth fell open and she gasped.  “Jimmy!  Are you serious?  You bought me a Lamborghini?”
 
   He slid his hands around her waist and all humor subsided.  His serious, pensive gaze echoed his sincerity.  “You’ve been wonderful.  I don’t know how many women would put up with me . . . a kid . . . Kendall  . . . the groupies.  You deserve the world.  I know you don’t need me to buy you things, but I wanted to give you something that makes you happy, and I love the way your face lights up when you’re behind the wheel.  I love seeing the fire inside you.”
 
   She clasped her fingers around his neck.  “You’re unbelievable, Jimmy.  You continually surprise the hell out of me.  It’s beautiful.  Thank you.”  She placed a long kiss on his lips.
 
   “You’re welcome.”  He nodded toward the car.  “Come on.  Aunt Mary’s watching Mason.  Let’s take her for a nice long ride.”
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   The wind blew Audra’s hair across her face like a whip.  She stepped on the clutch and popped the stick into sixth gear.  Her new toy flew down I-87 at lightning speed.  It was an exhilarating rush of unrestrained power.
 
   “There’s a rest stop ahead,” Jimmy pointed out.  “Maybe you should pull over so we can get some coffee.”
 
   She laughed.  “Yes, because I need a jolt of caffeine.”  She downshifted and veered off the interstate and into the rest stop in Sloatsburg.  She had no idea she had driven so far outside of the city limits.
 
   Jimmy jumped out of the car, seemingly happy to have his feet back on solid ground.
 
   She knew she drove too fast, but she loved the freedom of sailing down the open road.  They strolled into the bustling rest stop and headed for the Starbucks counter.  Audra was still high from the exhilarating ride.  She loved the wind in her face but it left her hair a mass of knots.  She asked Jimmy to order her a soy latte and headed for the restroom.  She needed to remember to either tie her hair up on the way home or keep the windows closed.
 
   She was in the middle of untangling her hair when a loud outburst from outside the restroom caught her attention.  The high-pitched squeals indicated that Jimmy’s arrival at the rest stop didn’t go unnoticed.  Audra found him surrounded by a group of female fans.  She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the hordes of girls that lusted after him.  Her gut still twisted into a knot whenever he was surrounded by women, not because she was jealous, but because they acted like they owned him and she was the other woman.
 
   Audra took a deep breath to shake off the frustration that was brewing inside her.  She moved forward and joined Jimmy, but was forced to wait outside the circle of fans that were pawing at him.
 
   She wore an undisturbed smile and stood with relaxed confidence, while she quietly waited for him to finish signing autographs and taking photos.  He saw her, and a flash of happiness lit up his eyes.  A half dozen women were practically mauling him, but his heart belonged to her.  They silently smiled at one another.  They were in the middle of a crowded rest stop, filled with a hundred or more people, and all they saw was each other.
 
   The girls who engulfed Jimmy slowly turned toward her with an unpleasant curl to their lips and narrowed eyes.  She didn’t care that they were sneering at her.  She had Jimmy’s attention and his magnetic smile.
 
   “I gotta go ladies.  It was nice meeting you.”  Jimmy squeezed out of their tight circle.  He took Audra’s hand and kissed it.  “Sorry about that, gorgeous.  I’m all yours.”
 
   She exhaled a happy sigh.  “Let’s go home.”  They picked up their coffee at the counter and walked back to the car, hand in hand.  Audra reflected on the love and happiness that Jimmy brought into her life.  She loved him, and she loved his son.  Both were unexpected rewards she had never counted on.  They stopped in front of her beautiful new Lamborghini.  It was hard to comprehend that he had just bought her an expensive Italian sports car.  She ran her hand across the glowing yellow paint.  It was exquisite.  “I think you’d better drive home.  It’s getting dark, and I only have my learner’s permit.  I don’t want to get in any trouble.”
 
   “Trouble?  You?”  Jimmy smiled at her and took the key.  “What kind of trouble could an unlicensed speed demon get into on the interstate?”
 
   The car traveled southbound on I-87, back toward New York City, with Jimmy at the wheel.  Audra waited until he was coasting at a steady speed, before she leaned on the console and slid her hand across Jimmy’s thigh and over his crotch.  His cock immediately hardened, and his foot pressed down on the accelerator a little bit harder.  He glanced at her with a wide smile and his brows raised high.  She knew exactly what he wanted, and she planned on giving it to him.  She lowered her lids to a seductive gaze and rubbed his growing erection until it strained against the tight denim.
 
   Jimmy opened his belt buckle and the top button of his jeans.  Audra pulled down his zipper and his cock popped out and almost hit the steering wheel.  Underwear appeared to be unnecessary today.  With the touch of a button, the seat glided back several inches, which allowed Audra access to the beautiful hunk of flesh between Jimmy’s legs.  She leaned over and bore down on his cock with her mouth.  She sucked the head and nibbled the tip.  It was her favorite part – soft and fleshy, with that adorable little slit that offered her droplets of tangy dew.
 
   One hand followed her lips up and down his shaft, while the other hand slid between his legs and massaged his balls.  She tickled the tip of his cock with her tongue every time her mouth moved to the head.  He spread his legs wider and started breathing heavily.
 
   Jimmy had one hand braced on the steering wheel, and the other hand on the back of her bobbing head.  She continued to milk his cock with her mouth.  She sucked him deep into the back of her throat, almost gagging on the bulbous head that she loved so much.  The faster the car traveled, the harder she sucked him.  The faster she sucked him, the harder his foot pressed down on the accelerator.  Up and down, a swirl of the tongue and the constant tug of her hand, made Jimmy explode in her mouth with a long moan in record speed.  After she drained him of his precious liquid, she sat back in her seat and licked her lips.  “I guess I’m not the only one who’s a speed demon.”
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   Audra’s father spent five days in the hospital under doctor’s orders, or more likely, her stepmother’s directions.  It was the first time Audra could remember her father taking time off from work.  She closed the bedroom door, sat on the edge of his bed, and wondered how Claudia convinced him not to go back to work the minute he came home.  Audra was relieved that he was out of the hospital, although she still wouldn’t completely accept that he was out of danger.  His life was too hectic and filled with too many complications.  She knew he was counting on her to go to Australia with Immortal Angel, but she wanted to stay behind.  Her father’s health was still fragile.  If he had another heart attack, she would be ten thousand miles away, and it would take her a day to get home.  She held his hand.  “Are you sure you don’t want to send someone else to Australia?  I don’t mind staying here with you.”
 
   “The only other person I trust with those lunatics is Angus Jackson, and I don’t think I could pay him enough to leave the UK to go on tour with Immortal Angel again.”  Her father let out a booming laugh.  It was stronger than she expected.  “But I would love to see their faces if Angus showed up in Australia instead of you.”
 
   She laughed with her father, and the tension that had been brewing between them suddenly disappeared.
 
   “I want you to go to Australia and represent Falcon Records.”  He tipped his head.  “Make me proud.”
 
   Her smile waned.  “I always try to make you proud, Daddy.”
 
   “None of that.  Put your happy face back on.  I’m very proud of you.  You possess more courage than half the executives who work alongside me.  Men who are in charge of multimillion dollar companies don’t stand up to me the way you do.  You don’t back down.  No one persuades you to do anything you don’t want to.”  He smiled at her.  “You’re my daughter, all right.”
 
   She smiled back through the thin film of moisture that filled her eyes.  “We’re a lot alike, you and I.”
 
   “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since I had my heart attack.”  He rolled his eyes.  “I really don’t have anything else to do.  Claudia took away my phone and my laptop.  She won’t even let me read the newspaper.”  He slid his hand under his pillow.  “But she doesn’t know I have this.”  He produced a Tablet and a sly smile.
 
   A short, unexpected laugh bubbled from Audra’s throat at her father’s defiance.  “Daddy!  You’re so bad!”
 
   “I have to check on record sales and the stock market.”  He paused.  “And I need to stay current on the local entertainment gossip.”
 
   She knew he meant that he needed to find out what was going on with her and Jimmy.  It wasn’t good for him to get aggravated with the paparazzi’s twisted lies.  “Daddy, that’s not a good idea.  I’m going to tell Claudia—”
 
   “No.  My daughters aren’t tattletales.  Let me finish.  I search the web every day for news on Mr. Wilder.”
 
   “Daddy . . .”
 
   “This is all I’ve been seeing.”  He tapped on the screen and turned the Tablet around to face her.
 
   There was a picture of her with Jimmy and Mason in Central Park.  Mason was riding on Jimmy’s shoulders, and she had her arm around Jimmy’s waist.  Her father flipped the screen and another photo popped up.  It was Jimmy alone with Mason, handing him an ice cream cone.  Her father flicked the screen again.  The next picture was of Mason walking between her and Jimmy.  They each had Mason by the hand, and the three of them were laughing.  It brought a smile to her face to see the love the three of them shared portrayed across social media.
 
   “That’s all very nice,” her father said, “but this is the one that got me.”  He tapped on the screen for a bit and paused before he showed it to her.  “This is the one that made me stop and stare, and really tugged at my heart.”
 
   When she saw it, she covered her mouth with her hand to stifle the emotion that filled her throat and threatened to release a sob.  Jimmy was pushing Mason in one of the children’s swings at the playground in the park.  It had sparked a fond childhood memory for her the first time they took Mason there, but knowing that it triggered the same memory for her father made her heart swell.  When she was a child, and her father had pushed her on the swing, it was all that mattered.  He had put work aside and made quality time for her and Kira.  No matter how many late nights he had spent at work, or how many meals he missed, he always took them to the park on Saturday mornings.  It was their ritual.
 
   “I remember taking you girls to the park like it was yesterday.”  The corners of her father’s eyes crinkled as he smiled at her.  “Where does the time go?  You’re all grown up.  You’re an integral part of Falcon Records.  You’re in love and trying to help raise a child.”
 
   She looked at the photo of Mason and felt so much love in her heart it was about to burst.  “He’s not an ordinary child, Daddy.  He’s a musical genius.  He plays the drums like a madman.  He’s going to be a star.”
 
   “You’re the only star I care about right now.  Your industry knowledge and people skills are astonishing.  I thought I was a better judge of character than anyone else, but apparently your intuition outweighs mine.  You swore to me that Mr. Wilder was a changed man, and I didn’t believe you.  I waited for the media to rip him apart with this paternity suit, but they’re portraying him as father of the year, and I think there’s a lot of truth in that statement.  I believe he’s trying to do the right thing by this boy – and by you.  That’s a tremendous act of chivalry.”  He paused.  “And what’s this I hear about you driving a new Lamborghini?”
 
   Her throat was closed, overwhelmed by her father’s statements, and she could barely find her voice.  “Jimmy taught me . . . the car was a gift.”
 
   “Congratulations.  It’s a beautiful car.”  He sat back and took her hand.  “I’m not going to fight you on this any longer.  I don’t want to read about my daughter’s life online.  If you want to be with Mr. Wilder, you have my blessing.  I just want you to be happy, and I’ve never seen you happier than in those photos.”
 
   The tears flooded her eyes, and her chin quivered.  She threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder while silent sobs wracked her body.  She had disappointed him and defied him, and it rocked their relationship, but now everything was restored.  He understood and accepted her choice.  She was his princess again, and he was always her king.
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   Jimmy left the stool behind his drum kit and took his new Fender in his hands.  Playing the guitar was a transition for him, but it was a challenge he eagerly conquered.  It probably wouldn’t have been as nerve-racking if someone other than the great Tommy Blade was his mentor.  The man had mad skills, and he was an excellent teacher.
 
   Damien gave him a playful nudge.  “Are you gonna play that thing or jerk off behind it?”
 
   “I’m gonna play it, man.  Gimme a minute.”  Jimmy adjusted the strap around his shoulder, still unfamiliar with the weight of the guitar.
 
   “I told you to practice standing up,” Tommy said.  “The guitar can get heavy on your shoulder.”
 
   The instrument still felt foreign in Jimmy’s hands, and he hoped he didn’t fuck up on stage when he surprised the fans in Australia with his new talent.
 
   “Whenever you’re ready, Wilder,” Damien taunted him.  “It’s not like we gotta wow a country halfway around the world in a few days or anything.”
 
   Great.  More pressure.  The Australian tour was less than a week away, and he was still struggling with perfecting two songs on the guitar.  Maybe he should just stick to one.  He had too much on his mind to put in the hours he needed in order to master the guitar.  He took a deep breath and nodded at Tommy.  The Les Paul came to life underneath Tommy’s fingertips, and the amplifier sent the sound through the studio like a rocket.  The acoustics were incredible in the home studio.  It was a state-of-the-art facility.
 
