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1: Not So Exciting News

 

Alice looked so excited that I was immediately on guard. That was the sort of smile I saw back in middle school when she was about to get us in a hell of a lot of trouble with one of the nuns. That was the sort of smile I saw on her face in high school when we'd made our way to public school and she was about to do something that could get us expelled. That was the kind of smile she had on her face in college when we were about to do something that was going to give me a serious headache and a case of regrets the following morning.

In short I was so fucking stoked to find out whatever it was that put that stupid grin on her face.

"Okay, spill."

Alice paused for a dramatic moment and looked around the restaurant. It was a nice enough joint downtown that had decent prices for the business lunch crowd. That's all I cared about since I was still new enough in my job, fresh out of college, that I tried to scrimp and save wherever I could.

As Alice looked around I got even more excited. She was starting to look downright conspiratorial. It was looking like I was about to have an adventure the likes of which I thought would never happen again when I got my diploma and found myself plopped directly into corporate America.

God how I needed some excitement after all the crap I put up with at work. It was still one hell of an adjustment going from summers spent at the beach partying to dealing with a job where I was actually expected to work like I had, well, a job. Not that I'd never had a job before, it's just that I was used to having a summer job that also allowed me time to have fun.

"Well you know how I've been going on about the sold-out Sleepwalker reunion tour that's coming to town?"

"Yeah…"

Suddenly I was a little less excited. My grimace must've shown on my face because Alice rolled her eyes and let out a disgusted noise of her own.

Sleepwalker. Ugh.

Even back in the day I'd never been obsessed with America’s favorite girl power group like everybody else. They happened to hit when I was going through my middle school contrarian phase when I hated anything that was popular, and by the time I came out of it they’d imploded for some reason and weren't the big thing anymore.

Of course there was no avoiding them when they were big so I'd been forced to endure some of their music. On the radio. People playing them in class and getting in trouble. Alice forcing me to listen to them when she gave me rides. Hearing them at school dances. They were everywhere.

Until they weren't.

I'd been happy when they weren't anywhere anymore. This reunion tour had been a thorn in my side ever since Alice heard about it. She wouldn't shut up about it.

“I don’t understand why you’re so down on them,” Alice said with another frustrated sigh. “I’d figure someone of your persuasion would appreciate a group who pretty much got famous championing your lifestyle choices.”

I rolled my eyes. Sure I’d tried explaining this before, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to rehash the conversation one more time.

“Let’s just say I’m annoyed with them precisely because their lead singer pretty much exploited pearl clutching in the media over her implied sexuality to rise to the top despite a lack of anything approaching musical talent,” I said.

Alice sniffed. She never did like it when I started laying into her favorite girl group, but I figured all was fair if she was going to bring it up now. I cocked an eyebrow.

“Why are you so into them anyways? Do I need to take you around to some of our coven meetings? Introduce you to some of my special lady friends?”

“Coven meetings? What the hell are you talking about? You’re a lesbian, not part of some secret society,” Alice said, sticking her tongue out.

I wiggled my eyebrows. “Maybe, but I know a few girls who wouldn’t mind you pulling that move on them. Pretty little straight girl like you? Yeah, they’d be all over that!”

“Shut up. Besides, I don’t have to swing your way to like a group’s music. If that was the case no straight person would ever be able to go to, like, any Broadway show ever.”

I shrugged. “Fair point. So why are you bringing up Sleepwalker? Like you said they're sold out."

"That's what I'm so excited about!" Alice said.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as she clapped and squealed. I started to worry. Alice wouldn't be this excited about that concert if it was sold out and she didn't have tickets. Which could only mean…

"I won tickets in a contest! Can you believe it?"

"You won," I said.

My voice was flat but Alice didn't seem to notice. That or she was ignoring my tone. That was more likely. She didn't miss much.

"Yes!"

Her squealing was so high pitched I felt like I needed to cover my ears. It reminded me of exactly how we'd been, well, back in middle school when Alice was obsessed with Sleepwalker. Her obsession with them coupled with my avoidance of anything that was remotely popular at the time had caused some friction in our friendship. I was starting to feel a little bit of that friction returning. Weird. I thought all of that was buried in the past.

"Well that's great for you Alice!"

"Oh no," she said. "You're not getting away that easily. You're coming with me!"

I put my fork down. "I don't think so."

"Come on Jessica!" Alice whined. "I need somebody to go with me and I can't think of anybody better than my best friend!"

I arched an eyebrow. "Did you honestly forget how I felt about them or are you just screwing with me?"

Alice shrugged and smiled. That was a smile that said she hadn't forgotten. Not at all. No, she was just fucking with me now. I sighed.

"I hadn't forgotten," she said. "Not exactly. But have you forgotten your promise?"

Damn it. I thought we were beyond that. I thought that promise was so far behind us that Alice didn't remember it. Only it was starting to look like she had one hell of a better memory than I'd ever given her credit for.

"Are you really bringing up a stupid promise you made back in middle school?"

"I'm going to make you love Sleepwalker!" Alice said. "I don't care what it takes! And I think front row tickets where we'll be close enough to see everything is exactly what you'll need!"

I rolled my eyes. "Barf!"

Come on. I get to hear some music I like and you get to see a pretty girl running around onstage. Ear candy for me and eye candy for you. What’s not to like about that?”

 “Have you even seen pictures of the group lately? They're probably all old, wrinkled, and so overweight that they need roadies to hold them up when they climb on top of groupies so they don't accidentally crush them!”

"I have seen their pictures thank you very much," she said. "And they look quite nice if you’re into that sort of thing. I know Gareth still looks plenty yummy."

I was going to injure my eyes from all the rolling they were doing in this conversation. Assuming it was possible to injure your eyes from rolling them too much. I didn’t know enough about anatomy to tell one way or another.

What I did know is that the token male lead guitarist of the infamous girl group was probably the real reason Alice had been so into them for so many years. Not that she’d ever admit to anything of the sort. No, it was “all about the music” for her, even if she did have a poster of him over her bed standing shirtless and caressing his guitar with the sort of look most men usually reserved for the women in their lives.

Or the men, though I was pretty sure he was the one member of the group who kept things on the straight and narrow. Seemed only appropriate that everyone in that band should be into girls considering the way they’d parlayed that one novelty into a brief but massive career.

"Oh yeah? Does Gareth still looked sexy posing for publicity photos with his walker?"

"You know they're not that much older than we are," Alice said. "Gareth is only five years older. I figure I totally have a chance!"

"I'm sure Gareth is married and spoken for by now. Surely some lucky groupie locked him up back in the day."

Alice shrugged. "I don't know. But even if he’s married, I'd be happy to be his one night stand!"

"You slut!" I said with a giggle.

I thought back to some of the pictures I’d seen of the girls in Sleepwalker. I wouldn’t be able to pick any of them out of a lineup even back then, but I did remember they were pretty good looking. Maybe it wouldn’t be the end of the world to provide a little moral support for my best friend, even if it did put me in the weird situation of accompanying my straight friend to a concert put on by a famously lesbian group that I didn’t care for in the least despite swinging the same way.

“I’d be anything for Gareth,” Alice giggled. “And I’m pretty sure you’d melt for Ivy.”

Ivy?”

“The lead singer. I’d be a slut for Gareth and you can be a slut for Ivy. God knows you could stand to get laid!”

And with that turn in the conversation the weird tension from a decade old argument we hadn't brought up in years was broken. We were giggling like a couple of schoolgirls. God it felt good to do that after dealing with all the boring seriousness of working and the adult world for a few months. Alice was the only person who could still have that effect on me.

Alice locked eyes with me. "You're coming with me. There's no question. You're the only person I'd want to take to this concert!"

"The only reason I'm the only person you'd want to take is so you can torture me!"

Alice smirked. I sighed. I knew when she had me beat. And she had me beat now. The one thing she could do to drag me to a Sleepwalker concert was play the friend card. We'd known each other for so long that I could barely remember the first time we met back when we were little kids going to the babysitter together. She was the closest thing I had to a sister in this world, and there wasn't a chance I was going to leave her in the lurch.

"You really are sneaky. You know that right?" I asked.

Alice’s grin got even broader. "So does that mean you're going?"

"Of course I'm going! I can endure a night of auditory torture for you. Besides, the eye candy might be worth it."

Alice squealed and clapped her hands. Then she surprised me by coming around the table and enveloping me in a hug.

"Thank you! Even if you don't fall in love with Sleepwalker, I promise you'll have a good time!"

I pulled away from the hug and smiled a sardonic half smile. "We'll see."

I suppose it would be a nice trip down memory lane even if there wasn't much of a chance of me enjoying the concert. I'd heard plenty of their stuff on the radio and at awkward dances back when I was still lying to myself that I was into guys, so I'm sure I'd have a good time as long as they stuck to some of the more mainstream stuff and didn’t have any new material to show off.

There was nothing worse than a once famous band trying to show off their new material instead of sticking to the old playlist everyone in the audience actually gave a fuck about.

I thought about going home and looking them up. Maybe getting a look at the girls, and one guy, today to give me fuel to toss barbs at Alice, but as I looked at her smiling face, as I saw how ridiculously happy she was, I decided I wasn't going to do it. She was obviously enjoying the idea of dragging me to the concert and I wasn't going to ruin it by coming up with a bunch of preloaded sarcastic comments about her favorite band ever.

Or at least her favorite band ever back when we were thirteen and she didn’t know any better.

No, I'd suffer in silence for the sake of my best friend, but there wasn't a chance in hell she was ever going to follow through on that promise to make me love that band. There was absolutely nothing in this world that could make me love Sleepwalker.

Nothing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Concert Night

 

A knock on my bedroom door interrupted the finishing touches on my makeup. I pulled it open. Alice stood there with a huge smile on her face that immediately turned to a frown as she saw me.

More specifically as she took in what I wore.

"No. No way," she said. "You're not sitting next to me front row looking like that!"

Well. Fuck you too Alice!

I didn't give voice to that particular nasty thought though. Mostly because she was right. I'd deliberately dressed down for the occasion. Call it my own form of protest.

If she was going to drag me to this thing, if she was going to talk about front row tickets as though they were a magical ticket to catch the band's attention and get backstage passes where we were going to fall in love and live happily ever after, then I figured I was going to dress down and annoy her as much as she was annoying me.

Besides, I wanted to put on frumpy clothes. I wanted to act like the complete opposite of every woman who’d ever bought into the hype that Ivy chick tossed around. I figured it was striking a blow for every unsuspecting girl who’d ever thrown herself at the band. I'm sure it would confuse the hell out of them if we did by some miracle end up meeting one of them.

It was obvious Alice was having none of it.

"There's no way you're going to the concert with me dressed like that," she said. "Honestly, even if you're willing to embarrass yourself you sure as hell aren't going to embarrass me!"

I sighed. "Fine, makeover?"

"You bet your ass!"

Alice descended on me. I don't know why I thought I could get away with this. It's not like Alice would ever in a thousand years allow me to go out anywhere dressed like I was. Why would it be any different now when she expected me to dress like the perfect little groupie? She couldn’t be the perfect little groupie if her friend didn’t look the part, after all. Even if her friend had no interest in playing the part. But boy was she already dressed for the part!

Damn it.

And so I found myself back in my bedroom where I'd spent time meticulously going over my wardrobe trying to find the perfect combination of clothing that would be acceptable for going out while clearly communicating to a bunch of girl power wannabes trying to go back to the well one last time before they faded permanently into pop culture obscurity that there wasn't a chance in hell they were going to have a chance with me even if my friend was open for business.