   Damien’s deep bass boomed along with the prerecorded drum beat, Tommy’s Les Paul produced the melody, and Jimmy added the rhythm guitar, but it was Angel’s voice that rang through the room and brought the song to life.  Jimmy needed to concentrate.  It was a contradiction for his hands to press chords into the neck of the guitar and his fingers to strum on the strings.  His foot refused to make the disconnect, and tapped along with the drums.  He got through the song without missing any notes, but without the flair and confidence the audience would expect.  He pulled the guitar strap over his head and rested the Fender at his feet, disappointed with his mediocre performance.  “My kid probably could’ve played better than that.”
 
   “You’re being too hard on yourself,” Angel replied.  “I think you’re just letting your nerves get in the way.  You played well.  You just need to relax.”  He turned to Tommy.  “What did you think?”
 
   “You did a great job on the song,” Tommy told Jimmy.  “We sounded good together.  The fans are gonna go nuts when they see you with an axe in your hands.”
 
   His friends’ encouragement did little to boost Jimmy’s confidence.  He was a drummer, and the sticks were an extension of his hands.  They felt natural in his grip.  The guitar was bulky, and he had to think about each note.  He turned to Damien for an honest, unfiltered opinion.
 
   Damien nodded his approval, and the tip of his mohawk pointed at Jimmy like the dorsal fin of a mako shark.  “It was fuckin’ wicked cool.  It added another layer to the song.”  Damien slugged him in the arm.  “Just don’t stand there like a fucking statue, dude.”
 
   “You’re telling me not stand here like a statue?  Sometimes I wonder if you know where you are when we’re on stage.  You got your eyes closed and tune everyone out.”
 
   “Everyone but you.  Your beat is all I hear.  Your drums and my bass.”  He pointed his thumb in Tommy’s direction.  “This dude’s constantly tryin’ to get in my face, but I just ignore him.  Just listen to the music.”
 
   “He’s right.”  Tommy nodded.  “You’re thinking too hard.  You know the piece.  Now you just have to feel it.  Have fun with it.  Forget all the other bullshit.”
 
   Jimmy let out a deep breath.  “I’m trying.”  He appreciated the guys’ faith in him, but his head was jam packed with issues regarding his turbulent personal life.  “I’m still not sure what to do about Mason.  The kid’s just getting settled at my place.  His mother’s gone.  He woke up crying the other night asking for her.”  He pressed his hand against his chest to ease the ache that still burned there.  “It ripped my fucking heart out, man.  I can’t pick up and leave him for a month, but is the road the right place for a kid?”  He could never leave Mason for a month.  Not for a week.  Not for a day.  But he didn’t want to be selfish.  Questions ping-ponged inside his head.  “I want to bring him along.  I want to do the right thing, but I’m not sure what it is.”
 
   “Bring him,” Angel said.  “We love having Mason around.  I know Jessi will help watch him, and he loves the way the girls fuss over him.  It appears he’s a ladies man, just like his dad.”
 
   “I ain’t got any parenting skills,” Damien said, “but I know what it’s like not to have a mother.  He needs family and you’re it.  You and that aunt.  The two of you need to stick by that kid now more than ever.  He needs that.  A mother figure.  Like Audra.  She’s great with him.”
 
   Audra could be the mother that Mason needed – the mother he deserved.  Every day Jimmy realized how much she offered him, and he couldn’t imagine his life without her.  The three of them could enjoy the South Pacific together, like a family.  It wasn’t a vacation, though, and he and Audra would both be working for a good portion of the time.  “Are you sure Jessi wouldn’t mind watching Mason for a bit when we’re in Australia?”  He still wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea.  Mason was his kid and his responsibility.
 
   Angel and Tommy stared at each other and smiled – for a long time.  An intense loving connection passed between them, and neither one averted their eyes from the other when Angel answered.  “I don’t think Jessi would mind at all.”
 
   “Jessi won’t mind what?”  Alyssa was descending the stairs with Mason.  As soon as he saw Jimmy, he pulled out of Alyssa’s hand and ran across the room.
 
   Jimmy laughed at the exuberant greeting which he’d become accustomed to receiving from his son.  “Easy, Mase.  Don’t run down the stairs like that.  You might fall.  What were you doing with Alyssa?  Where’s Audra and Jessi?”
 
   “Bringin’ stuff inside.”  Mason pointed to Alyssa.  “She bought me presents.”
 
   “She did, huh?  Did you say thank you?”
 
   Mason nodded really fast.
 
   “She didn’t pierce anything, did she?”
 
   Alyssa tousled Mason’s hair as she walked by.  “Just his ears.”
 
   For a moment Jimmy’s heart lurched, until he realized Alyssa was teasing.  “Don’t do that to me, man.”
 
   “Don’t call me man.”
 
   Jessi and Audra came bouncing down the stairs.  “I bought so many pairs of shoes, I’m going to need an extra suitcase!” Jessi exclaimed.
 
   Audra circled her arms around Jimmy’s waist and placed a small kiss on his lips.  “All I bought was a string bikini.  I plan on traveling light.”
 
   Obscene images ran through Jimmy’s head.  “I want a room with a hot tub.”
 
   “I think that might be feasible.  I’ll see if I can put in a good word with the band’s tour manager.”
 
   “I want to run something by you.  I want to bring Mason with us.”  Jimmy glanced at his son.  Jessi, Tommy and Angel were squatting next to him and they were playing with a toy truck that Jessi or Alyssa must have bought him.  “I can’t leave him here.  I’ll miss him too much.  And it’s not fair to burden his aunt with watching him.  He’s my responsibility, but I want to ask her to come with us, too.”
 
   “Mary?”
 
   “Yeah.  I know Jessi and Alyssa would help us take care of Mason, but I would feel better knowing that she was with us – for Mason.”  He didn’t want to rip the kid’s aunt out of his life for a month.  He wanted Mason to know that they were both solid fixtures in his son’s life.
 
   Audra ran her hands up his chest and over his shoulders.  “I think that’s a wonderful idea.  He needs to know you’re not going anywhere without him, and that Mary isn’t going to run out on him either.  And I don’t think Mason would be happy being separated from either one of you for any length of time.”
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   “Australia?”  Aunt Mary’s eyes widened.  “I can’t go to Australia!”
 
   “Why not?  It’s an opportunity of a lifetime.”
 
   “For one, I can’t afford it, and I can’t travel on a tour bus with a band.  I’m an old woman.”
 
   Jimmy laughed and gave her his best smile.  “No offense, but I don’t want you on the tour bus either, Aunt Mary.  And you’re not an old woman.  I can fly you and Mason around Australia, or you can have your own tour bus.  I’m paying for everything.  You’re coming as Mason’s nanny.  I need you.  We both do.”
 
   Her hands flew to her chest, and she stumbled over her words.  “I . . . I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say yes.  I’m not going without Mason.  It’s a long trip.  The girls said they would help, but he’s most comfortable with you.  Please come.  For Mason.”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s a generous offer—”
 
   “Please Aunt Mary?”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something and then stopped.  “Why do you always do that?  Call me Aunt Mary?  I’m not your aunt.”
 
   He never thought about calling her anything else.  She was Aunt Mary.  “I don’t know.  I guess because you’re Mason’s aunt.  He loves you a lot.  That makes you family.”
 
   She smiled warmly.  “You are a real charmer, Jimmy.  I guess I’d be a fool to refuse.  I’ll accompany you to Australia.  Luckily, both Mason and I have our passports from a little trip we took to Mexico last year.  But, to be clear, I’m doing this for Mason, not because I want your hospitality.”
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   It was Immortal Angel’s first visit to Australia, and the country gave them a rock star welcome.  Jimmy sent Mason ahead with Aunt Mary on an earlier flight to keep them safe from the probing eyes of the paparazzi and the unrestrained crowd.  He didn’t want his son, or Aunt Mary, harassed by the media.  They were already safely at the hotel.
 
   The crowd at the Kingsford Smith Airport in Sydney was frenzied chaos.  The band, along with the girls, moved through the airport circled by security.  Screaming fans rushed at them from all angles and tried to touch or grab any part of their bodies they could reach.  Fans waved CDs and asked for signatures.  They competed with the paparazzi to take photos and pushed everyone into an uncomfortably tight circle.  Jimmy pulled Audra closer to him and shielded her from the ambush of the crowd.  She wasn’t prepared for the onslaught of people – no one was.
 
   Security guided them safely into a waiting limo.  Tommy jumped over Jimmy’s legs to sit next to Jessi.  “Holy shit!  That was fucking insane!”  He pulled his long blond hair to the front and twisted it into a ponytail.  “Someone grabbed a fistful of my hair!”
 
   Damien yanked on it.  “Yeah.  It was me.”
 
   Jimmy laughed.  “Everyone wants a piece of Tommy Blade’s hair!”  He slipped his hand around Audra’s thigh.  “I hope you didn’t get pushed around too much back there.”
 
   Audra was disturbed by the velocity of the crowd and kept glancing through the smoke-tinted windows of the limousine.  “That was dangerous.  How is the driver going to pull away from the curb?  People are surrounding the car.  Someone could get hurt.”
 
   Girls attacked the sides of the car and the paparazzi shouted questions through the locked doors.
 
   “Don’t you dare open the window,” Tommy warned Jimmy.
 
   “No way, man.  This is crazy!”
 
   Immortal Angel’s security team needed to intervene and assist the airport staff so the limo could safely exit the terminal.  Once at the hotel, the crowd was manageable and kept securely behind a barricade.  It afforded the band an opportunity to interact with the fans they had traveled over ten thousand miles to see.
 
   A near riot almost erupted when Tommy leaned into the crowd for a group photo, and security promptly pulled him to safety.  Angel was the center of attention amongst a group of blond male fans, and Damien quietly signed autographs.
 
   Girls were screaming to get Jimmy’s attention.  He was still stuck between his loyalty and respect for Audra, and the need to appease his fans.  They rushed toward the railing and called his name.  A girl flashed her tits.  “Sign my boobs!” she shouted.  Jimmy stood motionless.  In the past, he’d probably end up with a healthy brush of her nipple and a short make-out session, so he knew to stay away.  His eyes went to a nearby security guard who stepped in and advised the girl to pull her shirt back down and cover herself.
 
   He took someone’s marker and signed the girl’s arm instead.  Several other girls next to her grabbed at Jimmy’s T-shirt and lassoed him around the neck.  Again, security came to the rescue, and he wondered how they had managed to travel without a full-time security team sooner.
 
   The band stayed outside the hotel and signed autographs until Marissa found them and urged them inside.  They had their first interview in an hour at a local radio station.  Jimmy took Audra’s hand and paused to look back at the crowd.  There were a number of female fans who weren’t shouting or waving their arms or taking photos.  Jimmy’s eyes settled on the girls who were quiet.  They were glaring at Audra.  He shifted his eyes to his lady.  She was all class.  There wasn’t any indication of annoyance or hostility on her smiling face.  She stood tall and proudly at his side.  It didn’t seem to bother her that some of the female fans had a dislike for her, but it irked the hell out of Jimmy.  These were his fans, women who claimed to love him, yet they were disrespecting the woman he loved.  She didn’t deserve their aggression, and his heart went out to her.  He needed to figure out a way to rectify their attitude toward her, but he didn’t know if it was possible to erase the claim some of the fans thought they had on him.
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   The first two days in Sydney were spent shooting promos and appearing at local radio stations and television talk shows.  The third day in paradise was a long awaited day off to experience the beauty of Australia.  The band had been on the beach since early morning.  They occupied a private section of the hotel, which ensured protection from the paparazzi.
 
   With the midday sun at his back, Jimmy stared into the crystal clear blue water at the shoreline.  It was the most serene sight he could envision, and it bathed him in a moment of clarity.  His life had a predetermined path and everything led up to this moment.  Mason crashed into his life and turned his world upside down.  The last thing he ever expected was to settle down with one woman or have a kid – now he couldn’t imagine life without either one of them.
 
   The tide rolled in and covered his ankles in a thick layer of white foam.  He dug his toes into the soft sand and watched Mason at his feet, building a sand castle.
 
   Mason tugged on the hem of Jimmy’s shorts.  “Naptime.”  He rubbed one eye with his little fist.  “Tired.”
 
   Jimmy smiled down at his son.  It was the first time he’d seen the kid worn out.  “Okay, bud, let’s get you back to the room.”  He took Mason’s hand, but Aunt Mary was there before Jimmy could make it more than a few steps from the water’s edge.
 
   “I got him,” she said, taking Mason’s free hand.  “You stay and have fun with your friends.”
 
   “Are you sure?  I don’t mind.”
 