Well, she was open for business for Gareth, at least. Something told me the results would be very disappointing for any of the female members of the band trying to hit on her.

It felt like Alice rummaged through everything in my wardrobe looking for an outfit that screamed the exact opposite of everything I wanted my original outfit to scream. I wasn't surprised, but I was a little disappointed I didn't get away with my scheme.

"Damn! Don't you have anything halfway slutty in here?" Alice asked.

I sniffed. That wasn't a very charitable assessment of my wardrobe. Then again, she was looking in the complete wrong place if she wanted to find any of my "slutty" outfits, as she so eloquently put it.

I sighed. I could continue to protest, but really this was ruining Alice's night. This wasn't being a very good friend. I'd put up my token resistance, she'd shot me down, and that was that. There was no point in continuing to resist.

"You're looking in the wrong place," I said.

Alice turned and blinked at me. "I am?"

"Look in the dresser. Top right drawer," I said.

Alice arched an eyebrow at me, but she followed my directions. Her eyes went wide as she saw what was waiting there.

"Damn!"

"What can I say? I was optimistic when we moved to the city."

Optimistic that I'd actually have time to go out. Optimistic that I'd have time to hit the bars. Optimistic that I'd be able to do all of the fun night life stuff that young twenty somethings fresh out of college were supposedly flocking to the city to have close by. Maybe meet a nice girl, or a nice couple of girls, and sow some wild oats now that I had a little disposable income to throw around.

All of that was before I discovered the joys of office work. The joys of being so damn tired when I got home that the only thing I could consider was heating up some dinner before I crashed.

Ironic that I finally had the money but not the time or the inclination. The opposite had been the case in college. I’d had a lot more fun back in college, for that matter. Now I was in the middle of a dry spell that felt like it would never end.

But I still had a wardrobe from those days when I'd been slightly more optimistic about my chances for having a social life. Even if that optimism hadn't paid off in the broad strokes, at least it would allow Alice to have a buddy who was dressed appropriately tonight. I suppose that was a small bit of consolation.

She pulled out a perfectly folded top. Shook it out and her eyes went wide. It was so sheer as to almost be see-through.

I shook my head. "No. No way!"

"Come on!" Alice said. "This might be your only chance to meet Sleepwalker! Actual rock stars! And they all swing your way! Mostly. Okay so seventy-five percent of them…"

I rolled my eyes. "No thank you. I don’t care if the girls in this band have model good looks. Doesn’t change the fact that they’re a washed up one trick pony who rode their ‘controversial’ gayness to the top of the charts and disappeared once the novelty wore off."

Alice rolled her eyes in turn. "You have to at least act like you're having fun tonight! None of that crap. They’re a frickin’ band who plays music, not a political movement!"

"Fine," I said. "That was the last jab. I promise!"

"You'd better!"

She tossed the sheer top down next to me. It was a tank top, but again it was so thin that it barely even deserved to be called clothing. Anyone would be able to see my bra under the thing. Not that I necessarily minded. I didn’t have the thing so it could sit in the bottom drawer adding to my dust collection, after all. It was just the circumstances tonight didn’t leave me feeling all that great about wearing it.

We were going to be front row. I didn’t want any of the girls in Sleepwalker to look down at me and think I was some simpering groupie slutting it up for their pleasure. No way.

At least I could wear something sensible under it. Maybe something dark that would blend in with the top. Definitely not something…

Red. Lacy. Designed to draw every eye in the vicinity. Alice held the bra dangling from her fingers with a huge grin plastered on her face. A grin I wanted to smack off, but I fought the urge.

"You've got to be kidding," I said.

"You promised!" Alice said as she tossed the bra down beside me.

“I promised to go to the concert. I didn't promise to go dressed like I’m about to hop onstage and do a pole dance!”

“Well this is what you’re wearing. You’re not ruining my chances with Gareth with your frumpasaurus routine, and that’s that.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I needed to go with the flow. To give in. This evening would go a hell of a lot easier if I did.

Besides, even if I was dressed like this it's not like any of the ladies in Sleepwalker would even notice me. Or have a chance in hell to get with me if by some miracle they did notice us from our perch in the front row.

And so I found myself pulling on the sluttiest outfit I'd worn since we'd both graduated college and moved to the big city. Which wasn't that long ago, even if it did feel like an eternity!

It's not like I was against getting dressed up. Far from it. It's just that I wasn't exactly a fan of getting dressed up for an event where I wasn't interested in attracting any of the ladies onstage.

Hey, I might not agree with the band’s schtick personally, but I figured there were probably plenty of girls who swung my way and were the type to go to a Sleepwalker concert. Even if I ignored the ladies onstage, and the token dude, it was entirely possible I might find a little fun waiting for me in a crowd that promised to be one hell of a target rich environment for a lady who was into the ladies.

And I was showing solidarity with my friend, even if there was no chance any rock star hands were going to be making their way up my skirt. I was sure that was what Alice was hoping for. Fantasy and reality were two very different unrelated things in her mind today.

I looked at her and arched my eyebrow. "You're not going to redo my makeup?"

"No," she said. "Your makeup is cute. It's the rest of your frumpasaurus outfit that was the real problem."

I smiled and resisted the urge to reach out and smack my best friend. That would really put a damper on the evening before it started. Instead I reached out and took her hand.

It was time for us to go out on the town. Tear it up like we hadn't since we both got full time real world jobs. As we walked out dressed to the nines my excitement was only slightly tempered by the knowledge we were going out to tear it up by seeing the biggest bad girl rock act in the world ten years ago.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Poor Little Rich Girl

 

Everything was blurry, but it was an unfamiliar blurry. It definitely wasn’t the view of the beach I was used to.

Where the hell was I?

I blinked and reality resolved around me showing my bed that ran the length of the tour bus. That was right. I was on the tour bus. Not as comfortable as the house overlooking the ocean, but then again that bed had felt unfamiliar back when we stopped touring and I started enjoying a less nomadic lifestyle.

On instinct I rolled over and ran my arm along the side of the bed expecting to find some pretty young thing lying next to me. Only my arm hit nothing but sheets. Very comfortable and expensive sheets, to be sure, but I would’ve rather had the pretty something next to me than a high thread count.

I grimaced. Right. That was another difference from when we used to go on tour. A difference because of a deliberate choice I’d made.

No more. Never again. I wasn’t repeating the mistakes of the past in the present, damn it. Even if it did mean I didn’t have anyone to wake up next to in the morning.

I checked my watch. Late afternoon. Late enough that there were probably already crowds gathered at a safe distance from the buses. Late enough that I should probably go ahead and make my first appearance of the evening. After I got ready.

A half hour later I stepped off the bus and the screams started. I put on my sunglasses even though it was late enough in the afternoon and the surrounding buildings cast enough of a shadow that they weren’t strictly necessary. Rock Star 101. Don’t let them know which way you were looking.

Plus with the hangover I was nursing even a little bit of light was enough to feel like someone was jamming ice picks into my eyes. I sighed and brushed some hair back over my shoulders. Made sure to stick the girls out enough to draw some attention. Might as well give all the lovely ladies over at the fence a little show.

I nodded to Karen who was sitting in a folding chair reading a book. She looked up at me and grinned and then it was back to the book. Not that she was really needed with the fence doing the heavy lifting security-wise, but I’d seen what the woman could do and I was glad she was there even if she wasn’t needed right now.

I looked over to the chain link fence separating the buses from our rabid fans with a fake smile plastered on my face. That fake smile almost turned to a grimace. Those buses were something else that was very different from the last time we were on tour.

Back then we all traveled on the same bus. We were like sisters. Well, sisters and Gareth who was the closest thing I had to a brother. We’d hang out, play video games, drink, do stuff that was a little more illegal than drinking, and have fun with girls on that bus.

It was our home when we first hit it big.

There were times I missed those days, but they were gone. Everyone had their own bus for this big reunion tour. And I couldn’t blame them. Talia had her wife to travel with. That still felt weird to say even though it had been completely legal for awhile now. Emma had her brand new wife to think of as well, though they hadn’t been together for nearly as long as Talia and her girl.

Those two were still very much in the honeymoon phase. Always sneaking back to her bus under the dirty looks of fans who wished they could be in her new wife’s place. That bus spent a hell of a lot of time rocking, is what I’m trying to get at. It was enough to turn my stomach with jealousy.

The only one who was out here on their own was Gareth. Still my partner in crime years later, still like the brother I never had, but he insisted on his own bus too.

I suppose it probably had been awkward for him being the only guy in a bus full of women. A bus full of women he couldn’t touch, at that.

That left me alone in my bus that didn’t do any rocking. No, I wasn’t going to have a repeat of my misspent youth.

I gave a half assed wave to the women lined up at the chain link fence. I suppose I owed them at least that much. They were the ones who made my career and allowed me to afford that expensive beach house, after all. A wave of earsplitting shrieks followed my wave.

I stopped to look at the crowd. The girls here were almost enough to make me rethink my policy about not cutting a path of broken hearts along the tour.

“Damn,” I said under my breath as I looked at the selection. As I hated myself for thinking of fans as “the selection” even as it rose unbidden in my mind. More out of habit than anything else. Some old habits were very hard to break.

I was surprised to see girls who looked like they were college aged. Definitely a decade younger than our prime demographic which was high school to college aged when we were first famous but had aged solidly into the mom demographic since. The MILF demographic if some of the thirty-something women shrieking at the fence as though they weren’t going home to hubby and the kids when the concert was over were any indication.

At least I figured most of them were probably going home to hubby. There was no way that entire crowd played for my team, even if they might be tempted to be a switch hitter for a night if I played my cards right.

I shook my head. I wasn’t going to play any of those cards, damn it. Those days were behind me.

Those younger girls were a surprise at every concert. The same thought occurred to me that popped up every time I saw them. They were probably in elementary school when we were famous the first time around and now they were old enough to go to our concerts.

Damn I felt old. I gave one last wave that set off a fresh wave of shrieks. I knew I could have a surprising number of those girls tonight, even with hubby and the kids waiting at home. I was Ivy. Lead singer of Sleepwalker. Seducer of woman straight or gay all across the country. The most infamous lesbian rocker to ever tear a streak of wet panties and broken hearts across this great nation and even on some foreign tours.

Only I wasn’t that girl anymore.

I deliberately turned away from the buffet of flesh and made my way inside to get directions to the green room.

“Hey! Heartthrob decided to grace us with her presence!”

I grinned at Gareth and flipped him off. It was a good natured flipping off though. He laughed and returned the gesture and then went back to picking at his guitar. The man was a god on that instrument. Part of the reason why he got the position of the only breeder dude in a band famous for being stocked with girls who liked girls. That and he’d been my friend even before we started the band.

“How’s it going Ivy?” Talia asked from across the room.

“Doing great,” I said. “How about you?”

“Living the dream.”

Yeah, it sure looked like she was living the dream. She sat on the green room couch with her wife Lisa. Lisa who still looked as stunning today as when she first started hanging out with the band halfway through our first brush with fame.

“Lisa,” I said with a nod. “How’re the kids?”

“Supposedly driving grandma crazy,” Lisa said. “Though I’m sure having the nanny along to help out means that’s a little bit of hyperbole.”

“Good to know.”