   Aunt Mary waved at him as she prodded through the sand.  “I need a nap myself.  I’ll take him to my room for the rest of the night so you can have some privacy.”
 
   A huge smile spread across Jimmy’s face.  Aunt Mary was all right.  “Thank you, Aunt Mary!”
 
   Jimmy loved having Mason around, but he was looking forward to a night alone with Audra.  He glanced around the beach in search of his friends.  Alyssa was under a cabana with dark sunglasses, afraid the hint of sunlight on her pale skin might cause her to spontaneously combust.  Tommy, Jessi and Angel were in the water, cavorting and splashing like teenage lovers. 
 
   Jimmy turned to his left and Damien was approaching him.  His colorful mohawk seemed brighter in the Australian sun, and his tattooed body was an eyeful, with only a pair of shorts to cover his flesh.
 
   “You missed a spot,” Jimmy said, pointing to a patch of open skin on Damien’s leg.
 
   Damien studied his unadorned thigh with intensity.  “I got plans for this.  I just have to wait until I get back home and my buddy Spyder has some free time.  It’s been awhile since I got tattooed.  It’s about time I get some new ink.”  He nodded at Jimmy with his chin.  “What about you?  Ready for some more?”
 
   Jimmy didn’t need to think about it for long.  “Yeah.  I want Mason’s name . . . and Audra’s.”
 
   A small smile peeked out from the corner of Damien’s mouth, and he shook his head slightly.  “Look at you with a girl and a kid.  I never would have thought that you’d be the first one of us to have a family.”  He nudged Jimmy in the shoulder with his knuckle.  “I’m proud of you, dude.  You could’ve walked away from the whole thing.  You owned up to it.  Took responsibility.  You sure showed Bossman.”
 
   Mr. Abelman’s acceptance came as a complete shock to Jimmy.  When Audra had told him about her father’s change of heart, relief washed over Jimmy like a monsoon.  Her father’s opposition to their relationship was an obstacle that had stood in their way like an immovable object.  The tension it caused between Audra and her father would have always posed a threat to their future.
 
   Jimmy turned to find Audra reclining in a lounge chair with a golden tan brewing.  The skimpy bikini showed off her slender body and sent Jimmy’s hormones into a fury.  He clapped his hand on Damien’s shoulder with a daring smile.  “Gotta run, man.  While the kid’s away, Daddy’s gotta play.”
 
   He trekked through the uneven sand, burning his wet feet on the sun-soaked beach.  He fell into the lounge chair with Audra and almost toppled it over.
 
   She jumped and let out a startled laugh.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “Sorry, sugar.  The sand is on fire.”
 
   “I think you just wanted an excuse to grab my boob.”
 
   He glided his hand up her creamy waist, slick from suntan lotion, and stopped just below her breast.  “Do you think anyone’s watching?”
 
   She smiled at him.  “I think everyone’s watching, but I don’t care.”  She placed her hands on either side of his face and kissed him.
 
   Her skin was warm from the sun and her lips were covered in moist balm.  She smelled of the sweet aroma of coconut and almonds.  His mouth moved to her neck, and he felt the air leave her lungs in a gusty breath.  His erection pressed against her leg, and she leaned into it with a moan.
 
   “We have the night alone,” he whispered against her bare shoulder.  “Mason is staying with Aunt Mary.  I have something special planned for us.”
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   Audra surveyed the remnants of dinner as the waiter cleared the table: salad of mud crab, grilled scallops, roasted quail breast and shimeji mushrooms.  She ate too much, but she couldn’t resist the excellent cuisine and ordered everything the waiter suggested.  The service was impeccable, and the food was divine.
 
   “Did you enjoy the bone marrow and marron tail?”  She was surprised Jimmy was adventurous with the menu.  He was usually stuck on steak and potatoes.  But she was more surprised at his choice of a dress shirt.  She had never seen him wear anything with buttons before.
 
   “It was probably the best meal I ever had.”  He winked at her.  “But don’t tell Angel or his dad I said that.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me.”
 
   A platter of petit fours arrived, courtesy of their attentive waiter.  Jimmy skewered one of the little cakes with his fork and offered it to her.  Her lips pulled the tiny chocolate cake into her mouth with a sensual taste.  There was a rich layer of chocolate icing, coated in dried coconut, over deliciously moist sponge cake.  “That’s decadent,” she said before she licked her lips.  “Dinner was incredible.  This place is magnificent.  I’m so happy we get to experience it together.”  She didn’t want the night to end and was drawn to the ocean.  “Do you want to walk on the beach?”
 
   Jimmy took her hand and kissed her fingertips.  “You’re wearing one of your expensive designer dresses, and you want to walk on the beach?”
 
   “It’ll be romantic.”
 
   “I want to go back to our room.”
 
   She smiled and her eyes glazed over.  “I love you, Jimmy.”
 
   He stood from the table and offered her his hand.  “I love you, too.”
 
   Her eyes remained fixated on his while she took his hand and circled her arm around his waist.  “Today was a beautiful day – lounging on the beach together, playing with Mason in the sand, and now this superb dinner.”
 
   “It’s not over yet.  We still got about eight hours before the sun comes up.”
 
   She laughed as they walked from the table.  “I didn’t know we were staying up all night.”
 
   He held the elevator door so she could enter first.  “You never know what could happen tonight.”
 
   Two bellmen passed them on the way to their room.  “Everything is taken care of, Mr. Wilder,” one of them said.
 
   “Thanks, man.”  Jimmy put his index finger across his lips and slipped money into each bellman’s breast pocket.
 
   They were one hundred dollar bills, and it roused Audra’s curiosity.  “What was that about?  Why did you give them so much money?”
 
   Jimmy just smiled at her, and they entered the room, still under the veil of secrecy.
 
   “You’re being very evasive.”  She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her lips to his.  “What do I have to do in order to coax information out of you?”
 
   “Take your clothes off.”
 
   “That’s it?”  She slipped the thin straps off her shoulders, and her dress fell to the floor in a puddle of silk at her feet.
 
   His lips touched the mound of her breast and sent a wave of heat down her body.  He ran his fingers through her hair and rested his hand on her cheek.  “You’re incredible, Audra – everything I’ve ever wanted.”  He led her into the bedroom.  “Let me show you my surprise.”
 
   She stuffed her hand down the front of his jeans.  “Is it down here?”
 
   “That’s no surprise.  That’s a given.”  He flashed his charismatic smile.  It was the same smile that won Audra’s heart, and it still made her weak with desire.
 
   He pushed on the handles to the double doors that led to the master bedroom in the suite, and they flung open with ease.  The scent of jasmine immediately rushed through her senses.  Lit candles flickered on almost every available surface.  The crisp white linens on top of the bed were covered in deep red rose petals, and in the corner, steam rose from the bubbling hot tub.
 
   Her mouth gaped open with surprise.  Her former playboy punk rocker had a romantic soul.  Warmth spread through her heart and radiated across her chest.  Emotion settled in her throat.  Just when she thought today couldn’t get any better, Jimmy surprised her with a sensual end to their evening.  “I can’t believe you did this,” she managed to whisper, even though she felt like her throat was closed off.  “It’s wonderful.”
 
   She turned to him and placed a tender kiss on his soft lips, while she slowly unbuttoned his shirt.  He pressed his erection into her body, and a shallow moan escaped her.  Wetness already covered her panties.  She pushed his shirt over his shoulders and moved her lips to his chest.  Her hands slid over his round biceps, and she felt them flex as his arms bent to caress her breasts.  She let her head roll back and to the side so his tongue could continue tickling the spot on her neck that drove her wild.  Her breath deepened, and she ached for him.
 
   She pulled at his belt and dropped to her knees.
 
   He tried to pull her up, but she already had his jeans around his ankles, and his erection was losing the fight with his words.  “Tonight’s . . . about . . . you.  Ahhh, fuck!”
 
   Her mouth was on him, sucking and swirling her tongue over the head of his cock.  Her hands cupped his balls and gently massaged them while she continued to manipulate his cock between her lips.  She used one hand to follow her lips up and down his shaft, twisting her palm slightly when she neared the tip.  Her tongue beat a relentless attack against the soft, sensitive underside of the head, while both of her hands touched every inch of his cock and balls.
 
   Jimmy’s knees buckled slightly, and he braced himself against the wall with one hand to steady himself.  His other hand grabbed a handful of her hair and followed her bobbing head.  His moans escalated and elongated.  She knew he was trying to hold out, but she wouldn’t let him.  She wanted to pleasure him with ecstasy as a reward for the thoughtful and romantic evening.
 
   She picked up her momentum and sucked harder.  She slurped one finger into her mouth and then let her hand travel down his sac.  He was breathing heavily, and she knew he would explode in a matter of seconds.  She gently prodded his anus with the tip of her wet finger.  Surprise made his hips buck slightly and he grunted.  She was unsure if he liked it or not, but he wasn’t protesting.  Her mouth kept a steady rhythm on his cock while her finger exerted gentle pressure on his bottom.  He was alternating between squirming and moaning, until he suddenly started to push back on her finger.  She slipped it inside him, only to the first knuckle, but as soon as she pressed against the hard interior muscles, he let out a long, hard grunt and braced both hands against the wall.  His knees bent a little and his cock drenched her mouth with his tangy flavor.  She lapped it up while her lips smiled around his shaft and her finger continued prodding his bottom.  His hand returned to the back of her head, and his butt cheeks tightened with one final expulsion of fluid.  She sat back on her knees, wiped her finger on his briefs and licked her lips.  “Did you enjoy that?”
 
   He blinked several times, with a look of wonder on his face.  “I don’t know what the fuck you just did back there, but I think I went blind for a few seconds.  Where the hell did you learn how to do that?”
 
   She stood and brought her lips to his.  “I’ll never reveal my sources.”  It was something she had wanted to try for a while, but was unsure how he would react to his butthole being infiltrated.  She never thought he would allow her access, but now she was glad she took the initiative.  Long nights on the tour bus – and girl talk – had its educational advantages.  Thank you very much, Jessi Blade.
 
   Jimmy kicked off his sneakers and stepped out of his jeans.  He picked her up in his arms and deposited her onto the end of the bed.  He unhooked her bra and took a moment to rest his face between her breasts.  He knelt between her legs, rested his hands gently on her waist, and he was quiet.  His forehead was pressed against her sternum, and he remained still.  For a moment, he looked like he was in silent prayer, and Audra wondered what he was thinking that turned him so solemn and pensive.
 
   The mood grew serious and intense while he silently cradled her in his arms.  She listened to his deep breaths as they blew against her flesh.  She ran her fingers through his hair and placed a tender kiss on the top of his head.  It was an intimate moment of silence where words weren’t needed to convey the love they shared.  When he slowly looked up at her, there was a watery sheen to his eyes.  The small smile that permeated his lips transcended so much more than his usual wide grin.
 
   “Let’s get in the hot tub,” he whispered.  He pulled her to her feet and lightly slid her panties to her ankles.  His lips skimmed her thigh on their descent to the floor.  She stepped out of her panties and headed for the hot tub, still overcome by his gentle and profound demeanor.
 
   Rose petals floated on top of the water and churned in the current of the jets, momentarily diving under the bubbles only to resurface a second later.  The candles reflected off the surface of the water and created a soft glow.  It looked heavenly.
 
   Jimmy dipped his hand in the bubbly water and sprinkled it on Audra’s shoulder.  He licked the warm droplets off her flesh with his tongue.  Both were the perfect temperature and blended with the warmth of her skin.  He paused and smiled at her.  She recognized the mischievous look in his eyes and quirked her brow.  “What are you up to now?”
 
   He spread his hand over the hot tub.  “It’s a tub full of champagne for my lady.  Caviar and crackers, strawberries and whipped cream are on the side table.  Nothing but the best for my woman.”
 
   “You’re not serious?”  She eyed the spread on the credenza, and then stared into the bubbly water.  “This isn’t really champagne, is it?”
 
   “See for yourself.”  He held out his hand, inviting her to climb up the two steps that led to the hot tub.
 
   She tentatively dipped her toes in the frothy liquid and splashed a few of the rose petals away.  As soon as she stepped into the water, the bubbles attached themselves to her body.  They clung to her arms and legs and her breasts.  It tickled and she laughed.  This was crazy!  She dipped her tongue in the water, and the familiar flavor of Dom Perignon covered her taste buds.  It was an insane expense, but at least he didn’t use Krug.  “I don’t believe you did this!”
 