Damn did she look good even after having two kids. Of course it wasn’t how hot she was that had me so jealous. No, it was just the fact that they were so happy together. It was a not-so-subtle reminder of the consequences of my lifestyle way back when.

“Where’s Emma?”

“Where do you think?” Gareth asked, looking up from his guitar and making a rude gesture with two of his fingers and his tongue. Even Lisa laughed at that one.

Of course they were back at her bus. They’d probably be there right up until ten minutes before we were supposed to be on stage, and they’d make a beeline right back to her bus as soon as they could make an excuse to get away from the after party.

Assuming they didn’t get too worked up at the after party and just go off to some secluded corner where they could do what came naturally to newlyweds.

Yet another reminder of what I didn’t have. Of what I could’ve had but decided that having a random girl in every city was more important. At least until the Incident.

At least I had free food. Well I suppose in a way it wasn’t free. We were probably paying for it somewhere down the line in the contracts the legal people drew up, but I didn’t have to break out any cash or my credit card so that was as close to free as didn’t matter to me.

“How’s the food selection tonight?”

“Dismal,” Talia said.

“Yup. It’s just some chips and cans of soda.”

“Ha ha, very funny you two.”

Only when I made my way over to the table it turned out that wasn’t too far from the truth. There were a couple of bags of potato chips set out. Not even poured into bowls. There was a vegetable tray that looked like it was hastily snapped up from a supermarket and it had definitely seen better days. When I leaned in close to inspect the packaging I saw that it was a week past its expiration date.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I said.

My stomach rumbled as though to punctuate the statement. I was hungry, and I didn’t have anything back on the bus because I figured they’d provide a nice spread like usual.

“Poor Ivy,” Gareth said, shaking his head in mock sympathy. “Rock goddess doesn’t have everything set out exactly like she wants it.”

There was nothing for it but to flip him the bird again. He made the same gesture he’d made to illustrate what Emma and her woman were up to, though it took on different meaning directing it at me.

“Tempting, but no thanks stud,” I said.

“Your loss,” Gareth said with a shrug and a cheeky grin, not missing a beat as he worked her guitar.

“Anyplace good around here I could sneak out to without getting noticed?”

“They’re funneling all the fan traffic through the east side of the arena,” Gareth said without looking up. “One of the security guys said there was a diner over on the west side that would probably be pretty deserted if any of us wanted to get out before the concert.”

“Good. Think I’m going to check that out before we get started. Want to come with?”

Gareth shook his head without missing a beat. I looked over to Talia and Lisa but they shook their heads too. It looked like it was going to be me all by my lonesome. I went off to find security.

I’d long ago learned to be very nice to the security at these places because they usually had the skinny on getting out of the venue nice and quiet-like without worrying about crowds of groupies running me over and groping me to death. Not that getting groped to death had ever happened as far as I knew, but I didn’t want to be the first documented case.

A few quiet words with the head of security and I was tossing on a hoodie and making my way out of a small out of the way door in an alley on the west side of the arena that was completely deserted.

“I’ll have one of my guys waiting here for you to get back,” the guy said.

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

To show him how much I appreciated it I slipped him a couple hundreds as I was shook his hand. “Let your guy know there’s some of that waiting for him if I get to enjoy dinner in peace without any fans or photographers mysteriously finding out where I am.”

The security head grinned. “Sure thing Ivy, though I’d prefer an autographed picture if you don’t mind. My daughter is a big fan. Says you girls are retro and all that.”

“I think I can arrange that,” I said.

I didn’t make a sour face until I  turned away from the guy. Retro? I know he meant well, but yeesh. We’d only been out of the spotlight for ten years. Maybe that explained why some of the girls coming to our shows were so young. I wasn’t going to knock it if it put paying butts in seats, but it still stung just a little and made me feel old all over again.

I looked at my phone. The map said this place was just around the corner so I started walking. I kept my head down at first, but soon enough it was back up because why bother? This side of the arena was strangely deserted, mostly business stuff and businesses built to cater to business types. Definitely not the sort of place where you’d find concert-goers.

It was nice going for a walk without worrying about paparazzi or crazy fans trying to chase me down. Not that I’d had to worry about the first all that much in recent years. At least not before the tour.

Now that we were sort of back in the news people were interested again, but I was even less inclined to play along these days since most of the stories were of the “let’s all laugh at the aging wannabes on tour” variety.

Yeah, fuck those assholes.

The diner was pretty nice. It had an old feel to it, though whether that was because it had been sitting here for who knows how many years or because they deliberately made it up to have an old-timey feel was anyone’s guess.

I stopped at the front counter wondering if I was about to run into someone who might call the press. I breathed a sigh of relief when an older lady who looked like she hadn’t been in the Sleepwalker target demographic for at least the fifty years since this diner was maybe built came out from the back.

“Can I help you?”

“Do I need to sit at the counter here or can I take a seat at a booth?”

“Whatever floats your boat hon,” she said in a raspy voice that said she’d maybe had one too many cigarettes over the years.

I decided it would be more prudent to take a seat at one of the booths running along the front of the diner. Sure there were big picture windows along that side and anyone walking past could look in and see me or take a picture, but the area was so deserted that I wasn’t particularly worried. I’d long ago learned that it paid to sit in a nice quiet corner where I was less likely to be noticed even if the coast did seem to be mostly clear.

My instincts served me well tonight. No sooner had the elderly waitress taken my order, a simple burger and some fries, than I heard the bell ring over the door and a girl walked in who was unmistakably dressed to go to a concert. She looked over in my direction and instinctively I put my head down.

Damn it. I’d gone to all this trouble to find a nice out of the way place to have a quick meal and now a fan managed to find me despite my best efforts. There really was no escape.

I looked up once I figured enough time had passed that the coast was clear. Got a really good look at this girl for the first time, and…

Damn.

Like, seriously. Damn.

This girl was hot. Sure I was only catching glimpses, but I liked those glimpses. She sparkled like your typical concert goer. Almost like there was an unspoken dress code for women at our concerts that included dressing up as a disco ball.

Aside from that, though, damn. Long hair flowed down past her shoulders, a killer body that filled out that sparkly disco ball outfit in all the right places, and when she turned in my direction I saw a pair of stunning blue eyes to go along with the shiny dark hair and a smile that immediately had me weak in the knees.

That was new for this tour. Sure I’d seen girls and thought they were hot, but I’d never been this taken this quickly looking at any of them.

No, that was the sort of thing that led to problems like the Incident, and that was the last thing I wanted on this tour. I wanted to make some money, have some fun reliving old memories, and go back to my nice house on the beach where I could enjoy all the advantages of hitting it big young and having the good sense to come up with a nice investment portfolio rather than blowing it all on parties and cars and drugs or whatever the hell it was people did to spiral out of control and provide some drama for the inevitable VH1 documentary.

Still. I’d only gotten one look at her, but already there was something different about this girl. I knew it was a bad idea, but I found myself wanting to go over and introduce myself. I always loved the look girls got when they realized who I was, but that wasn’t a look I’d enjoyed in quite some time what with the whole abstaining from hitting on fans and all.

Here was an opportunity to have that fun considering this was a girl who was here for the concert. Yeah, she’d know exactly who I was, and more importantly it was just the two of us. I could have a quick conversation and duck back to the arena before whatever she posted to social media had a chance to get very far, assuming anyone believed her in the first place.

It didn’t hurt that she was hot, or that she had a smile that made me feel warm all over for some reason. I lied to myself that a pretty smile had nothing to do with it. That I was just having some fun in a controlled environment where I couldn’t get too carried away and do something silly like what I used to back in the day.

There was a voice in the back of my head whispering that this was a bad idea. I ignored that voice. I was just going up to say hi. That’s all this was. Even if she was getting me turned on in a way that a fan hadn’t in a good long while, it’s not like anything was going to come of a brief meeting in some diner.

I’d have some fun with a fan, she’d get a thrill, and we’d part friends.

I didn’t care what that little voice was whispering. I was compelled by a more powerful force. Whether that more powerful force was the universe trying to push me towards this girl or just my lizard brain noticing a pretty girl and short circuiting the more rational thinking parts of my brain was anyone’s guess, but I was a slave to that force for the moment.

So I stood and made my way over to give one lucky fan the concert experience of a lifetime. This was going to be fun.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Pre-Concert Snack

 

"This is spooky."

"Tell me about it," Alice said.

"It's never like this during the day."

"No way," Alice said. "The whole place is packed with people."

It looked like a ghost town now. The only people in evidence were a couple of homeless people packing it up for the night. My stomach grumbled and I looked around.

"Is there any place we could eat that's open this late?" I asked.

"Sure! There's plenty of restaurants around here," Alice said. "Like…"

Only I didn't see anything that looked like it was remotely close to being open. We were on the financial side of the big arena rather than the night life side. Most of the restaurants around here were a breakfast and lunch type of deal. Everything in this part of downtown shut down around 5 o'clock, except for the arena of course when there was a concert or a game, and so why the hell would any of the restaurants bother to stay open if there were no customers? 

"Maybe there's something behind the arena?” I said. “Surely places right there would stay open for games and stuff."

"I really kind of wanted to get to our seats. Can't you just eat at the concert?" Alice asked.

"And pay an arm and a leg for my food? No thanks. I'm not made of money!"

Alice sighed. "Fine."

I looked around again. It really was spooky how deserted this part of town that was after 5 o'clock. It was almost enough to send a chill down my spine. I could almost imagine people lurking in the shadows, lurking in the alleys, but there probably weren't even criminals down here. Criminals needed people to prey on. Even the muggers were probably off in another part of town where they could rob flesh and blood people rather than the ghosts.

"How about this?" I said. "You want to get to the arena. I want to have dinner without paying fifty dollars for a cheap hot dog. Why don't you go ahead and I'll catch up after I've found a diner or something and grabbed a quick bite to eat."

Alice regarded me skeptically. "This isn't some attempt to get out of this? You're not going to turn around and go back to our apartment the instant I lose sight of you, are you?"

I laughed and pulled Alice into a hug. A hug that seemed to surprise her from the way her eyes went wide. Then she wrapped her arms around me.

"Don't worry," I said. "I'll be there. I just need food. I had to skip lunch at work today."

Alice pulled back. "Fine. Have fun with your greasy food!"

I turned and looked around. There really wasn't anything open. There were no lights to be seen on the first level of any building. Sure there were lights twinkling in some of the towers, but that was to be expected. I was pretty sure none of the lights up there were hiding a diner or a restaurant or anything like that. Maybe a break room with some popcorn, but I needed dinner. I pulled out my phone and tapped. Tried to find something that was actually open this time of night in this part of town.

My face lit up. There was a small diner that was pretty close to the arena. More importantly it looked like the only place on my side of the arena that was still open.

So with phone in hand I started navigating towards it.

I stepped inside and the smell of burgers and fries hit my nose. That wasn't normally the kind of thing I'd go for, I had a figure to watch after all, but as far as I was concerned it was manna from the heavens tonight. I sidled up to the counter. An actual honest to God counter where you could order and eat.

The only other person in the place was some girl at the far end with her head down chowing down on a burger and fries. This seemed like a very burger and fries type of place.

I decided that sounded like just the thing and I put in my order with an older waitress with a sweet smile and a voice that sounded like she’d enjoyed one cigarette too many over the years.

The waitress had just put my meal down and I was about to bite into it. Only before I could bite down a shadow fell across me. I looked up and blinked. It was the girl who'd been sitting in the corner with her head down eating. At least I assumed this was the same girl. The hair color was the same and it's not like there was anybody else in here.