   He stepped into the tub with a splash and glided to her.  She spread her legs wide open so he could nestle between them, and bubbles teased her insides with their effervescence.  Jimmy slurped at her nipple, drinking in the champagne and turning her nipple into a hard nub.  He moved his mouth to her other breast, half submerged in the champagne bath.  While his tongue moved in circles around one nipple, his hand massaged the other one between his fingers.  She felt his erection against her leg and stroked it.  He licked her breasts, her shoulders and her neck.  She let out a long sigh and shuddered from the mounting excitement that coursed through her body.  His lips set her skin on fire, and she couldn’t remain still.  Her arms and legs, her shoulders – her whole body – shivered with an insatiable need.
 
   He lifted her from the water until her hips rested on the edge of the platform that surrounded the hot tub.  He placed tiny kisses on her inner thigh that were delightfully soft.  She opened her legs a little wider, and he slipped one finger inside her.  The sudden penetration made her suck in a deep breath and fall back onto her elbows.
 
   His mouth inched closer to her pussy with a slow, methodical pace.  Each tender kiss nipped at her flesh with a gentle suction and lick of his tongue.  His fingers were inside her, moving at the same slow pace – in and out, then in a circle.  Over and over he tormented her.  Her breath was coming in heavy gasps, and her entire body quivered like a live wire.  Her ankles were still in the hot tub, and the warm water that swished over her lower legs added to her rising internal temperature.
 
   His tongue licked its way across her lower abdomen and slid right between her legs.  At last, his mouth made contact with her clit, and she jolted upright.  She clenched a chunk of his hair in her fist and pressed his face closer.  The suction of his mouth pulled on her clit, while his fingers continued their rhythmic dance inside her pussy.
 
   She braced one hand on the platform and hung onto Jimmy’s hair with the other, but he needed no guidance.  His mouth and tongue were on a rampage, licking and sucking her clit into a fiery ball of heat that took her breath away.  Sensations multiplied and reverberated and caused her to tremble.  Her breaths were coming in quick gasps, and she felt lightheaded.  Her eyes rolled back in her head as her climax overtook her.  She spread her legs wider and rode the wave of euphoria until she was short of breath and she collapsed onto the side of the hot tub in a heap of satiated contentment.
 
   She barely caught her breath when Jimmy was on top of her.  His hard cock impaled her with a quick thrust and renewed the sensations that still sparked inside her.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and held onto him.  He clutched her hips in his hands and propelled himself into her.  His thrusts caused the liquid in the hot tub to splash between them.  It overflowed and pooled around her buttocks like a warm bath of bursting bubbles.  Each movement filled her deeper and harder, sending a pulsating force through her pussy.  Her muscles clenched around him, milked his cock, and drew him closer to release.  One final thrust sealed their bodies together and Jimmy pumped warm liquid inside her.  A clean bill of health and birth control pills had enabled them to shed the use of condoms weeks ago, and nothing made her feel more connected to him than the heat of his ejaculation inside her.
 
   Jimmy slowly collapsed in her arms, and they both slid into the bath with their bodies still engaged.  The hot bubbles clung to her body as they immersed under the surface.  Jimmy rested his cheek against her breast and held onto her.  She felt his heart beating furiously against her belly.  As they sunk deeper into the champagne, Jimmy gulped down a mouthful of the tepid liquid.
 
   She laughed.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea to drink warm champagne.”
 
   He took another gulp.  “It’s really fizzy.”  He pushed himself off, and their bodies separated.  The bubbly champagne replaced the emptiness and tickled her insides.  They sat together, in a sensual embrace, while they caught their breath.
 
   Audra watched the tiny whirlpool of rose petals dive under the water.  It was mesmerizing and serene.  She let out a contented sigh.  “This was the perfect ending to the perfect day.”
 
   His wet lips kissed her shoulder.  “It’s not over until the sun comes up.”
 
   “We’re not really staying up all night, are we?”
 
   His dynamic smile challenged her.  “We have to at least eat the caviar.”
 
   She doubted he ever ate caviar before, and he was probably unprepared for the unique texture, but she looked forward to seeing his reaction.  “Let’s start with the strawberries,” she suggested.  She started to rise, but Jimmy quickly jumped from beneath the bubbles.
 
   “You stay right there.  I got it.”  He retrieved the bowl of strawberries from the side table.  His erection was still rock hard and pointed toward the ceiling.  It could have easily supported the bowl in his hand.  He returned to the hot tub with a splash.  He took a plump, ruby strawberry and dipped it in the champagne before he offered it to her.  Her teeth sank into the firm fruit and flavor burst in her mouth.  “It’s so sweet!”  She nibbled at the strawberry in his hand and sucked it into her mouth, along with the tips of his fingers.  Her lips smiled at him while she chewed the succulent fruit.  She offered him a strawberry, and he popped the entire thing in his mouth.
 
   She laughed and rested her head on his shoulder.  She loved him so much.  She was still munching on the strawberries when he left the tub to retrieve the platter of caviar and crackers.
 
   The rich scent hit her nostrils, and she greedily took the dish.  A small mother of pearl spoon accompanied the neatly arranged crackers spread around the mountain of fine caviar.  Each round morsel glistened and sparkled like a pile of dark diamonds.  She motioned to the side table.  “Bring the vodka.”
 
   Jimmy arched his brow.  “Vodka?”
 
   “It’s in the carafe.”  She smiled.  “Did you think it was water?  Caviar is served best with a smooth Vodka.”
 
   “As the lady wishes.”  He gave her a short bow and returned with the carafe and two small cordial glasses.
 
   Eager to consume the elegant caviar, she dipped the spoon in the blackish colored delicacy and placed it on her tongue.  The distinct, firm pearls popped gently in her mouth like tiny bubbles of ocean water.  It was brightly flavored and tasted like heaven.  She closed her eyes and reveled in the blissful taste.
 
   Jimmy looked at her skeptically.  “Is it really that good?”
 
   “Divine.”  She offered him a taste from the pearlized spoon.
 
   He grimaced and turned his head.  “I don’t think I want to try it.”
 
   She put the spoon in her mouth and deposited the delectable caviar on her tongue.  She was tempted to swallow it herself, but she wanted him to taste it.  She placed a kiss on his lips and their tongues met.  The priceless caviar transferred from her mouth to his, and she sat back and waited for his reaction.
 
   He smacked his lips together several times and raised his brow.  “Not as bad as I expected.”
 
   She filled the two small glasses with vodka, and they each took one.  Jimmy held up his drink.  “To our future.”
 
   She held up her vodka, but paused when she saw the deep sentiment in his eyes.  “To our future,” she repeated softly.  She knocked back the vodka and almost choked.  It was strong – probably Russian.  She squeezed her lids shut and waited for the harsh burn in her throat to clear.  When she opened her eyes, Jimmy was gazing at her with a faraway look in his eyes.
 
   “I’ve been thinking a lot about us lately, especially since we came to Australia.  I believe timing is everything.  I always had my eye on you.  I used to watch you at the front of the stage, cheering and gazing up at Angel.  You never looked at me.  Sometimes I wished that you would glance in my direction and give me a small wave, just to acknowledge that I was there, but I was hidden in the shadows behind my drum kit, and you never saw me.”
 
   “Of course, I did.  It’s just that—”
 
   “Let me finish.”  He took her hand and clasped it between his palms.  “You had so much energy and were full of life.  You always caught my eye, wherever you were.  I would hear your laugh or your voice, and it was as if there wasn’t anyone else in the room.  You stood out in a bar full of people.”
 
   She had no idea he had been interested in her back then.  It was almost surreal that, out of all the women he had to choose from, he chose her.  “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”
 
   “Because you were young.  I respected that.  I didn’t know it back then, but the time wasn’t right.  If we would have hooked up years ago,” he shook his head, “it wouldn’t have worked out.  I wasn’t ready to settle down.”  He pressed his lips together in an overtly serious manner.  “Then when I found out your father owned Falcon Records, I knew you were out of my league.”  He stared at her with reverence in his eyes.  “How could such a wonderful woman from an upper class, wealthy family, fall for an average Joe like me?”
 
   The sentiment that poured from his heart made her melt inside, and she tenderly stroked his cheek.  “You’re far from average.  You’re extraordinary.  And I’ve never let my financial independence define who I am.  I always wanted people to like me, for me, and not for my family’s money.”
 
   “That’s one of the things I love about you.”
 
   She knew he was right about timing.  If he had pursued her years ago, she probably wouldn’t have bothered.  He was too wild and just starting to ride the waves of fame and success.  He made his move when he was ready to settle down and be the man she wanted.  “I’m glad you waited until the time was right.”
 
   “That’s what I meant about timing.  I knew the time was right for us, and I acted on it.”  He brushed his lips against hers.  “I wasn’t going to back down until you gave me a chance.”  He was quiet for several seconds, and she could see the pensive thoughts behind his eyes again.  “If Mason showed up a year ago, I probably would have run as far away as fast as I could.  I know it sounds like a terrible thing to say, but I wasn’t ready to be a father.  He came into my life at the right time.  Timing.  It’s all about timing.”  He slid across the slippery bench seat to the other side of the hot tub and took a balled up napkin from the ledge.  He brought it to her, unraveled it, and presented her with a ring.  “The time is right for us.  I want you to be my wife.  I want you to marry me.  I love you, Audra.  Please say yes.”
 
   She thought the vodka went to her head and she was imagining things, but there was a huge emerald cut diamond staring her in the face.  She couldn’t stop gazing at it.  It was magnificent.  The cut of the diamond stirred up thoughts of her mother, and the memories overwhelmed her.  “Where did you get this?”
 
   “I bought it before we left for Australia.  I was just waiting for the right time to give it to you.”
 
   Her eyes left the ring for a split second to meet his gaze.  “Did Kira pick it out?”
 
   “No.  I didn’t tell a soul.”
 
   “You picked out this ring – by yourself?”
 
   He nodded.  “I told the jeweler I wanted something classy and sophisticated, just like my lady.  He showed me this, and I knew it was you.”
 
   Tears blurred her vision, and she sucked in a giant gust of air.  “My mother had one just like it.”  She exhaled, and it turned into a laugh.  “Only hers wasn’t as big.”
 
   He moved closer to her and slid his hand around the back of her neck.  “You don’t have to give me an answer right now.  You can think about it.  I don’t want to rush you.  I just want you to know that I’m ready to take the next step.  I’m all in, baby.”
 
   The sheer simplicity of the elegant emerald cut stone and platinum band was beautiful.  Was it a coincidence that he picked the perfect ring which reminded her of her mother, or was it all about intuition and timing, like he had said?  Jimmy’s voice was vaguely audible in the background, but she was too lost in thought to pay attention to it.  She remembered the first time she had seen him at The Quadrangle – the first time she had heard Immortal Angel play.  He had the most charismatic smile she had ever seen, and his carefree, fun-loving personality was uplifting, but she had been so awestruck by Angel’s voice that she’d never really paid much attention to any other members of the band.  She remembered the scores of girls who had always thrown themselves at Jimmy – they still did – and she was reminded of how much they resented her presence in his life.  They probably always would, and she wondered how much it mattered.  She reflected on how much Jimmy had changed in the past few months and on his devotion to her and to Mason.
 
   She felt Jimmy’s hand slip away from the back of her neck, and he sat against the wall of the hot tub.  His face had a melancholy shadow, and his eyes were cast downward into the bubbles.
 
   “Yes,” she said.  “I want to marry you.”
 
   His head snapped in her direction.  “You will?”
 
   Her giddy laugh filled the room.  “Yes!”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her in a tight embrace.  “I love you so much, Audra.  When you didn’t answer right away, I thought you weren’t ready.  I thought you were trying to let me down easy.”  His smile spanned his cheeks and radiated with joy.
 
   “I was just thinking about how long we’ve known each other and about the things you said.”  She nodded her head.  “The time is right.”  She pushed her fingers through his hair and kissed him.  The bubbles smashed between them as their bodies pressed against one another, and nothing ever felt more right than the two of them together.
 
   He slid the ring onto her finger and happy tears filled her eyes.  She let out a small laugh and stared at her hand through the haze of moisture that clouded her vision.  She wanted to tell the world, but the first person that came to mind was her father.  Whatever his reaction was, he deserved to be the first to know.  “Would you mind if I called my father?”
 
   Jimmy’s body went slightly rigid.  “Do you think he’ll be upset?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know, but I want to share the news with him before anyone else.  I think it would be the respectful thing to do.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   She heard the unease in Jimmy’s voice and knew he had reason for concern.  She had the same apprehension, but she wanted to call her father first, even before Kira.
 
   Her heart jumped at the sound of his voice.  “Audra.  Is everything all right?  Did something happen?”  Fatherly concern was always foremost on his mind.
 
   “Hi, Daddy.  Everything is perfect.”
 
   “Good.”  She heard the relief in his voice.  “You’re doing a wonderful job – not that I had any doubts.  I don’t remember if I had the chance to tell you with all that’s happened over the last few months, and I just want you to know how proud I am that you’re my daughter.  The tour has been getting excellent reviews all through South and North America, and Australia is on the edge of its seat waiting for the first show.  Kira is astounding in her new role as A&R rep for Falcon.  The talent loves working with her.  The two of you will be running this company in no time.”
 
   Her father never alluded to stepping down as head of the record label before, and she was reminded of his health issues.  “How are you feeling?  Are you taking it easy?  I hope you’re not back to working full time already.”
 
   “Just a few hour a day.  I’m taking it easy – as easy as a person can in this business.”
 
   “Daddy, I have something to tell you, and I want you to hear it from me first.”
 
   He was quiet.
 
   “I’m very happy, so please keep an open mind.  Jimmy and I are engaged.”  Bubbles of joy practically burst through her pores at saying the words out loud.  She hoped her happiness wasn’t bittersweet and tainted by her father’s disapproval.  “Please don’t be upset.  We’re not getting married right away.”  She wanted a long engagement and an elaborate wedding.  She wanted a string of bridesmaids and a flower girl.  Mason could be the ring bearer.  Deep down, she was an old-fashioned girl after all.
 
   Her father still hadn’t responded, and she worried about the stress her announcement caused him.  His health was still fragile.  She should have spoken to his doctors before telling him.  “Daddy, please say something.  I need to know how you feel about this.”
 
   “My daughter is getting married?”
 
   Was that a tremor in his voice?
 
   “Yes, Daddy.  Jimmy proposed less than fifteen minutes ago.  You were the first person I wanted to tell.”
 
   “Did you call your sister?”
 
   “No.  Just you.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “I just want you to be happy, Audra.  Life is short.  Sometimes you have to take chances.  If you trust that Mr. Wilder – Jimmy – can make you happy, then I guess I need to trust your judgment.  I will support your decision.  No matter what happens, I will always stand behind you.  You’re my daughter, and I love you.  Congratulations, princess.  I’m very happy for you.  I’m going to throw you an engagement party fit for a queen.  I just wish your mother was here to see you walk down the aisle.”
 
   “Thank you, Daddy.”  She sucked in a deep gust of breath and pressed her fingers to her lips in order to steady the fast-rising emotion that turned her face into a flushed, quivering mess.  A silent sob quaked in the back of her throat and made her shoulders twitch.  It wasn’t just her father’s support that overwhelmed her; it was the mention of her mother.  Milestones always brought the loss of her mother to the forefront of her thoughts.  No one ever really spoke of her absence during such times, but they all felt it and quietly acknowledged it in their own way.  Audra’s wedding would be bittersweet, but her father’s softened heart and acceptance made up for it.
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   “Are you fucking kidding?”  Damien grabbed Audra’s hand and inspected the ring.  He whistled.  “You tryin’ to make the rest of us look bad?  Look at the size of that thing.”
 
   “Nothing is too good for my lady,” Jimmy boasted.  He knew everyone was shocked at the announcement.  He never so much as hinted that he was buying Audra a ring.
 
   Damien pulled Jimmy in for a one-shoulder hug and they locked eyes.  “You got a good girl.  Don’t fuck up.”
 
   Jimmy clapped his friend on the shoulder.  “Don’t worry about me, man.  I waited too long to find someone like her.  She’s the world to me.”
 
   “Glad to hear it.  I’m happy for you, brother.  About time you get hitched.  Congrats.”
 
   Jimmy gazed at the woman he loved, now surrounded by Alyssa, Jessi and Angel.  Tommy broke through to take a look at the ring that everyone was ogling.  His mouth dropped open when he saw the large diamond on Audra’s hand, and his eyes went to Jimmy.  “This thing had to cost over a hundred grand!”
 
   A hundred and forty six grand to be exact, but Jimmy wasn’t disclosing the value of the gemstone to anyone.
 
   The shocked look never left Tommy’s face as he pulled Jimmy aside.  “You can’t drop money like you’ve been doing.  You have a kid now.”  Tommy was always worried about finances.  He was always the responsible one, which was ironic, because Angel was the most frivolous.
 
   “Relax, man, it’s my lady’s engagement ring.  I can’t skimp on something like that.”
 
   “Yeah, but you just bought another Lambo, and you spent a fortune on that insane apartment.  Don’t blow through all your money.”
 
   “Oh, leave him alone, mi amor.”  Angel came in with a hug that pulled both Jimmy and Tommy into his embrace.  “I couldn’t be happier for you, Jimmy.  We’ve known each other for a long time.  I never would have pictured you with a family, and now I can’t picture you without one.  Have you told Mason yet?”
 
   “No.  My parents were the only other people I told.  Man, were they shocked – and happy.”  He hoped Mason would be okay with the news.  He still hadn’t told Mason that he was the kid’s father.  He just didn’t know how to blurt out the information, or if the boy would understand.  There had been so many changes in his son’s life over the last few weeks.  He didn’t want to overwhelm the kid.  The father issue would have to wait.  He needed to explain to Mason that he and Audra were getting married.
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   Jimmy and Audra each had Mason by the hand and lifted him in the air just as the wave crashed over his legs.  He burst into a fit of giggles, and the sound brought joy to Jimmy’s heart.
 
   Audra adjusted his little orange life vest.  “Are you having fun, Mason?”
 
   He was having a ball and barely stopped laughing long enough to nod his head.  He pulled himself up and kicked his legs in the surf.  “More!  Let’s go out more!”  He wanted to go into deeper water, but Jimmy was leery.  He picked up his son and held him tightly in his arms as he walked into the ocean up to his waist.  Mason wanted to break free, but Jimmy wasn’t letting him go.  “Hang on, buddy.  You have to stay with me.  The water’s deep here.”
 
   Audra splashed Mason, and he buried his face in Jimmy’s neck and giggled.  He reached over and flicked a small amount of water back at Audra.  She laughed and pretended to get flustered by the tiny spray of water that barely touched her.  The two continued to have a little splashing match, which sent Mason into another fit of laughter.  Jimmy could watch his son play for hours.
 
   “Do you like Audra?” he asked Mason.
 
   “Uh huh!” Mason managed between laughs.  “She’s fun!”
 
   “What?  I’m not fun?”  Jimmy pretended to be insulted.
 
   Mason wrapped his arms around Jimmy’s neck and squeezed.  “You’re fun, too.  We play drums together.”
 
   “Yes, we do.”
 
   Mason resumed his splashing match with Audra and got her in the face with a handful of water.  Jimmy threw his head back and laughed.  “Good job, Mase!”
 
   She turned and covered her face as Mason continued to flip water in her direction.  Jimmy wrapped one arm securely around Mason’s waist and helped his son drench Audra with water from the South Pacific Ocean.  Jimmy held firmly onto his son’s waist, and let him paddle in Audra’s direction.  When he was within reach, Mason stretched toward Audra and pulled himself into her arms.  He squished his cheek against hers and hugged her with all his might, laughing the entire time.  They got along so well together.
 
   “Hey, Mason.  Would you like it if Audra came to live with us?”
 
   He stopped laughing and looked at Jimmy with too much consternation for a three-year-old boy.  “You mean like a sleepover every night?”
 
   “Yeah.  Every night.”
 
   “In the same house?”
 
   “Yeah.  She could come live with us in our apartment, or maybe we can go upstairs and live in her apartment, because it’s bigger.”
 
   Audra smiled at Jimmy.  “Or maybe we can convert both apartments into a duplex.”  She squeezed Mason a little tighter.  “Would you like that?  We can have stairs in the living room that connect both apartments.  You can go upstairs to my apartment or downstairs to Jimmy’s apartment, without going out into the hallway.”
 
   It was a fantastic idea.  But poor Mason looked confused.  Jimmy rubbed his son’s shoulder.  “It’s okay, little man.  We’ll just be together.  Is that okay?”
 
   He smiled again and nodded.  “Together.  Audra and Jimmy.  And Mason.”
 
   Jimmy kissed the back of his son’s small hand.  “Audra and Jimmy and Mason.  And maybe even Aunt Mary.”  Jimmy never mentioned the idea of Aunt Mary living with them, but it seemed logical now since they would have the extra room, and they needed someone to watch Mason.
 
   Audra met Jimmy’s eye and nodded her approval.
 
   “Do you like that idea, Mason?”
 
   He nodded vigorously.  “Yeah!”
 
   That was half the battle.  Jimmy pushed himself to move forward with the rest of the plan.  He circled his arms around both Audra and Mason.  “I’m glad you like Audra, because we’re gonna get married.  Is that okay with you, if me and Audra get married and we all live together in the same place, all the time?”
 
   “Married?” Mason asked with a tilt of his head.
 
   “Yeah, buddy.  Do you know what married means?”
 
   Mason played with a lock of his hair while he contemplated the question.  “It means Audra will be like the mommy and you’ll be like the daddy?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right.”
 
   “And Mason will be like the baby?”
 
   Jimmy’s throat closed up.  He took his son from Audra and hugged him.  Regret for the years they had lost tugged at Jimmy’s heart.  “Mason will be like the baby,” he whispered.  “We’ll be a family.”
 
   Mason was quiet and he continued to twirl a lock of his hair around his finger.
 
   “Everything okay, Mase?”  Jimmy hoped his son wasn’t thinking about Kendall and how his mother was no longer in his life.
 
   Mason surprised him with a hug.  “I never had a daddy before.”
 
   Jimmy took a deep breath and held it as he fought the rush of emotion that cut into his heart.  “I have something else to tell you, buddy.  I am your daddy.  You’re my son.”  Jimmy didn’t know where the words came from, but they just vacated his mouth.  A tear hung in the corner of his eye as he inspected Mason’s confused little face.  “No one knew it.  Otherwise, I would have been there since the day you were born.”  Guilt gutted Jimmy.  He had no idea if the kid understood anything he was explaining.  It was too much all at once.  He never should have laid so much on the kid.  One minute they were laughing and playing in the water, the next minute he dropped a bomb on the poor kid.  “I’m so sorry.  I wish I knew sooner.  I only found out the first night we met, the first night you played the big drums.  Remember?”
 
   Mason slowly nodded.
 
   “I’ve been with you ever since, right?  I’m not leaving you.  Not ever.  Okay?  I love you, Mason.”  The words barely came out.  Jimmy’s voice was a squeaking bundle of emotion and moisture started to blur his vision.  Over Mason’s shoulder, Jimmy saw Audra.  She was blotting the corners of her eyes and her chin was quivering.
 
   Mason was quiet again while he stared at Jimmy.  Then he wrapped his tiny arms around Jimmy’s neck and squeezed.  “I love you too, Daddy.”
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   Jimmy was at the side curtain with the rest of the band, waiting for their cue to take the stage.  Audra was running back and forth checking on every detail.  She was a stickler and micromanaged everything in order to ensure the show’s success.  Angel was to Jimmy’s right, standing perfectly still while Jessi adjusted his opening outfit.  Tommy was to Jimmy’s left, Les Paul in hand.  Anticipation caused tiny beads of sweat to dot across Jimmy’s forehead.  He held both drumsticks in one hand and beat them furiously against his leg.
 
   “Calm down,” Tommy said.  “What’s with all the nervous energy?”
 
   “Tonight’s a big night.”
 
   “You know the songs.  You didn’t miss a note in rehearsals.  You’re gonna slay the rhythm guitar, and the fans are gonna go ballistic.”
 
   It wasn’t his guitar skills that had Jimmy worried.  He planned on announcing his engagement to Audra to the fans.  There was no reason to wait to spread the news, and he wanted the fans to hear it from him, rather than have them read about it in the tabloids.  He wanted to somehow persuade them to accept Audra.  It killed him that some of the fans treated her like shit.
 
   “What’s the crowd like?”  Damien bounced across the stage and peeked through the center curtain.  The fans had been chanting and stomping their feet for the last fifteen minutes, but Jimmy was too immobilized to check.
 
   “Aren’t they gorgeous?” Angel called to Damien.  “There are some really beautiful people in Australia!”
 
   “That’s because you go for blue-eyed blonds.”  Damien returned from the front of the stage and gawked at Angel’s over-the-top outfit.  “Dude, what the fuck are you wearing?”
 
   The spiked codpiece Angel wore over his crotch was so ridiculous, Jimmy refused to comment on it – not with a straight face.  His friend wore the most outrageous outfits, and the fans and the media loved it.
 
   At the mention of Angel’s attire, Jessi spoke up.  “This is Australia.  People are free and uninhibited.  He needs to wear something outlandish.”
 