And holy shit. Good God damn.

This girl was hot! She looked like a girl who took care of herself. Spent plenty of time in the gym. She had curves in all the right places, but they were contained in a tight package that was shown off by some ridiculously over the top outfit that showed off everything while revealing nothing. I wanted to pull her down on the counter and …

Well then. Where the hell did that thought come from? I gave myself a mental shake. Tried to come out of this funk. Only her gorgeous face with those distracting eyes, her tight body, the way she held herself, that cocky confident smile on her face. It was the full package.

I went weak in the knees. Weak to the point that it was a damn good thing I was sitting on a stool because otherwise I might be falling on my ass, and it wouldn't be a good first impression to fall on my ass right in front of this incredibly hot girl, now would it?

Talk about your all time terrible first impressions. That would probably beat out the time I went up to ask Grant Thomas to dance with me at a seventh grade dance back when I was still pretending I was into guys. Keeping up appearances. Incidentally it was a Sleepwalker song playing which wasn't winning any points for the group let me tell you.

I'd tripped on my formal dress, ripping it in several places and also face planting in the process. Enough blood came pouring out of my nose that night that anyone who saw probably worried I was about to pass out from the blood loss. Only they were all wrong. I knew what was really going to kill me that night. That was the night that I very nearly had the world's very first case of a clinically proven death from embarrassment.

It had all worked out in the end, though. I didn’t really want to danced with Grant and breaking my nose had been a convenient excuse to get out of it. I’d been terrified by the interest in his eyes as I approached him.

Of course I wasn't even asking the good questions here. Like why did this girl decide to come over from where she was sitting and obviously trying to avoid being seen? Why was she smiling down at me with that expectant grin on her face? What was she expecting?

"Can I help you?" I asked.

"So you're going to the concert?"

I looked down at my outfit and laughed. "Am I that obvious?"

"Well let's just say I've been to a few of these and you kind of look the part." 

A laugh and a pregnant pause where it seemed like she was waiting for me to say something. Waiting for me to do something. What the hell it was she was expecting was beyond me, but whatever.

This girl was obviously a little weird. Incredibly hot, but just a little weird.

"Wait a minute," I said. "Did you just say you've been to a few of these concerts?"

There was that laugh again. Followed by that same look. Only this time there was something else there as well. Confusion. Sh was expecting me to react in some way, but I didn't know what the hell she was expecting.

"Well yeah," she said. "I kind of follow the group around…"

“Really? Do you go with your girlfriend or something?"

Damn. Here I was going to a concert with my friend and I still couldn’t help but flirt just a little with the sexy fangirl I met at a diner before the concert. Though I figured flirting was about as far as this was going to go. If this girl followed the band around then she probably wasn’t even from around here or anything, which was a damn shame.

Whatever it was she thought I was going to say it was plain from the look of confusion on her face that what I said was the last thing she expected. It was plain from the look on her face that I might as well have opened my mouth and started speaking in Sanskrit for all that she could understand what I was saying. And then she laughed an easy sexy laugh.

"No," she said. "No girlfriend. I'm sort of unattached at the moment."

There was something about the tone of her voice that made me think she was holding something back. I could see the pain of a breakup there, and it must’ve been a whopper. I reached out and put my hand on hers. God I was being shameless, but I didn’t care. This was probably the only fun I was going to have tonight, after all, and she said she didn’t have a girlfriend. I felt an electric shock. Damn.

"I'm sorry," I said. "Was it a bad breakup?"

She took a seat at the stool next to me and leaned against the counter. She smiled that mysterious smile again. "You might say that."

"Well whoever she was, she doesn't deserve you!"

It occurred to me that it might be the person she was talking about was a “he,” but when she didn’t correct me I figured I was in safe enough territory assuming she played for the same team I did.

"You could say that,” she said. “So I take it you're not a big fan of the band?"

I blushed again. Damn, this girl had a way of making me blush. She had a way of making me feel like that schoolgirl going up to ask Grant for that dance I hadn’t been particularly interested in, but I still got a rush from the approach. It wasn't an entirely unpleasant feeling.

"Am I that obvious?"

"Well let's just say it's pretty obvious to me when somebody isn't a fan of the group."

I sighed. "What can I say? They came along at a time when I was rebelling against anything popular. And they were the most ridiculously popular thing out there when I was in middle school."

She blinked. "Middle school?"

"Yeah? Why?"

"Nothing," she said with just the barest hint of hesitation that told me it wasn’t “nothing.” "Just suddenly feeling kind of old."

I laughed. "Are you serious? You don't look like you could be more than…"

It suddenly occurred to me that this could be a sensitive subject. Still, she didn't look like she was any older than maybe her late twenties or early to mid thirties. Not much older than me at all, in the grand scheme of things. Sure a few years ago it would've been an eternal gulf of years, but now that I was out in the real world my sense of scale when it came to age and relationships had adjusted.

Not that I'd had much chance to put that revised scale into practice.

"You can't be older than your early thirties," I said. I figured that was safe enough. Unless she was a very mature looking late twenties in which case I’d just stuck my foot in it big time.

"Younger than that, actually," she said. "I just hit the big thirty, and let me tell you it's been hitting me pretty hard. You're making me feel my age saying you were in middle school when the band first hit."

"You're being ridiculous. Besides, I'd kill to look as good as you when I'm getting to thirty. Most of the people I work with that age have really let themselves go."

She arched an eyebrow. "As good as me? You really think I look that good, do you?"

There was a mischievous twinkle to her eyes. A twinkle that sent a chill running down my spine.

"You know what I mean," I said. "Obviously you keep in shape. Besides, I work with a lot of people your age, not that your age is that old. You're only like seven years older than me…"

I was babbling. I needed to get control of myself. "The point I'm trying to make is you look damn good!"

I wanted to put my hand over my mouth. Why the hell was I acting like this? I was acting exactly like that girl who'd been babbling at that dance right before I tripped and fell and nearly broke my nose. I had the same feeling as though I'd tripped and fell all over again, the only difference being that in this case I was tripping and falling all over myself metaphorically rather than literally. Which was less painful, physically at least, but I still wanted to curl up and die.

Only she had that easy laugh. She had that easy look. "Well thanks for the compliment. Though I have to admit I have a question for you."

"Shoot," I said.

I was surprised at how easy conversation was coming with her. It was actually kind of weird. I hadn't hit it off with the a girl like this since getting out of college. It was a damn shame she was traveling the country following Sleepwalker. Because if she was local, watch out!

"If you don't really care about the band then why are you dressed up like that?"

"Solidarity. My friend Alice loves the band. She won a contest and got excellent seats close enough for the band to see us. She refused to let me go out in something frumpy. The last thing I wanted was to look like a groupie for a bunch of washed up former rock stars."

To my surprise she threw her head back and laughed. A long loud laugh that filled the diner and got the waitress looking over to us. When she came down from that laugh she was wiping a tear from her eye and smacked the counter a couple of times. I blinked at that reaction. Definitely not what I was expecting, but it made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside to get a laugh like that.

I figured she'd be insulted if anything at my frank assessment of the group. Alice acted like it was the end of the world when I dared question the musical genius of Sleepwalker. It seemed like a girl who followed the group around would be more intense in her fandom, not less.

"Did I say something funny?"

"Oh it was nothing," she said. She wiped a tear from her other eye. "You just pretty much mirrored exactly something I was saying in a conversation just a couple of months ago."

"Oh. Well I guess great minds think alike and all that."

"That they do," she said. "That they do."

She glanced down at her watch and back up at me. She had a smile on her face again, but this time it was filled with regret. It really was too bad. She was fun to talk to. I had a feeling this was going to be the highlight of my evening. From here all I had to look forward to was being deafened by decade old girl pop rock music.

"It was very nice to meet you…"

I blinked. "Oh! I can't believe I forgot. I'm Jessica."

I held a hand out. She took it and I felt that electric shock again. Damn! She dripped with sexiness, and once more I found myself cursing the universe for giving that sexiness and that confidence to a girl who wasn’t from around these here parts. It wasn't fair!

"Nice to meet you Jessica," she said. "I'm Ivy."

I sighed. Ivy. I blinked. “Hey, just like the chick in the band! No wonder you like them so much!”

Ivy shook her head and chuckled. "You're funny Jessica. I think I like you."

I smiled and blushed. "I think I like you too!"

I was such a goofball. I thought I liked her too? What sort of idiotic stupid thing was that to say? Only miraculously she wasn't running for the hills. I figured that was a good sign. She searched my face. Once more I had the distinct feeling she was looking for something. What the hell she was looking for was beyond me.

"You really mean that, don't you?"

"Of course. Why wouldn't I?"

"You'd be surprised," she said. And then she surprised me by pulling out her phone. "What's your number?"

I leaned forward and glanced down at her phone with a thin smile. "My, we're being forward aren't we?"

She blinked. "So you're not going to give me your number?"

"Of course I am. I just wanted to make you work for it since it looked like you assumed you were going get it without any trouble!"

"Again, you'd be surprised," she said.

I reached out and took her phone. I tapped my number in and hit save. She tapped into her phone and mine buzzed. I looked down. A lone text. Her name. Ivy. It sent a chill running through me even though I knew nothing was possible seeing as how I wasn’t in the mood for a long distance anything right now.

Whatever. A girl could dream. A girl could fantasize.

Ivy smiled and winked at me. "Nice to meet you Jessica," she said. "Maybe I'll see you at the concert."

"Maybe!" I said, though I seriously doubted that. 

The arena was huge. Big enough that there wasn't much chance of running into a complete stranger. Still, I had a feeling I'd get a call or a text from her at some point. Maybe we could go out shopping or something if she was in town for a day or two. Maybe something more could happen in that brief span even if there wasn’t much chance of anything long term happening. Short term could be plenty fun with the right girl.

I watched as she left. Damn was it nice watching her leave. She had that kind of body. That kind of booty. It made me want to jump her right here.

Then it happened. Just before she stepped out the door she turned around. Smiled. Her eyes ran up and down my body and it was as though a blast furnace opened right in front of me. The heat was that intense.

That look was pure lust. Pure sex. That was the look of a woman who was really liking what she saw. 

Damn.

At least I had her number. I could figure out exactly what was going on later. Whether I was going to be shopping with her or maybe shopping for something sexy to show off for her if she was going to be in town long enough. For now I needed to get to the concert. Track down Alice. She was probably wondering where the hell I was.

I’d keep my meeting with the mysterious Sleepwalker fan to myself. The evening was going to be excruciating enough without worrying about Alice pestering me about my love life and being forced to sit through Sleepwalker.

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Into the Arena

 

The concert was underway by the time I made it into the arena. The entrances led to a giant ring running around the arena proper. Once inside there were openings leading to stairs going down into the main concert area. Every time I passed one of those openings I heard music blasting.

Only it didn't sound like Sleepwalker. No, it sounded vaguely familiar, but definitely not anything I remembered from back in the day. Not that me not remembering any Sleepwalker songs actually meant anything.

I looked down at my ticket and realized what the problem was. There was some band I vaguely recognized opening for Sleepwalker. I tapped their name into my phone and I recognized all one of their hits.

Apparently there were fates worse than going on a reunion tour with a once top-of-the-charts band. You could be the opening act that barely even registered on the charts back in the day and only got to go on tour because someone in the aforementioned washed up once-popular band probably owed them a favor.