   “You’re only sayin’ that cuz you made it.”
 
   Angel put his arm around her.  “She’s my designer, and she stands behind her work.”
 
   Tommy tried to grab the stud-covered cup that was strapped over Angel’s crotch, but winced when the pointed spikes hit the palm of his hand.  “It’s like a chastity belt.”
 
   “Good,” Damien said.  “Maybe we won’t have to hose you two down tonight.”
 
   The remark caught Jimmy’s attention.  The United States brought a certain set of unspoken restrictions regarding Angel and Tommy’s on-stage sexually-charged behavior.  Australians were less conservative.  Tonight’s show was going to be interesting.
 
   “Why isn’t anyone wearin’ shirts?” Damien asked.  “No one told me there was a half-naked dress code tonight.”
 
   Jimmy always shed his shirt after the first few songs.  It was simply too hot under the lights, and he exerted so much energy when he played, his shirt was usually drenched after the second song.  Tonight, nervous perspiration caused him to ditch the shirt before he made it out of the dressing room.
 
   “I hardly ever wear a shirt under my jackets,” Angel pointed out, pulling on the collar of his studded leather jacket.
 
   Tommy flexed one pectoral muscle, and then the other.  “I decided I wanted to drive Angel crazy on stage.”  Both Angel and Jessi were mesmerized by Tommy’s chest as he continued to alternately pop each pec muscle.
 
   Jessi finally stopped him by bracing her hands against his chest.  “Well, you’re driving me crazy.  A woman can only take so much.”
 
   Damien shrugged and slipped his shirt over his head.  “If everyone else is going shirtless, I’m not gonna stand out like the idiot wearing clothes.”
 
   “Just keep your pants on,” Tommy warned, with a laugh.
 
   The lights went down and the cheers from the crowd escalated.  All apprehension fled from Jimmy’s body, and a buzz filled his soul.  He didn’t care about anything except the show.  His nervous energy transformed into a surge of adrenaline that could have lifted him off the floor.  His bandmates all glanced at each other, and they shared the same rush of excitement.  Smiles lit up their faces and sparks glowed in their eyes.
 
   The floor started to rumble as the impatient fans stomped their feet to a rousing thunder that filled the arena.  The chants of “Immoooortal!  Aaaaangel!” could probably be heard all the way to New Zealand.
 
   They huddled together with their arms around each other’s shoulders.  They were humbled by the magnitude of the band’s success and quietly nodded at one another.
 
   “This is it,” Angel said.  “We’ve reached the four corners of the world.  I couldn’t do this without any one of you.  We’re all here because of each other.  Mi familia – my family.”
 
   “Family,” Tommy and Jimmy repeated.
 
   “Brothers,” Damien added.
 
   Angel momentarily closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  “The noise from the crowd fuels my soul.  Let’s give them a show they’ll never forget.”
 
   They nodded at each other and made eye contact one last time before they broke the hold on one another.  Tommy held up his Les Paul, and his signature intro sailed through the air.  The curtain came down, and the whistles and shouts from the audience almost drowned out Tommy’s guitar.  He took one last look at his bandmates and ran on stage.  He slid across the polished floor on his knees like a runner stealing third base.  He landed in front of a pack of screaming girls who practically jumped the barricade to get closer to him.  His fingers flew up and down the neck of the guitar in a spontaneous riff that blew the fans away.
 
   Jimmy watched his friend in awe.  The skill Tommy possessed on the guitar was unmatched.  Jimmy’s nerves returned at the thought of accompanying Tommy on rhythm guitar later in the show, but he pushed the anxiety from his mind.
 
   Damien set foot on stage next, sending the crowd into another wave of shouts and whistles.  His mohawk bounced with each step of his bee-bop walk, and he came to rest at his designated spot on the left-hand side of the stage.
 
   Angel clapped Jimmy on the back.  “You’re up, my friend.”
 
   Jimmy was about to step on stage when Audra threw her arms around him.  “Good luck!”  She was out of breath and obviously ran back from whatever task she had been overseeing.  “I’m so glad I made it.”  She gave him a quick kiss and patted his shoulder.  “Go!  Hurry up!”
 
   He watched her as he headed to his drum kit.  In the past, there had never been anyone to send him off or wish him luck before a show, and something clicked inside him.  It was another reminder – another confirmation – that everything happened the way it was supposed to.  All fears and uncertainties about the future vanished.
 
   Audra stared back at him with a proud smile.  She was radiant and beautiful.  She was a smart and sophisticated business woman on one hand, and a fun-loving, spirited ball of fire on the other.  She blew him a kiss and waved the back of her hand at him to get behind his kit.
 
   He sat on the stool and watched her for a few more seconds, until the roar of the crowd broke the spell she had over him.  He looked into the crowd.  The lights were still down, but his eyes were acclimated enough to see that everyone had their hands in the air and girls sat on their boyfriend’s shoulders.
 
   Jimmy raised a fisted drumstick over his head to acknowledge the fans.  They shouted back a greeting of “Woot!” and “Yeah!”
 
   Everyone was waiting for Angel to make his appearance, but he stood just beyond the side curtain and watched the audience with an incredulous grin.  He was making them wait – stirring up their adrenaline, and in turn, fueling his energy.  The crazier the audience was, the crazier Angel performed.
 
   Jimmy watched Immortal Angel’s famous front man.  Jessi was next to him, adjusting every last detail of his outfit.  She made sure the collar of his jacket was laid correctly and the codpiece was centered.  Angel didn’t notice.  He was too absorbed in the crowd, and he was oblivious to Jessi’s pampering.
 
   At last, Angel walked to the front of the stage.  As soon as the crowd saw him, they shouted his name with a mighty roar.  It reverberated off the interior of the venue like an echo chamber.
 
   Jimmy could only see the silhouette of Angel’s back, but in the dim light, the silver studs on his collar, his boots and his crotch glowed like a thousand prismatic fireflies and projected a spray of color into the audience.
 
   The lights went up with the wave of Angel’s arms, and Jimmy clacked his sticks together four times.  The metallic blue Pearl kit made its debut with Hit & Run, and the fast-paced beat of punk rock filled the venue – and Jimmy’s soul.
 
   The new kit had a tight beat and fueled the fundamental undercurrent of the song.  Damien and Tommy were in perfect alignment, locked into the exact same frequency.  Angel took the beat of the song and propelled it to the next level with his powerhouse vocals and suggestive body language.
 
   Two songs later, Angel had his first outfit change.  Damien kept a low beat on the bass, and Tommy engaged some people in the front row by tossing guitar picks at them.  This was the break where Jimmy was going to address the fans.  He shoved his sticks in the back pocket of his jeans, wiped his brow with the small hand towel, and took his first walk to the center microphone.
 
   The audience was stunned, and they cheered in anticipation at an up close interaction with the man who always sat in the shadows.  It was different at the front of the stage.  Jimmy didn’t have the filter of his bandmates or the barrier of the drums.  He was one-on-one with the crowd.  If he leaned over, he could touch the fans – so he did.  He teetered on the edge of the stage and slapped a few outstretched hands, careful not to let them grab hold of him and pull him into the audience.  He had seen that almost happen too many times to Angel.  He handed a dude at the front of the barricade one of his drumsticks, and the guy held it up in the air and yelled back with appreciation.  Jimmy sent the other drumstick sailing far into the back of the crowd.  It disappeared from view long before anyone caught it, and Jimmy hoped no one got broadsided with the thing.
 
   He looked down at the front row.  Girls screamed his name and tried to climb over the metal railing.  One made it over and lunged at the stage.  She grabbed his ankles and knocked him off balance.  Damien was at his side and held his arm for support.  The guy was surprisingly strong and steadied Jimmy with one firm hand wrapped around his upper arm.
 
   “Dude, don’t you know to stop teasing the fans by now?  They’re gonna pull you into their lair and molest you.”
 
   The idea would have really excited Jimmy a year ago, but now it frightened him a little.  His reputation with the girls had always been no-holds-barred.  They had no qualms about grabbing his cock or shoving a naked tit in his face, and that’s exactly what he planned to address.
 
   Security pried the feisty female fan from his legs and escorted her away.  They were having a hard time controlling the crowd.  For once, it wasn’t Tommy who was sending the girls into a whirlwind of pandemonium.  It was Jimmy and Damien.  The fans weren’t used to the two rhythm makers of the band at the edge of the stage, and they wanted a chance to touch them, take a photo, or to just be noticed.
 
   A set of bras landed at Damien and Jimmy’s feet from the right side of the audience.  The two girls who owned them lifted their shirts, flashed their tits, and then started making out.  Holy shit!  Damien and Jimmy stood mesmerized.
 
   Tommy joined them with a huge smile on his face.  “What the fuck are you doing to this crowd?”
 
   “Don’t be jealous,” Damien teased him.
 
   “I don’t give a fuck,” Tommy answered.  “As long as I get to watch.”
 
   “Maybe you should watch those two.”  Damien pointed to two guys making out on the opposite side of the audience.  “I think that’s for your benefit.”
 
   Tommy raised his brow with interest, and shifted his eyes between the two girls and the two guys.  “I don’t know where to look first.”
 
   This wasn’t helping Jimmy’s plan – at all.  A new wave of perspiration broke out across his forehead.  He wiped his brow and chest with the small towel, and the girls in the section in front of him went nuts.  A loud wave of screams echoed back at him, and he laughed.
 
   “They want your sweat, dude.  That’s gross.”
 
   “Maybe they want yours too.”  Jimmy attempted to blot Damien’s forehead with the towel, but he dodged out of the way.
 
   “Don’t touch me with that disgusting thing!”
 
   “C’mon, man.  It’s for the fans.”
 
   Damien grabbed the towel, pushed his bass aside and wiped his crotch with it, a little too enthusiastically.  He tried to hand the towel back to Jimmy, but Jimmy backed away.
 
   “I’m not touchin’ that thing now, man!  Tommy, you take it.”
 
   “Me?  I don’t want it!”
 
   Before Tommy had a chance to move out of the way, Damien swiped Tommy’s ass with the towel.
 
   The fans laughed, and Damien threw the towel into the crowd.  Girls collided and fought for the sought-after prize, which pissed off security.
 
   Damien flashed rock and roll horns at the audience and slung his other arm around Jimmy’s neck.  Tommy did the same, and Jimmy hung his arms around his friends’ shoulders so the fans could snap a bunch of photos.  It seemed to get the attention of the large group of girls who were having a tug-of-war with the towel, and one lucky girl snatched it for her own.
 
   Angel joined them and wrapped his arms around Tommy’s waist.  Phones were in the air, flashing at every angle.  The photographers between the stage and the railing rushed at them.  Everyone wanted the rare photo of the entire band mid-concert.
 
   Angel spoke through his smile.  “What the fuck are you guys doing?  Jimmy, you were supposed to be done with your segment.  Audra’s having a nervous breakdown about the time.”
 
   Jimmy glanced at Audra at the side curtain.  She had no idea Jimmy was making an announcement about their engagement, and her eyes were wide with panic about running over schedule.  She pointed for him to get to his drum kit, but he only threw her a kiss.
 
   Tommy slapped Jimmy on the back.  “Go ahead.  The floor’s yours.”
 
   Tommy and Damien returned to their designated spots, and Angel stood back by the drum riser.  Jimmy was alone at the center of the stage.  He studied Angel’s rhinestone-covered mic stand.  It was brilliant and cast a rainbow of aurora borealis across the stage.  He took the mic, and the audience hollered with excitement.  It was the first time he had ever addressed them during a show.  “Hello, Sydney!  You guys fuckin’ rock!”
 
   They answered with shouts and fists in the air.
 
   “I have a little announcement to make – some news that made me real happy, and you’re the first people I’m sharing it with.”  Another round of cheers and whistles rose from the crowd before they quieted down, curious about what he was about to say.  “Ladies, I’m sure you know I’ve been off the market for a while.  Well, it’s official.  Jimmy Wilder is an engaged man.  I’m getting married to the most wonderful woman in the world.”
 
   A murmur spread through the audience.  Disheartened female voices huffed and expressed their dismay with disappointed groans and sighs.  Jimmy knew their reaction would be unfavorable, and he started to wonder if announcing it wasn’t such a good idea.  He needed to cut off the disgruntled fans and held up his hand to silence them.  “Please, show respect for my lady.  I wouldn’t be with her if she wasn’t an extraordinary woman, and I want you all to meet her.”  He looked at Audra.  She was frozen with shock.  Her eyes were wide, and she shook her head.  Jessi and Alyssa gently encouraged her to walk on stage, but she was rooted next to the curtain.
 
   Jimmy went to her.  “You need to show your face and say hello to the fans.”
 
   “I’m not going out there.  They hate me.”
 
   He took her hand and kissed her fingertips.  “Trust me.  When they see us together, they’ll warm up to you.  You can’t stay hidden in the shadows forever.  Don’t let them intimidate you.”
 
   His remark seemed to hit a nerve with Audra.  She stood up a little taller and pushed her shoulders back.  “I’m not going to let anyone bully me.  I never have.  I’m going out there and claiming my man – even if it means facing an angry mob of jealous fans.”
 
   Jimmy beamed at her with pride.  “That’s my lady.”  She was tough, and the fans would respect her for standing her ground.
 
   “Wait.”  Jessi pulled the jacket from Audra’s shoulders, exposing a tiny black, studded tank top.  “You don’t want to go out there looking like a corporate executive.  You want to look like a rock star’s girlfriend.”  Jessi flipped open Angel’s accessory case and pulled out several heavy silver chains and a spiked leather bracelet.  “Put these on and take my boots.”
 
   “I’m wearing Christian Louboutins,” Audra protested.
 
   “I know.  They’re gorgeous, but mine are more rock and roll.”  Jessi pulled them off of her feet.  “Hurry!  Just take them.”
 
   In ten seconds Audra transformed into a rock chick.  Jimmy gave her the once over and whistled.  “You look gorgeous.”  He took her hand, and they returned to the stage.  Tommy and Damien were having a face-off – bass against guitar – and the fans were cheering and hollering.  As soon as they saw Jimmy with Audra, a hush fell over the room.  Even Tommy and Damien stopped playing to stare.
 
   A guy in the crowd let out a loud whistle, and it echoed over the lull in the quieted room.  A few more joined in, along with a couple of cat calls.
 
   “I’m glad I wore this short skirt,” Audra said with a smile.
 
   Jimmy looked into the crowd.  The guys all wore happy faces, but most of the girls that he could see were sneering at Audra, and he hoped it wasn’t a bad idea to bring her on stage.
 
   Audra knew exactly what he was thinking.  “I don’t care if they don’t like me.  I’m here, and I’m making it known that you’re mine.”
 
   No one pushed her around.  He squeezed her hand and returned to the center mic.  “This is my lady, Audra Abelman.  She and her sister are responsible for Immortal Angel’s record deal.  She’s been one of our biggest supporters since the band first started out, and now she’s our tour manager.  Please show her some Australian love and hospitality.”
 
   The men in the audience gave a resounding round of applause, but the response from the female fans was lackluster, and a few spat catty remarks.  Jimmy felt Audra’s hand tighten around his fingers, but she kept a confident smile on her face and leaned into the microphone.  “Sorry to disappoint you, ladies.  He’s mine now.  You can look, but you can’t touch.”  She ran her hands up Jimmy’s naked chest and around his neck.  She planted a soul-melting kiss on his lips.  It was filled with lust and fire, and she ground her body against his.
 
   Jimmy’s cock strained against his jeans while Audra continued to bathe his mouth with her tongue.  The fans began to cheer.  It was an arousing round of applause that fueled Jimmy’s body with heat and desire.
 
   Audra pulled away, ran her index finger up the center of his naked chest, along his neck, and flicked it off his chin.  Then she spun around and sauntered off stage with a swagger.  He was left staring after her, with his hormones a jumbled mess.  He put his fist over his heart, buckled his knees, and grabbed the mic stand for support.
 
   The fans loved it!  There were still some girls who glared after Audra, but most of the crowd was riled up almost as much as Jimmy.
 
   Angel approached the center mic.  “I love that girl.”  He pointed to the front row.  “For years, she was right there at every single Immortal Angel performance.  She’s our number one fan, and now she runs the show.”
 
   Jimmy was humbled.  The fans respected Angel, and his support easily tipped the scales in Audra’s favor.  He nodded at his friend.  “Thanks, man.”
 
   Angel smiled back at him and spoke into the mic.  “Do you want to get back on the drums so we can play some more songs for these nice people, or do you want to take the mic again?”  Angel looked into the audience and addressed them.  “Maybe Jimmy wants to try his hand at some vocals.  Do you think he can handle Jump Start?”
 
   The crowd hollered, hoping Jimmy was going to sing, but he shook his head vigorously.
 
   “No?”  Angel asked.  “Maybe you’d like to try to accompany Tommy on the guitar then.  Do you think you can handle that?”
 
   Jimmy pursed his lips to the side and scratched the side of his head with his index finger, as if he was tossing around the idea.  Then he flashed his killer smile and nodded.
 
   The crowd erupted into a wail of surprised howls and shouts.  When Jimmy retrieved his Fender from its stand hidden behind the drum kit, the audience threw their fists in the air and let loose with a loud roar.
 
   Angel dropped the mic to his side so the fans couldn’t hear him.  “You’re going to slay them.”
 
   Tommy and Damien also faced him to show their support.  Almost 25,000 people filled the Allphones Arena and were waiting to hear him play the guitar for the first time, but it was the gaze of his bandmates that made Jimmy nervous.
 
   With the pre-recorded drum beat set to feed through the sound system, it was Angel who cued the start of the song.  It was a foreign concept for Jimmy not to count off the opening beats.  Playing the guitar was definitely not in his wheelhouse, but it was a fun change.
 
   Angel’s crystal clear vocals kicked off Jump Start.  Jimmy pressed a chord into the fret board and strummed the melody.  He fell into the song with ease, and his fingers glided through the piece.  The additional guitar aided the melodic lines and enhanced the song.
 
   The fans hollered and shouted their approval.  They stomped their feet and yelled with excitement.  It was a boost to Jimmy’s ego.  He was on top of the world.
 
   Tommy circled him and they locked eyes.  Pride gazed back at Jimmy from his mentor.  Damien joined them, and they stood in a row at the front of the stage with the necks of their guitars aligned.
 
   Angel jumped on the amp, and his voice carried over them and projected into the audience.  He finished the song with a leap onto the stage.  He turned to the crowd and held his arm out in Jimmy’s direction.  “Jimmy Wilder on rhythm guitar!  Fucking awesome!”
 
   The crowd pumped their fists in the air, clapped their hands, and shouts filled the arena.  Damien slung his arm around Jimmy’s neck.  “Pretty fucking cool, dude.”  Tommy beamed at him with a smile and bowed.  Jimmy was humbled as he received the respect and admiration of his bandmates.  He put his fist to the center of his chest and pressed his lips firmly together to keep the lump in his throat at bay.  “I love you guys, man.”
 
   Angel covered the mic with his hand to privately address Jimmy.  “You’re brilliant.  We’re honored to play with you.”  He turned back to the crowd.  “We have another little surprise for you tonight!”
 
   The crowd roared back with shouts of “What?” and “What now?”  It was a night full of unexpected events and the fans were knocked out by the show.
 
   “Please welcome a surprise guest drummer, Mason Wilder!”
 
   A rumble erupted through the crowd as the road crew wheeled a smaller platform onto the stage.  It contained Mason’s child-sized replica of Jimmy’s blue metal flake Pearl kit, complete with Immortal Angel’s logo in the center of the small bass drum.
 
   Audra waited at the side of the stage with Mason.  He didn’t seem nervous at all.  He was taking it all in and gazing at his drums with anticipation.
 
   Jimmy smiled at his son, who waved furiously when they made eye contact.  Audra accompanied Mason to the stage and led him up the steps to the riser so he could sit behind his kit.  He looked at the people in the audience, as if he just noticed they were all there for the first time.
 
   Jimmy went to his son.  “You okay, Mase?”
 
   The boy gave him a hesitant nod.
 
   Tommy, Damien and Angel surrounded the riser for support.
 
   “Rock it just like we did at my house,” Tommy told Mason.  “Okay?”
 
   Mason nodded again, this time with more confidence.  His eyes traveled to Angel and Damien.  He tugged on his T-shirt and his eyes rested on his father.  Mason wanted to remove his shirt, just like the rest of the band.  A laugh rose from Jimmy’s mouth.  “You want to take your shirt off like the rest of us?”
 
   “Like you.”
 
   “Okay, buddy.”  He slipped the shirt over Mason’s head and handed it to Audra.  She whispered something in Mason’s ear and then left the stage.
 
   Everyone took their spot, ready to rock Cyanide Sensation with their newest pint-sized guest drummer.  A round of “Awws” traveled up from the audience as Mason settled on the seat behind his kit and picked up a pair of drumsticks.  He looked at Jimmy, waiting for the cue to start the song.
 
   As Jimmy clacked his drumsticks together, Mason mimicked him, and they counted off the beats together.  It was unexpected, and the band all turned to Mason with smiles, but it filled Jimmy’s heart with immense love for his son.
 
   Cyanide Sensation filled the arena with the fresh sound of twin drummers.  Jimmy glanced at Mason, hitting the bass and toms in unison, performing with Immortal Angel in front of a sold out crowd in a country halfway around the world.  Jimmy couldn’t describe the overwhelming feeling of pride and contentment that filled his heart.
 
   The moment he hit the last beat of the song, Jimmy threw his stick across the stage and into the audience.  He jumped from his stool, grabbed Mason by the waist and sat him on his shoulder.  “My son!” he shouted into the audience.  The crowd roared back with a massive cheer, which made Mason giggle.
 
   “That’s all for you, buddy.  You were perfect!  I’m so proud of you!”
 
   Mason patted Jimmy on the shoulder.  “You were good too, Daddy.”
 
   Jimmy laughed and hugged his son.  They both waved at the audience, and the crowd waved back with rock and roll horns and a thunderous round of applause.  Jimmy nodded at Audra at the side of the stage, and she took Mason back to finish watching the show with Aunt Mary in the dressing room.
 
   The last song of the night came with the blink of an eye.  It felt like they had just started the show.  Ninety-minute sets weren’t long enough anymore.  The band’s catalogue of songs demanded a full two hours.  Jimmy would talk to Audra about it after the show.
 
   A platform at the opposite end of the arena rose from under the venue.  The fans at the front of the stage still didn’t notice, until two lines of security guards opened a path in the center of the room.  They created a human barricade with their outstretched arms.
 
   Angel jumped off the stage first.  The guy was going to break his ankle one day jumping around like a maniac.  Tommy descended the steps on the right side of the stage, and Damien hopped down on the left.  By the time Jimmy made it to the arena floor, the fans were screaming so loud Jimmy couldn’t hear Angel who was standing next to him.  Another set of security guards circled them while they walked through the man-made path to the platform at the opposite end of the venue.
 
   Arms reached out between the guards and tried to grab any part of the band they could get their hands on.  Tommy held his hair in a twisted ponytail pulled to the front to protect it from their grabby fingers, while his other hand guarded his Les Paul.
 
   Girls screamed and guys shouted at direct ear level.  It was deafening.  They made it to the platform as quickly as possible and climbed to safety.  Security dispersed and thinned out to a select few around the small stage, and the crowd quickly engulfed it.  Jimmy sat behind the Tama kit, and Damien grabbed his Ibanez.  The fans who sat furthest from the main stage now had a front row seat.  Their enthusiasm and excitement had them jumping up and down.  They yelled and stomped louder than the fans in the front of the venue had all night.
 
   The last song was one of their most popular live hits, Sex & Greed.  It started slow and quickly escalated into the rapid fire beats that Immortal Angel was known for.  Jimmy hit the drums with so much force, it seemed to propel him off of his stool.  It became a nuisance, and he kicked it out from underneath him.  He jumped high in the air, and hit the snare with his sticks on his descent.
 
   Tommy and Angel were back to back at the edge of the small stage, but far enough away from the fans’ outstretched hands that they didn’t get pulled into the crowd.  Tommy ripped up the guitar with one of his hard-rock infused solos and Angel fell at his feet.  He pawed at Tommy’s legs, and directed the lyrics to Tommy’s crotch.  Tommy jutted his hips toward Angel, and Angel fell back onto the stage.  He began to writhe and convulse, and then it turned erotic.  Angel rolled onto his stomach and slithered across the stage.  He sang to the crowd while he humped the stage.
 
   Angel sprang to his feet, sauntered toward Tommy and sang the gritty lyrics of Sex & Greed to his lover.  Angel taunted Tommy with the raunchy chorus, but Tommy was absorbed in pressing chords into the neck of his guitar and didn’t respond.  Angel jutted his hips forward, grabbed his crotch and ran his hand over his pronounced erection.  When Tommy still didn’t acknowledge Angel’s overtly sexual gesture, he grabbed a fistful of Tommy’s hair and yanked his head back.  They locked eyes, and the heat that transpired between them could have set the room on fire.  Angel planted a hard, wet kiss on Tommy’s mouth and ground his hips against Tommy’s leg.  He ran his mic up and down the strings of the Les Paul which sent a high wail through the sound system.  A few more jolts of his hips against Tommy’s side, and Angel released his hold on Tommy’s mouth.  He pretended to wipe ejaculate off of his inner thigh and fling it into the crowd.  Immortal Angel shows weren’t for prudes.  Their performances were rude, crude, and in your face – and the fans loved it!
 