Whatever. At least going to the diner meant I missed the opening show. Their music sounded like the kind of crap I wouldn't care for even back when I was thirteen and didn't have anything approaching discerning taste in music aside from disliking Sleepwalker.

I made my way down into the arena. It was difficult to see in the darkness and I couldn’t hear myself think with the music blasting through the place.

I frowned. Either they'd never heard of moderation, or years of touring various state fairs had destroyed their hearing.

I finally found my seat and Alice. She didn't look like she was particularly enjoying herself. For that matter it didn't seem like most of the people sitting around us were enjoying themselves.

I smiled. At least she could get a feeling for what my experience was going to be when Sleepwalker hit the stage. Her face lit up when she saw me though, and I felt bad for thinking like that. I was supposed to be here showing solidarity for my friend, after all. Going into this with a sour attitude wasn't helping anything.

I was really damn impressed with the seats. When she said she won a contest she really meant she won a contest! The arena was set up with a stage at one end like usual, but running down the middle was a catwalk with a big circle at the end, presumably so the band could walk up and down and interact with more of the crowd.

We were situated at the middle of the catwalk, and I figured we'd have one hell of a vantage point when the ladies, or one guy, from the band made their way down here.

It was a clever way of extending "front row seating" well into the middle of the crowd.

There was barely anything separating us from that walk. Just a short fence and a beefy security guy who looked less like he spent a lot of time at the gym and more like he spent a lot of time at the McDonald's next to the gym. I wasn't sure how effective he'd be at keeping the throngs of crazed fans away.

Whatever. We had front row seats, is what I'm trying to get at, and the only problem was it was front row seats to a band I couldn't care less about seeing.

"Where the hell have you been?" Alice asked.

"It took awhile to find a place that was actually open," I replied.

I didn't say anything about the girl. Ivy. She was the real reason I was so late. She was the reason I got distracted. Only for some reason I wanted to keep that part of the evening to myself. I figured it was a little bit of magic I got to enjoy all on my own, and I felt like telling Alice about it right now would ruin the magic.

Not that I'd never tell her. If she texted me and we ended up getting married against all odds or something then sure she'd hear the story of how we met, but for now I stayed quiet.

Plus I didn't want to have her poking and prodding into my love life. I was already irritated enough at being here. Having her trying to play the lesbian love doctor, a role she seemed to relish despite her breeder status, would only put me in an even fouler mood.

"So when does the band come on?" I asked.

The strains of a song that was almost familiar started blasting out across the place. It was particularly painful from our seats, which I had to admit were pretty damn good now that I was here.

Finally the obscure band finished. The lead singer waved out to the crowd but nobody seemed to care. He stood there awkwardly with his hands thrown in the air. The awkward stretched out for what seemed like an eternity, to the point that I almost felt sorry for the guy, and then they all kind of just slumped down and walked off the stage.

Okay, I definitely felt sorry for the guy. Except for the whole part where he nearly deafened me. Other than that, though, it was really kind of pathetic and cringeworthy.

Then the curtains came down and the lights came up.

"God!" Alice said. "I didn't think that was ever going to end!"

I shrugged. "The torture isn't over yet."

"Watch it," Alice said. She dug in her purse and pulled out her phone. "Come on. Let's take a selfie. I want everyone to be jealous of how close we are! Talk about one hell of a contest win!"

So I smiled, mostly for Alice, and let her take the picture with the stage in the background and the band's logo hanging huge and prominent.

Then it was more waiting. This was my least favorite part about going to a concert. Always being forced to sit through the opening band no one cared about, and then being forced to sit through the seemingly interminable wait between the opening band and the actual act. Why couldn't they run a tight ship? Why was it so hard to get everybody out at a nice clip?

I pulled out my phone and started tapping at a game for a few minutes until the lights went down again and suddenly every woman in the arena was screaming. Interesting. Either there were a lot of my type of girl in this crowd or there were a lot of girls like Alice who were here to see the hunky lead guitarist.

It would've been earsplitting if I wasn't suddenly assaulted with an equally loud noise from the stage and the massive speakers hanging around us.

"An event a decade in the making!" a generic deep-voiced announcer boomed across the arena. "You loved them a decade ago, and now they're back to rock your world!"

I rolled my eyes. Rock my world? I seriously doubted that. Still, judging from how every other woman sounded, judging from their high-pitched screams, it sounded like there were at least a few worlds that were being rocked just from the lights going out.

I felt sorry for the people who had to clean off all the seats in the arena after the concert was over.

The generic deep voice boomed again. "Emma!"

A giant spotlight came on illuminating a pretty enough girl with a pixie cut and a pair of giant sunglasses that reflected the stage lights as she looked around the arena from behind a drum set. Her hand was pointed out and swept the arena. As her finger moved the screaming grew louder and then moved back down to your regular everyday run-of-the-mill screaming.

"Gareth!"

The spotlights opened on a guy in a ridiculously tight pair of pants holding a guitar. The token dude in the band for whatever reason. I wondered how many women he picked up at these things considering the audience skewed surprisingly girl-on-girl in its preference despite Sleepwalker being so mainstream.

Though judging by the screaming threatening to deafen me it sounded like he did okay for himself.

Gareth. I wondered if that was a stage name. If it was his real name then that somebody really needed to invent a time machine, travel back to the past, and kick his parents' asses.

Gareth’s smiling face was projected on one of the many massive screens set up throughout the arena. He had frosted tips that were spiked up with more gel than was probably strictly safe to use. It definitely wasn’t the sort of fashion statement a guy should be making in this decade.

"Talia!"

Wow. Talk about a looker. Talia held a bass and wore a tight fitting shirt. She definitely looked good under that thing.

"And last but not least ladies…"

The screaming was starting to reach a crescendo. Now that was interesting. It seemed like they were building towards something, and it seemed like all the girls in the arena familiar with the band were ridiculously excited about whatever it was they were building towards.

I glanced to the side. Alice had her arms crossed and looked indifferent to whatever the big announcement was. No, she only had eyes for Gareth. The other women around us were a different story. One girl on the other side of me looked like she was in danger of passing out from jumping up and down so quickly.

Maybe it was the hot one coming up. These bands always had a "hot one." Of course there was no telling if she was still the hot one after all these years.

"Ivy!"

Huh. That was interesting. Ivy…

The spotlight came down on Ivy standing center stage. The arena erupted in a high-pitched screeching that would've driven any dogs in the vicinity wild. Holy shit.

Tousled long hair. A gorgeous face. Deep brown eyes that I could lose myself in. One of the most ridiculously sculpted bodies I'd ever seen, and she wore a tight corset that left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

She also wore an impossibly tight mini skirt that left even less to the imagination down below. The screaming grew louder and louder. All she was doing was standing there in the spotlight, basking in the adoration of all these women.

And yet none of that was why I was really surprised. Damn she was nice to look at, but I already knew that because I'd already met Ivy. Ivy up on stage was none other than Ivy from the diner.

Suddenly the way she'd been acting when we met in the diner was starting to make sense. All those times she stared at me as though waiting for something. Like she was waiting for me to recognize her and that moment of recognition never came. I had to be the only girl in a ten mile radius who could pull that off.

I looked over to Alice, but she was still busy mooning over Gareth. No worry of her seeing the flummoxed expression on my face.

Well one thing was for certain. She certainly was the “hot one.” I could understand why all these women were going so crazy. And yet at the same time I couldn't believe this was the same girl I'd met in the diner. She'd seemed so easy to talk to there. So down to earth. Nothing at all like how I imagined some huge rock star would act. And as I looked up at her, as I listened to the arena going crazy, I realized that's exactly what she was for all the derisive thoughts I had about this band.

Damn. I'd been talking to a rock star, to the main attraction in this group, and I didn't even realize it. No wonder she kept looking at me like I was crazy. She kept expecting me to realize who she was, and I'd talked to her like she was just any other girl!

Not that I would've reacted that much differently had I known who she really was, but still. I might've been a little star struck. Or I might’ve blown her off because of who she was. It was hard to tell.

I liked to think I’d be distracted by the hotness no matter what.

"Are you okay?"

I looked over to Alice who was staring at me as though I'd sprouted a second head. Damn. The surprise must be pretty damn evident on my face. But who could blame me?

And in that moment I realized that Alice couldn't know about the diner. I'd never hear the end of it. She'd never let up. All the questions. What was she like? How could I not recognize her? How could I just let a girl like Ivy Whatever-her-last-name-was slip away?

Sure Alice didn’t exactly have the hots for Ivy the same way she did Gareth, but she was still a huge fan of the band. Letting on that I’d met the lead singer and had no idea I was meeting the lead singer?

No, that would turn my life into a living hell forever. We'd be at an old folks' home fifty or sixty years from now waiting to kick the bucket and she'd still bring it up. I could imagine her rolling down the hall in her wheelchair to berate me about the night I met Ivy from Sleepwalker and didn't seal the deal.

No, far better to keep my mouth shut. To never breathe a word of this to her. Ever.

"I'm fine," I lied. "I think something from the diner just made me a little queasy."

Okay, so it wasn't exactly a lie. It wasn't exactly the truth either, but she didn't have to know that the something from the diner that was making me queasy was the sight of the sexy girl I'd met there who also happened to be the leading woman for Sleepwalker.

I'd take that to the grave!

They launched into a song that I recognized from high school dances back in the day. It did bring me back hearing them singing and playing their hearts out. Like I said, they'd been completely unavoidable back when I was in school. So it was almost against my will that memories were thrust upon me. Some of them good, some of them bad.

And through it all I continued staring in disbelief at the stage. Staring up at Ivy as she did her thing. And then I felt ice grip my heart as I realized she was coming down the catwalk that thrust out into the crowd. She was going to walk right past us. And it looked like she was searching the crowd for something.

It was a ridiculous thought, but in that moment I was gripped by the terrifying certainty that she was looking for me. That couldn't possibly be the case, but still that terror was there. The last thing I wanted was for her to recognize me in the crowd. That would be too much.

So as she passed by I made sure to look down so she couldn't get a good look at my face. When I looked back up the danger had passed, but I found myself staring at the most delicious ass in the world as she made her way down the rest of the stage and came back up the opposite end.

Girls, and a few clueless guys, screamed and reached for her as she walked by. I thought it was odd how any one of those girls would probably kill for even five seconds one-on-one with her, and I'd had an entire conversation with her not realizing who she was.

I'd gotten her phone number! I got the lead singer's phone number! Heck, from a certain point of view I practically had a dinner date with the lead singer of Sleepwalker.

Of course it wasn't anything like that, not really, but it did send a tingle running through my body. A tingle that I quickly and viciously stomped down on.

The absolute last thing that I needed was to start getting all tingly about the lead singer of Sleepwalker as though I was no better than... well no better than the crazed fans surrounding us who seemed to be doing all of their thinking with the brain between their legs when it came to this band.

I wasn't going to do that. Sure she'd been nice enough, and fucking hot, but she was what she was. And it was ridiculous to think that anything had passed between us other than a quick fun conversation.

The first song finished and the arena went completely dark. It was immediately filled by the glow of people holding up their phones, but for just a moment we were in pitch darkness surrounded by women screaming all around us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: Warm Fuzzies

 

I was buzzing. It was like I was really alive, and it was something I only ever felt when I stepped out on stage for the first time and the lights came up illuminating a crowd of women all screaming for me.

Was it egotistical? Maybe, but you didn’t get into this business if you didn’t have a little bit of an ego. This wasn’t exactly the kind of career that was good for introverts.

“How you feeling?” Gareth asked.

I grinned as he held out his hand. I slapped my own into his as we went through a now familiar dance running through the maze of struts and supports behind the stage. The whole area was a dark labyrinth of exposed metal. Echoing through it all was the high pitched roar of a crowd of women, and probably a good share of men as well, just beyond screaming at the top of their lungs as though that was somehow going to make us appear on stage sooner.

Oddly enough the semi-dangerous maze felt like home. I’d spent so much time back here in the past year, first when we were doing rehearsals and then in our first run of shows. Even though it was nearly pitch black aside from the occasional light hanging to mark the way it didn’t feel claustrophobic at all. Not that we spent enough time back here to feel claustrophobic for long anyways.

“I’m feeling fucking great!”

“Lots of women out there,” Gareth said. “A target rich environment!”

“Almost makes me wish I was still in the game!” Talia said as she came up behind us. She joked like that once in awhile when we were down here and she knew Lisa wasn’t around to overhear. Not that she’d ever follow through so much as she didn’t want to hurt Lisa’s feelings.

I shook my head and laughed. “You don’t mean that and we both know it.”

Talia shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. The married life is pretty great so far. You should try it sometime!”

I winced and it must’ve been pretty damn obvious even in the faint light cast by the LED clamp lights the crew had set up at intervals behind the stage. Talia’s usually infections grin turned to a frown.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking, really.”

I held up a hand to stop her, both because I should be over it by now even if I wasn’t and because now wasn’t the time to have a deep conversation with one of my bandmates about the Incident anyways. Not that I’d ever really had a conversation with anyone other than Gareth anyways.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It’s ancient history.”

Yeah, it should’ve been ancient history, but the way I was feeling the pain was still pretty damn fresh even after all this time.

I pushed down on that viciously just like I always did when those feelings came up. That was the past. It was over. I wasn’t going to think about it.

Talia pulled me into a quick hug. “Right. Ancient history. So you should seriously consider getting back in the saddle! Lord knows there’s plenty of girls out there who’d be willing to saddle up and take you for a ride. Listen to those screams!”

I grinned more because that’s what I felt like I was supposed to do than because of any happiness I felt. Yeah, there was a reason I’d avoided anything to do with the girls who gathered at these concerts, and I didn’t plan on changing that any time soon.

And yet.

Hadn’t I already broken that rule in a big way? I’d already been tempted by a pair of pretty blue eyes attached to a killer body tonight, which made any thoughts about not approaching the fans seem hypocritical seeing as how I’d already approached a fan with my big head and inflated ego thinking I was going to give her the thrill of a lifetime.

Yeah, that had worked out so fucking well. I set out to give a fan the thrill of a lifetime and instead I end up getting the surprise of a lifetime from a girl who turned out to be anything but a fan.

Of course that was probably part of the reason why I found myself so drawn to her. Why I found myself still thinking about her as I was backstage getting ready for our next number.

Jessica was out there somewhere, though she probably wasn’t adding her voice to the throngs of screaming women. No, if my read on her in the brief few captivating minutes we’d been talking was anything to go by she was probably standing with her arms crossed acting disinterested. I’d seen girls like her at concerts before, though they were rare. I certainly never thought I’d find myself mooning over a girl like that!

And yet that conversation had been so much fun. It felt so easy. So natural. Sure it was a conversation where I was making fun of everything my life had revolved around over the past decade, but there was also some truth to what she said.

There were times I thought it was ridiculous we were even doing this tour even if we were making money hand over fist. I hadn’t believed that would be possible when our manager first floated the idea of getting the group back together, but I couldn’t argue with results.

I also couldn’t argue with how captivated I was with Jessica. With the strange girl who hated Sleepwalker and had no idea who I was.

Yeah, that had been fun. It had been nice talking to someone as Ivy the person rather than Ivy the lead singer of Sleepwalker. For a few minutes I was able to be myself, and she treated me like just another girl.

Was it a silly thing to go on? Was it a silly reason to be thinking about her constantly? Sure, but I couldn’t deny that at the very least she’d caught my attention in a hell of a way.

Of course there was one little problem. She was out there somewhere, and that meant that she probably realized who I was by now. There was no hiding it now. She’d no doubt seen the opening number where my face was plastered across every huge screen in the arena.

Not to mention I didn’t know for certain that she swung my way, though something about the appreciative way she looked at me told me that wasn’t going to be my biggest problem.

No, the biggest problem was how a girl who hated everything to do with Sleepwalker would react to suddenly knowing the girl she was flirting with in the diner before the concert was the lead singer. Something told me that for once in my life being the frontwoman was going to be a liability in getting the girl rather than the major advantage it had been in the past.

Trying to get the girl? Was I really thinking like that? Particularly after the Incident and the promise I made to myself while I was dealing with the fallout? A promise that I’d never put myself in that situation ever again?

Yet there was something that felt different about this girl. There was something about her that gave me warm fuzzies deep inside, as ridiculous as that sounded.

It was the only way I could think to describe a feeling that was so different from the pure lust I’d felt towards girls on past tours. Pure lust I’d acted on repeatedly in numerous cities across the country which set the stage for the damned Incident in the first place.

Was I setting myself up again?

No, I had to get to know this girl. I don’t know why I thought she was different, but she was. I was just going to have to track her down and get her attention in a major way before she had a chance to leave the arena and write me off as a chance meeting that was never going to go anywhere because of who I was, though given my reputation I could understand why a girl would want to avoid getting entangled because of who I was.

Then again she didn’t know any of that if she didn’t follow the band. Unless her friend told her about it.

I shook my head. I was overthinking all of this, and that was a weird feeling too. I hadn’t been this in my head about trying to get a girl since middle school, and that had been a long fucking time ago.

I needed to impress this girl. I needed to get her attention. Luckily I was sort of in a unique position to do just that considering I was in the middle of an arena about to step back out on stage for another number.

Already I could hear the opening strains blasting through the stage as the girls started, and in a moment I’d pop up out and start singing.

I listened and figured I had just enough time for a quick text message. I was suddenly really glad I’d grabbed her number. I dashed off a text and was slipping my phone back into my pocket just as I heard a familiar strain that meant it was showtime.

In more ways than one. I felt the familiar rush and the clenching in my stomach I got every time I went out onstage, but this time it was accompanied by something else. A burning yearning deep in the pit of my stomach because she was out there, somewhere.

And I was going to find her and dazzle her with a little bit of star power!

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: Getting Textual

 

The strains of one of the slower songs started up and the lights came on illuminating the band, but no Ivy. I hated that I knew it was one of those songs where the singing didn't come in until about thirty or forty seconds in. Alice had forced me to listen to their stuff often enough that I knew that much.

I felt a buzz in my pocket that made me jump. I reached back and pulled my phone out, wondering who could possibly be texting me. It's not like I had many friends in the city. Everyone who could possibly be texting me knew what I was out doing, and nobody from work would be getting in touch with me. My work life wasn't that crazy.

So I was more curious than anything when I pulled out my phone. My heart stopped when I saw who it was from. Ivy. Texting me from wherever she was hiding.

"Enjoying the concert so far?"

I was sure to shield my screen while I texted back. It was a ridiculous thought, but her number was on display for anyone who might look at my phone. I suddenly realized that I was in the middle of a concert surrounded by women who would probably very literally kill for the opportunity to get at that phone number.

I felt like an exposed target, as ridiculous as that sounded. Even if someone looked at my phone that message was innocuous enough that they'd have no idea what was really going on. They’d have no way of knowing it was Ivy the lead singer of Sleepwalker texting me.

Still, better safe than sorry. So I kept my phone good and covered as I sent a response.

"It's okay so far, if you're into Sleepwalker. Not really my thing.”

"That's too bad," she responded. "I've heard they're a pretty cool band."

"I guess it all depends on your perspective," I sent back.

"So have there been any surprises?"

I looked up at the stage. They were still going through the opening strains of that song. It felt like our conversation had been going on for an eternity, but it truly had only been a few seconds. Then a giant light flashed on the stage and Ivy was out there singing her heart out.

And I found myself swaying to the song just a little. I found my mouth opening as I stared at her. As I looked on the big monitor. Damn, she really was hot!

I turned back to my phone and dashed off a quick response.

"There might've been a surprise or two. The lead singer is pretty damn hot. Nice to have something pretty to look at even if the music isn’t my cup of tea."

I figured a little bit of flirting couldn’t hurt things. Plus there was still the chance that this was one hell of a major case of mistaken identity, though I wasn’t sure if that would make this sudden flirtation better or worse.

This time there was no immediate response. Which, of course, made sense. She was up on stage singing, and of course she wouldn't whip her phone out in the middle of a number. It also made me feel sort of reassured that she wasn't able to respond.

There was a part of me that still wondered if I was just imagining things. If maybe I'd just run into a girl who bore a striking resemblance to Ivy the lead singer and happened to have the same name.

Only if she wasn't texting back immediately while rock star Ivy was up there on stage that meant there was a good chance they were one and the same. Either that or it was wishful thinking on my part, they weren't one and the same, and there was some girl out in the crowd somewhere who was having one hell of a fun time getting my hopes up and dashing them.

I hoped that wasn't the case, and I wanted to kick myself for hoping that wasn't the case. That was coming dangerously close to territory where I was starting to moon over the lead singer of Sleepwalker. That was the last thing I wanted. I wasn’t that kind of girl!

I looked over to Alice who was staring at the stage in ecstasy, swaying back and forth with her hands in the air. Then her face lit up and I followed her gaze figuring we might be treated to Gareth. 

No such luck. Ivy was doing the walk around thing again. I ducked down just in time. It was a good thing I'd noticed Alice's odd look. If that really was the Ivy I met out there on stage sending me texts while she was backstage then the last thing I wanted was for her to see where I was sitting.

I looked up and once more I was met with the hypnotic sight of her ass in that miniskirt as she made her way down the stage. Damn. The girl must work out, because she looked absolutely delicious. Okay, so maybe I could admit that she looked a little delicious and still hold onto my credibility as a person who was definitely not a fan of Sleepwalker. Because objectively she was damn hot, the whole rock star thing aside!

Ivy swung back around on the catwalk and it seemed like her gaze was a laser that set the hormones aflame in every woman and some of the guys she looked at. Oh yeah, this was definitely a crowd stacked with my kind of girl, though there were probably more than a few women out there who were just excited at seeing their favorite singer without wanting to get her in bed.

Though I could imagine Ivy convincing a straight girl that it was time to have a walk on the wild side. She had that magnetism that went along with the hotness. That seemed to draw women in because of her star power.

Every woman but me, that is. Whenever she glanced in my direction I looked away in terror, afraid she’d recognize me. Afraid she’d be drawn by me looking away when it seemed like every other girl in the arena was staring straight at her screaming her name at the top of their lungs to the point that the sound of women screaming was almost louder than the sound of the music blasting across the arena.

Once again she passed by and once again she didn't seem to recognize me. I breathed a sigh of relief as the lights went down and the music launched into an instrumental bit. Another song that had a long opener. 

I felt a buzz in my back pocket.

I pulled my phone out again, goose bumps rising across my body as I did so. I could feel my breath picking up. My body started to shiver. Why was I reacting like this? She might be a rock star, but she was still a rock star in Sleepwalker. I was not going to go crazy over her like the other women in this arena! 