   The stage slowly began to rise.  The fans hollered louder as it rose higher and higher.  It finally came to rest eye level with the balcony.  Angel turned in a circle, eyeball to eyeball with the worst seats in the house.  “Hello, nosebleed section!”
 
   The fans screamed back at him with an elated roar.
 
   He looked down at the floor section at the front of the arena.  It seemed a million miles away.  “Who has the shitty seats now?” Angel called to them.
 
   Laughter and applause rumbled through the arena.  They finished the song, high above the crowd and to a loud chant of “One more!” from the fans.
 
   “I think they want one more,” Damien said into Angel’s mic.
 
   The band was already into overtime.  They hadn’t planned an encore, but Damien had the crowd riled up.  Audra was going to have a meltdown.
 
   Damien wouldn’t let it go.  “I said, the crowd wants to hear one more.  Isn’t that right?”  They answered him with shouts of “Yeah!” and “One more!”
 
   “I guess that means we’re not done playin’ then.  We’re gonna get our asses kicked by production for this, but fuck it!”
 
   Angel pulled the mic away from Damien and covered it with his hand.  “Are we really going to do this?”
 
   “Yeah.  We are,” Damien said.
 
   Tommy rattled off a quick riff.  “I can play for another hour.”
 
   Jimmy shrugged.  “Might as well give the people what they want and go down in flames.”  Audra was going to fucking kill him, but he was having too much fun and didn’t want the night to end.
 
   Damien broke out in a rare wide smile.  He took the mic from Angel, inebriated with rebellion.  “I hope no one’s gotta get up early tomorrow morning, cuz we don’t wanna go home yet.  I think we can pull off one – what?”  He put his hand to his ear.  “Did you say two?  You wanna hear two more songs?  What was that?  Did someone say three?  You want to hear three more songs?  What about four?  Can you stick around for four more songs?”
 
   The crowd was going fucking insane.  They yelled, jumped, shouted and stomped their feet.
 
   Damien was still at the mic.  “How’s the pipes, Angel?  Up for a few more songs?”
 
   Angel surveyed the crowd, making them wait for his answer and the final decision in lengthening the band’s show.  Their screams grew louder.  After a moment, he slowly nodded.
 
   “All right!”  Damien slung his arm around Angel’s neck.  “Angel said he doesn’t want to go home either!”
 
   Twenty minutes later, the small stage made its descent to the arena floor.  Jimmy stood and raised his sticks in the air as a final salute to the fans.
 
   “Goodnight Sydney!” Angel yelled into the mic.  The shouts, screams and cheers from the fans were ear-splitting as security ushered the band back to the main stage.
 
   Mortars went off in succession across the back of the stage while brightly-colored confetti littered the air.  The band took their final bow with their arms around each other’s shoulders.
 
   “That was an amazing show,” Angel said.  “It’s been an unbelievable journey.  I’m proud to share it with each of you.  Your talent inspires me.  It lifts me high above the clouds.  Your music makes me feel like I can fly.”  He took several steps back, ran full speed to the end of the stage and leaped into the crowd.
 
   “Angel!”  Tommy jumped down into the area between the stage and the railing.  Jimmy and Damien followed, worried about their friend’s safety.  After Damien pulled the same stunt at Barclay’s Center last year, they all vowed not to stage dive again.  It was too dangerous – and here was their singer, lost, ten feet deep into a massive crowd.
 
   Security didn’t know which way to turn.  They stood on the small platform at the base of the railing in search of Angel, but the fans at the front were pushing back, overcome by the close proximity of Tommy, Damien and Jimmy.
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   Fear took Audra’s breath away, and she immediately ran to the pit at the front of the stage.  “Do you see him?  Is he okay?” she asked Tommy.
 
   “I can’t see anything from down here!”  Tommy jumped back onto the stage and motioned for the tech to turn up the lights.  He shielded his eyes from the glare and peered into the audience in search of his lover.  Jessi was at his side, also searching for Angel.  She pointed into the crowd.
 
   “I think they see him,” Jimmy said.
 
   Angel finally appeared, floating on a sea of hands that carried him toward the front of the stage, and security helped him onto the arena floor.
 
   “That was exhilarating!” he exclaimed.
 
   “That was ridiculous!” Audra scolded him.  “You could’ve been hurt.”  It was bad enough that the show ran almost forty minutes over schedule, but now Angel risked injury to himself or to a fan.  She sighed with frustration.  This band really was a handful, but they were signing autographs, and the fans at the railing were having the time of their lives.  It was Immortal Angel’s first show in Australia, and it would, no doubt, be hailed as one of the best performances of their career.
 
   Now that everyone was safe, she headed backstage.
 
   “Audra!  Audra!”
 
   It was coming from two girls who had just pushed their way to the front of the railing.  Audra wasn’t used to friendly faces in the crowd of fans, and she gave them a genuine smile.
 
   “Can we get a picture?” one of them asked, holding out her cell phone.
 
   “Sure.”  They were asking her assistance in taking a photo, nicely.  They probably figured out that if they were nice to her, she’d help them get a photo with Jimmy.  Audra was more than happy to lend a hand to decent, respectable fans.  She refused to acknowledge the ones who sneered at her and tried to accost Jimmy.  She called to Jimmy that two girls wanted a photo with him, when he was done signing an autograph.
 
   “Oh.”  The girls were flustered and laughed.  “We’d love a picture with Jimmy, but we meant we wanted one with you.”
 
   “Me?”  The only thing that surprised her more was the familiar east coast twang in their voices.  “Why do you want a picture with me?”
 
   “Because we admire you.  We always saw you front and center in the audience at all the local shows.  Whenever a photo of the band was posted online or on TV, we always spotted you, and that other girl you were always with.”
 
   “That’s my sister, Kira.”
 
   “We’re sisters too!”
 
   A smile spread across Audra’s face.  These two girls reminded her so much of herself and Kira when they were teenagers.  “Are you from New York?  I didn’t expect to hear American accents.”
 
   “New Jersey.  We’ve been following Immortal Angel all over the United States and decided we needed to come to at least one show in Australia.  We were both shocked when Jimmy announced you two were engaged.  Congratulations!”
 
   “You used to be right here like us,” the other girl said.  “And now look at you – tour manager for the band and engaged to your rock star idol!”
 
   “That’s my lady.”  Jimmy slung his arm around Audra’s shoulder.  “She keeps us all in line.  She ain’t a pushover either.  She tamed my ass.”
 
   The girls squealed and jumped up and down, excited that Jimmy was talking to them.
 
   Cell phones were suddenly thrust in front of Audra.  Everywhere she turned people were taking photos of her and Jimmy together.  It was exhilarating and uplifting, especially after taking so much slack from Jimmy’s female fans in the past.  There were still a few unpleasant faces glaring at her, but not many.
 
   Jimmy kissed her cheek.  “Go take your photo.”  He took the girl’s cell phone and nudged her toward the railing.  The two girls immediately wrapped their arms around her and smothered her in an uncomfortable hug.  Audra wasn’t sure how she felt about the close contact with total strangers, but when Jimmy snapped the photo and they asked her to sign their concert ticket, it inflated her ego.
 
   “See,” Jimmy whispered to her after she was done talking to the girls.  “I told you they’d come around.  That’s the way you win over a crowd – a few fans at a time.”
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   The band headed back to the dressing rooms, still reeling from the night’s performance.  Angel was particularly high from his leap into the mosh pit.  “That was insane!  It was incredible!”
 
   “Your set was almost 45 minutes over time,” Audra reminded him.  “Do you have any idea how much the label has to pay for that?”
 
   There was that tough business woman again.  Jimmy took her hand and swung her arm at his side in an effort to shake some of the tension free.  “It was worth it.  You heard the crowd.  You saw everyone in the pit just now.  This is a night they’ll never forget.  Immortal Angel made their mark on Australia.”
 
   She didn’t counter or argue, which meant she knew he was right.  He gave her his most adoring smile, draped his arm over her shoulder and headed to his dressing room, anxious to see his son.
 
   When Jimmy stepped through the door, the room full of people took him by surprise.  “Dad!  Mom!”  His two brothers were also in the room, stockpiling food from the lavish buffet.  Even Kira made a surprise visit.  “What’s everyone doing here?”
 
   Kira waved from across the room.  “I made the tail end of the show!  It was fantastic!  Wouldn’t miss it for the world!”
 
   “Is that any way to greet your mother?”  Jimmy’s mom kissed his cheek, oblivious to the sweat that covered his body.
 
   Jimmy was too shocked to respond.
 
   His mother gave Audra a hug.  “Congratulations.  My son couldn’t have picked a nicer girl.  I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.”
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Wilder.  I’d like that very much.”
 
   Jimmy’s parents and Audra had met several times over the years, but they hadn’t connected since Jimmy and Audra started dating.  Between the back-to-back tours, rehearsals, and their hectic schedules, the four of them couldn’t coordinate and stick to a set date.
 
   “You came all the way to Australia to congratulate us?” Jimmy asked his mother, still trying to comprehend that his parents took a spur of the moment trip halfway around the world.
 
   “Yes.  And to meet my grandson.”  Her tone hardened.  “I don’t care how busy you are, Jimmy.  I want quality time with my grandchild and my firstborn son.”
 
   “I know.  Sorry, Mom.  It was a crazy few weeks with the tours and Mason.  The kid was just getting settled.”  He was grateful his mother wanted to be involved in Mason’s life.  There was no word on Kendall’s parents, and Jimmy didn’t know if Mason even knew his other set of grandparents.
 
   “Congratulations.  Son.  Audra.”  Jimmy’s dad enveloped him in a hug.  “My grandson is a genius, and you’re a remarkable musician, Jimmy.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad.  I wish I would’ve known you were here.  You could have played with us on stage.”
 
   His father shook his head with modesty.  “That’s your music.  I don’t play the kind of music you kids like to listen to.”
 
   Mason finally noticed that Jimmy was in the room and bounded over to him.  He attached himself to Jimmy’s legs, and Jimmy picked up his son.  “Did you meet my parents, Mase?”
 
   Mason nodded really fast.  “Gramma and Granpa.”
 
   The rest of the band, along with Jessi and Alyssa burst through the door.
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Wilder!  You finally arrived!”  Angel kissed Jimmy’s mother’s cheek with warm affection and shook his father’s hand.
 
   “How did you know they were here?” Jimmy asked Angel.
 
   “Well . . .”  Angel tried to hide a sheepish grin.  “I sorta flew them out here.”
 
   “You did what?”
 
   “Your mom called me.  She was worried about Mason on tour and your schedule.  I assured her everything was fine, but when I heard that she never got a chance to meet Mason before we left New York, I couldn’t bear the disappointment in her voice.  I hope you’re not mad at me.  I thought it’d be a nice surprise.”
 
   Jimmy was floored.  It was an enormous expense, surpassed only by his friend’s generosity.  “Angel . . . man . . .  that was too kind.  Really.”  He gulped the emotion rising in his throat.  “You got me with that one.  Thanks, man.  I’m gonna pay you back.  Every penny.”
 
   “Nonsense.  It was a gift for your parents.  Besides, I haven’t seen them in ages.  And when was the last time your entire family was together?”  Angel pointed to Jimmy’s brothers with a smile.  “You can reimburse me for their airfare, though.  They played on my sympathy nerve.”
 
   Jimmy laughed.  It was just like his brothers to infringe on a good time, and Angel never could say no to anyone.  “Hey, Jason!  Jake!” Jimmy called to his brothers. “When you guys stop chugging the free alcohol, how about sayin’ hello to your brother?”  They both nodded and waved between shoveling food in their mouths and tossing back beer.
 
   Audra slipped her hand in Jimmy’s.  “Your parents look really happy to be here.”
 
   They were laughing with Aunt Mary, who seemed thankful to have someone her own age to talk to.  Jimmy scanned the room.  He was surrounded by the people he loved most.  It was a crazy few months, filled with dramatic highs and lows, uncertainties and setbacks.  In the end, everything fell into place.  Immortal Angel was at an all-time high.  The woman he loved was at his side and would soon be his wife, and his son was in his arms.  Life didn’t get much better than this . . . except if, maybe, there were a couple more little rockers running around to keep Mason company.
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