So what if she was really hot? So what if it turned out she was a nice down-to-earth girl when I had a chance to talk to her one-on-one and I didn't realize who she was?

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and I turned to see Alice trying to inspect my phone. I quickly turned so it was angled away from her. That earned a suspicious glance as she swayed back and forth to the music, but she didn't press it. 

That meant I was going to hear plenty about that later on the ride home which would be a living hell, but I'd just have to deal. There was plenty of time between now and the end of the concert to come up with a plausible and convincing lie for why I didn’t want her to see who I was texting.

At least I hoped I could come up with something good.

I looked down at my screen. "Enjoying the show? I'm going to find you!"

I smiled despite myself. There was something about the eager way she was trying to track me down, like a girl with a crush, only this girl was a rock star who was the lead singer of one of the most popular bands of ten years ago. Her enthusiasm was infections, even through text. I couldn't help but have a goofy grin.

"You'd like that, wouldn't you?"

"Do I at least get a hint to where you’re hiding?"

I thought about that. There were two desires warring inside me. One was the desire to be a diehard stickler for my distaste for this band. The other was my desire to have a little bit of flirty fun with this girl. It was just innocent flirting. So what if it happened to be innocent flirting that was taking place in the middle of a massive arena with thousands of women surrounding me who’d tear me to pieces at a chance to have the opportunity I had right now? If the way this crowd was screaming was any indication it felt like just about every lesbian within a couple hundred miles had trekked to the city to scream over Ivy the gay rock icon.

Then again that might be the ticket right there. Maybe the only reason she was so interested was precisely because that opportunity didn't mean that much to me aside from the opportunity to meet a hot woman. She was just a hot woman when I met her even if she did turn out to be so much more.

Either way, I realized I was being silly. This was a cute girl who was interested in me. If she was anyone but the lead singer of this band then I'd be all about this. Was it really fair to hold who she was and what she did against her?

No, it wasn't. At least that was the logical hoop my brain jumped through. I'm sure my sudden desire to warm up to her had more to do with that warm feeling running through my body and between my legs in particular even if I didn't want to admit it. It had more to do with the still fresh memory of her incredible ass and her gorgeous smile walking down that catwalk looking absolutely fucking hot.

"Fine, since you're so eager I'll give you a hint," I tapped out.

I waited for a moment. The instrumentals were swelling to the moment when she’d burst out onto the stage in song. Damn. I really did know their music better than I thought considering I tried to avoid it for most of my adolescence. Whatever. My phone buzzed.

"What's the hint?"

I let it ride. I let her stew for another moment. That crescendo was building. Building. I could imagine her standing somewhere behind the stage sweating. Waiting for my text and knowing that any moment now she was going to have to go out on stage and continue the show. For some reason it sent a perverse pleasure running through me thinking of her waiting on one of the girls out in the audience instead of the opposite which I imagined was usually the case.

I was cutting it ridiculously close, waiting until almost the absolute last moment. Finally once more I started tapping.

"Think catwalk."

I sent the message almost at the same time as the stage lit up and fireworks went off. Then she was out singing. I wondered if she'd gotten the message. She couldn't have possibly gotten the message. She would've had to be standing right beside the pyrotechnics show with her phone out staring at the screen up until the very last moment, up until those fireworks were exploding around her, to see that. 

Surely she wouldn't be that eager to track me down.

Only as I looked up on stage something seemed off. Something seemed different. All the girls, and Gareth, were playing on the main stage, but Ivy broke away and made her way out onto the catwalk. Only this time rather than going along with it the rest of the band stopped and stared. There was a break in the music that they recovered from almost immediately, but it made me think something was definitely up. Something wasn’t going as planned.

I felt an elbow in my side. I looked over and Alice was looking at me with her brow furrowed.

"Something's wrong," she said.

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"I've seen the pay-per-views from this tour," Alice said. "Ivy's breaking the script. She's not supposed to come out on the catwalk for this number."

I looked back up to the stage. No. She couldn't possibly. Surely she wouldn't risk screwing up the show just to get a chance to test my hint? And yet here she was running along the stage, grasping hands as she went along. And as she was grasping their hands I felt a chill. 

She wasn't just giving a little one-on-one time with the girls lucky enough to be in the front row. No, she was looking at every one.

She was on the hunt.

Apparently she did get my message, and she was going to make her way to us soon enough. I decided I wasn't going to hide this time though. No, I'd let her see me. I still planned on playing a little hard to get, it seemed like that was something this girl wasn't used to what with her star status and everything, but I wasn't going to hide from her entirely.

"It's a good thing this is one of the few songs where Ivy is the lead!" Alice shouted as Ivy got closer. A wave of screaming women followed her. Some were crying, all were screaming at the top of their lungs. And then she was on us.

My breath caught as I stared up at her. As she locked eyes with me and there was instant recognition. She finished with the girls next to us and then she was on to me and Alice. Alice was reaching out eagerly, but I stood with my arms crossed looking up at her with an eyebrow cocked.

I realized all of this was being caught on camera. We were being projected up on the big screens. The girls all through the arena were screaming, and it sounded like they were screaming at me rather than Ivy. I could just imagine what was running through their heads. The girl with her arms crossed not acknowledging the great and sexy Ivy.

Meanwhile she stared down at me with a goofy grin on her face. She adopted the same posture as me, a serious pout with her arms crossed and one leg stuck out. The crowd roared in delight and I could hear girls laughing around me. I rolled my eyes and she did the same.

She did look stunning up there. Lights reflected off of her creating a halo effect. She was in a shirt that was really more of a tube top under a leather vest. It showed off plenty of her flat and toned stomach. I found myself idly wondering what it would feel like to run my tongue along that stomach. I shook myself and tried to regain control.

Yeah, she looked every bit the rock goddess as she stared down at me. I melted. Just a little. To the point that when she got down on her knees in front of me and put her hand out, with the arena screaming around us encouraging me to take her hand, I reached out and did just that.

For a moment it was just the two of us. The entire screaming arena surrounding us disappeared. We were just two women, our arms clasped together as she stared down at me and smiled. My heart fluttered. I felt butterflies in my stomach. I felt weak in the knees as I looked up at this gorgeous woman.

Then reality reasserted itself. The screaming came back first, then the pumping music, and then I was back in reality surrounded by thousands of screaming women. All of them screaming for her. Some of them screaming at me too, now. 

She winked and she was gone, moving down the catwalk. Though I noticed that even though she was stopping to make some contact with the women she passed, she didn't stop for nearly as long for any of them as she did for me.

I suddenly felt an odd emotion as I watched Ivy getting a little bit of one-on-one time with other fans in the front row. An emotion that was completely irrational, but I couldn't help it. 

Jealousy.

Why should they all get a chance with her when she was obviously interested in me? Why couldn't I have a little more one-on-one time? Maybe some more quiet conversation like we had in the diner, away from all this screaming and noise? Away from her element where she was a sexy rock goddess, though I was starting to warm up to seeing her in her element.

Ivy made her way back up to the stage proper where the band shot her confused glances, but then they were back into the number. The lights went down again and the band disappeared backstage.

As soon as the lights went down I felt an elbow jabbing me in the side. I looked over to Alice staring at me. Suspicion was written plain on her face.

"What the hell was that about?"

I fixed my best friend with my most innocent look. Granted it wasn't very innocent. I was always a terrible liar, at least face-to-face, and Alice had an uncanny ability to tell when I was bullshitting. Still, I wasn't going to tell her the truth. I was still hoping I could figure out a way to explain all of this away by the end of the night.

"I have no idea!" I shouted over the crowd.

I glanced through the crowd. I was definitely getting some very interesting looks from the women, and a few poor misguided men, surrounding us. Some were looking at me with obvious jealousy. Others were staring with outright hostility. 

I suddenly felt very uncomfortable being surrounded by all these women who would kill to have the experience I'd just had. And once more I found myself reflecting on the irony that it was probably precisely because I wasn't willing to kill to have that experience that I'd had the experience in the first place. It was as though she was drawn to a woman who didn't immediately see the rock star.

Interesting. Very interesting. Not at all what I would have expected from a woman who'd probably had women throwing themselves at her for years because of who she was and what she did.

"You're not telling me the truth," Alice said. "Out with it. Do you know Ivy or something?"

"I don't know Ivy! I swear!" I held my hands up in a defensive gesture.

What I was telling her was the truth. Mostly. I didn't know Ivy. I'd just met her briefly in that diner. So what if what I was feeding Alice was only the truth from a certain point of view? The fact stood that everything I said was one hundred percent the truth even if it wasn't exactly the truth she was looking for. She just wasn't asking the right questions, and that wasn't my fault.

"There's something you're not telling me," Alice said.

I cocked an eyebrow at her. Let her have her suspicions. It's not like anything else was going to happen. Ivy'd had her fun. She’d found me and embarrassed me in front of my friend and thousands of people in the arena. I figured that was where it would end. I hoped that was where it would end.

And yet, deep down there was a part of me that desperately didn't want that to be where it ended. I kept thinking of how wonderful her eyes looked as they stared into mine. I kept thinking about how delicious her ass was in that tight miniskirt. I could watch that woman walking away all day long and never get tired of it.

"I'm watching you!" Alice said.

I couldn't help but laugh. What the hell was that supposed to mean? Of course she was watching me. She was standing right next to me! She couldn't very well not watch me.

I shook my head and sat down as the next song started. I figured the excitement was over, and to be perfectly honest I needed to have a seat and rest for a minute. I was still feeling a little shaky, a little wobbly, a little weak in the knees, from that brief perfect moment of contact.

Not that I was swooning for Ivy. No way. I just needed a quick rest. That's all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

8: Star Struck

 

I thought it was over. I was lulled into a false sense of security because my phone stopped buzzing in my back pocket. After that brief hand hold she would glance down and smile at me in particular every time she passed by, hell I even got a couple of weird looks from the other girls, and one guy, in the band which got me an elbow from Alice every time, but there were no more over-the-top performances with her going down on one knee and begging me to acknowledge her.

And as the concert went on I felt a sense of disappointment that there were no more repeat performances. I was kicking myself for feeling that disappointment, but I suppose the heart wants what the heart wants even if the mind is screaming that this is a notorious band that I'd hated my entire life and what the hell did I think I was doing betraying myself by mooning over the lead singer like one of those silly girls I used to make fun of?

I stomped down on that voice. It could shut the hell up. I was finally starting to see some of the appeal that Alice saw in the group. At least I was seeing the appeal in one member of the group in particular.

I thought back to all the guys who thought she was so hot when we were younger. Who continued to pine over Sleepwalker even after it came out that everyone in the lead group was into girls and not just the lead guitarist. “Girl on girl is totally hot,” as I’d overheard from more than one horny teenage guy back when the band was at the height of their popularity. I thought of all the girls who were head over heels for Sleepwalker in general and Ivy in particular because of her star power.

And yet still I only saw her as a cute girl who was fun to talk with. Sure I had that brief rock star moment, that brief time when it seemed like there was a halo of light surrounding her and for an instant I saw what everyone else who saw the rock star must be seeing, but mostly when I looked at her I just saw the hottie who could carry a random conversation in a diner, as crazy as that sounded considering her current surroundings.

But like I said, that sense of security was a false one. That disappointment that she wasn't paying any attention was silenced in a major way as they launched into one of their first really huge hits that signaled the concert was coming to an end. I’d been on the edge of my seat every time she walked past, but at this point I figured nothing was going to happen. I felt safe enough getting right up against the stage, separated only by that small fence and a lazy security guard, with the rest of the screaming girls.

I told myself I was still just playing along for Alice. It had absolutely nothing to do with wanting to get closer to Ivy. With wanting to have even a small bit of that magic I'd felt when she was right in front of me both in the diner and onstage.

No, it had absolutely nothing to do with that. Yeah, right.

I actually found myself smiling as the song started. It was a slow one. Something I recognized from dances back in the day. I shook my head and pulled myself back into the present. Back to where the band all appeared on stage with four spotlights shining down on them. Ivy stepped forward and started walking down the catwalk crooning to the crowd.

I glanced away from the stage and saw cell phones up in the air all through the arena. People swayed back and forth singing or mouthing the words. I had no doubt that if they turned the music off there'd be an entire arena full of people singing right along with the song, word for word.

Amazing. Their music wasn't my cup of tea, but I couldn't deny the effect it was having on all these people.

"I'll join you in forever…"

Sure they were cheesy lyrics, but the way the women in the arena were squealing it seemed to be working for them.

"So what do you say? It’s not exactly forever, but want to join me up here?"

Huh. Granted I wasn’t too familiar with their songs, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t a part of the lyrics. I realized some of those women I was staring at were staring right back at me with some of the same looks I'd seen earlier. Some looked jealous. Some looked angry. Some had huge smiles on their faces as they pointed behind me.

Behind me.

There was only one thing behind me. The stage. What the hell…

Then it hit me. Those words. She was talking to somebody. I felt a chill run down my spine and I squeezed my eyes shut as I turned around. When I opened them Ivy stood right there in front of me, light streaming down around her, and she had her hand out. Everyone around me was absolutely silent. Alice stared dumbfounded as I reached out.

I didn't have any control of myself in that moment. She was so gorgeous, and she was asking me up on stage. How could I say no to an invitation like that?

I glanced behind Ivy to one of the giant monitors and realized that once more I'd embarrassed the hell out of myself by completely ignoring the show while she came up right behind me. No wonder all the women I'd been looking at were staring at me like I was crazy.

I looked at her hand. Looked at the monitors. Listened to thousands of fans who suddenly found their voices again as they screamed. I couldn’t be sure whether they were screaming in jealousy or screaming because a fan was living the dream, but I didn’t care.

I felt giddy. I couldn't believe it. This rock star was reaching out to pull me up on stage. In that moment I was every bit the giddy girl who couldn't believe her luck. Not because this was the lead singer of Sleepwalker, no not that. But because this was Ivy, and she was so hot. Because of our little flirtation. Because she'd seemed so interesting when I met her in the diner and I'd thought how nice it would be to go on a date with her. Maybe get up close and personal with her.

I just never realized that getting up close and personal would involve getting on stage in front of an arena full of screaming women who’d love to take my place. Well, eat your heart out ladies, because this was the Jessica show right now. I reached up, my fingers brushed against hers and it was as though there was electric magic dancing between our fingertips. Then she reached out to clasp my hand and I was climbing up.

It's odd the sort of things you notice in a moment like that. I noticed how smooth the catwalk was under my feet and I wondered how they were able to move on the thing. The arena erupted around me. I saw jealous faces in the crowd. I saw ecstatic faces in the crowd as women looked up at me with pure joy. No doubt projecting themselves into my impossible dream moment.

I glanced over my shoulder to Alice who had neither of those expressions on her face. She stood there with her eyes open wide and her mouth hanging open. Staring up at me in disbelief as I looked to Ivy. Yeah, there was definitely going to be no explaining away this one. I was going to have to come clean. She was going to hate me for it, but I didn't care. Because all I could concentrate on was Ivy.

Beautiful Ivy with her tight body that looked absolutely delicious. I wanted to run my hands all over her right here and now, only that definitely wouldn't be appropriate up on stage. I had a feeling she'd be more than happy to let me do that, but at the same time I also had a feeling it would incite a riot.

That was the last thing I wanted. To have my obituary read that my cause of death was being torn apart by a bunch of rabid fangirls.

So I just stood there on the stage with my hand in hers, staring in disbelief as she got down on one knee. Ivy never missed a beat as she sang looking up at me and staring deep into my eyes. And as I locked eyes with her, deep brown eyes that were so intoxicating, I found myself losing control. I found myself riding a wave of giddiness. A wave of pleasure that was sending a fire burning through my body and a chill running down my spine at the same time.

My entire body shivered as I looked at her with a huge goofy grin that I couldn't control. As she stared at me with those beautiful eyes and I felt weak in the knees. The only thing keeping me upright was her hand on mine holding me steady.

In short, it was one of the most magical and romantic fucking moments of my life, made even more so because it was completely unexpected.

I found myself mouthing the words right along with Ivy. How did I even know the words to this song? Oh, right, because I couldn't avoid hearing the damn thing when I was younger. Still, I was surprised the song had imprinted on me to the point that I could still remember them word for word all these years later. I also felt something funny around my eyes. Almost as though they were burning. As though my vision was blurring. I moved a hand up to my cheek and realized a tear was rolling down my face.

Damn it. Not only was I being serenaded in front of an arena, but I was also about to lose it in a major way in front of an arena. This was all too much for me. It was too overwhelming. It was too much of an incredible experience. An experience I couldn't believe and yet it was happening.

Who thought when I met a cute girl at the diner behind the venue that I'd be getting serenaded by one of the most famous singers in the world? An international sex symbol!

Finally the song started to wind down and she did something that very nearly set me on fire again. She pulled my hand out and her lips brushed against it. It really was the perfect moment. My body was on fire where her lips made contact. I imagined her lips brushing against other parts of my body, and my lips were only the very beginning of that list. I allowed myself to get completely lost in the moment. Stars danced in front of my vision and for a moment I worried that I was in very real danger of losing consciousness.

I swooned. Damn it. I fucking swooned in front of a crowd of thousands of people! Thankfully Ivy was right there. She caught me in her arms and looked down at me as the crowd went wild and the last strains of the song faded. I looked up at her, not quite believing this moment could get any more magical than that kiss on my hand, but then it did.

Ivy leaned forward. Shit. This was happening. This was actually fucking happening! Butterflies danced in my stomach and felt like they were in very real danger of ripping free and going from cutesy butterflies to a scene straight out of some scary scifi movie. And yet I was powerless to stop myself. I was powerless to stop her. Fuck, it's not like I wanted to stop this from happening.

I got my wish about feeling her lips against another part of my body. At least one of the parts of my body that I'd been fantasizing about feeling her lips brushing against.

The kiss was soft, almost hesitant at first. As though she was unsure how I would take it. And why not? I'd admitted to her and that I wasn't a fan. I wasn't the kind of girl who'd swoon just because she was the lead singer of a famous band. If anything I was the kind of girl who was likelier to slap her for that, at least as far as she knew.

But instead I finally gave into the overwhelming feelings that had been running through me since the first time she approached me in the diner. I reached up and pulled her against me. Her eyes went wide and then I felt her smile as she kissed me. As our mouths opened to one another for just a brief moment that stretched into eternity. 

I couldn't believe I was making out with the sexy lead singer on stage at a fucking concert! And yet it was happening, it was magical, and it was a moment I wasn't going to forget for the rest of my life.

If I thought the crowd was loud before when she was just singing to me, when her lips brushed against my hand, well that was nothing compared to when we kissed. Whether they were screaming because they were angry it wasn't them up here or they were screaming for me and the incredible chance I had I couldn't tell you, but I decided to just go with it. To assume they all had the best of intentions.

As she kissed me I felt one of her hands move down the small of my back. Down into my pants. She gave my ass a squeeze. My eyes went wide with shock.

Then she pulled away from me and smiled. Winked. In a daze I made my way over to the side of the stage where Alice waited with her arms crossed looking up at me with an eyebrow cocked. That was a look that said she wanted answers and she didn’t appreciate that I’d been lying to her all evening long. Sure they’d mostly been lies of omission, but that probably wouldn’t help when the questions started.

I scrambled back to my seat and looked over at Alice sheepishly. I had a feeling I was about to get one hell of a questioning. She stared at me. I glanced around and everyone was staring at me. The looks on those women's faces were clear. They were wondering the exact same thing Alice was. Who the hell was I and how did I catch Ivy's attention like that?

I turned back to Alice. Braced myself for the barrage of questions as Ivy moved down the stage giving me another glimpse of that incredible ass as she walked away. Damn. That was a view I’d never get tired of!

"You have something hanging off of your ass," Alice said. 

Her voice was flat, matter of fact, but I could see a twinkle in her eye.

"What are you talking about?"

"Am I speaking Japanese or something? Nan desu ka? I said you have something hanging off of your ass!"

I moved my hand down but the only thing I felt was my cell phone in my back pocket. Then I thought back to Ivy squeezing my ass and I moved my hand into the other pocket where I felt something hard and rectangular that felt like it was attached to something. 

A lanyard.

What the…

I pulled it out of my pocket and saw two lanyards with plastic rectangles attached to them. Backstage passes. I looked at Alice, my eyes wide. She stared back at me and tried to keep a cool face, but it didn't work. Not for long at least.

Her face broke into a huge smile and then we both devolved into a fit of giggles. I allowed myself to enjoy the moment. To give up on the ice bitch persona I'd cultivated when it came to Sleepwalker. Whatever. That had been an incredible experience, and I was a fan of Ivy now even if I still wasn't a huge fan of the band or their music.

"Backstage passes!" I squealed.

"Oh my God! You have a lot of explaining to do," Alice said. "But if whatever the hell is going on here gets me backstage passes then all is forgiven!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

9: Changing Plans

 

Damn that had been intense!

Sure I’d done the whole “serenade a random girl from the audience and make her night” thing countless times before at concerts. It was something we all did from time to time. Actually it was something we were each supposed to do during that song. We sort of went out into the audience and each of us was supposed to sing a part of the song and I’d just monopolized all the time.

Oops.

Then again it was originally my song. I was the one who wrote it, and I figured if I wanted to change the plans just a little so I could give Jessica a thrill then I had the right to change the plans! It was my song. I could do what I wanted while we were performing it, damn it!

“So are you going to tell us who the girl is?” Gareth asked.

I turned and grinned at everyone standing there with arms crossed. They didn’t look pissed off, which was a relief considering the Incident had hit all of them as well as me, but they did have stupid grins plastered on their faces like they were eager to find out more about Jessica.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and we’re about to miss our cue if you don’t hurry.”

“Nope, you’re not getting away that easily,” Talia said. “Can we expect anything else like what you pulled with that girl out there? Come on. Who is she anyways?”

I tried my best to look indifferent, but it was hard. Talia was always too perceptive for her own damn good. Gareth also had a stupid grin on his face that said he didn’t believe it when I said I didn’t know what they were talking about. 

Well let them have their suspicions. They’d think I was crazy if I told them all I was going on here was a quick conversation in a diner. They’d probably be right, at that.

“I’m telling you guys there’s nothing going on there.”

Gareth snorted. “Oh yeah? And the way you slipped those passes to her was just because she was some random?”

I blinked. “You saw that? Was it on the monitors or something?”

Shit. That was the last thing I needed. Sometimes I got so carried away on stage that I disappeared into my own little world. A world where it was just me, though in this case it had been just me and Jessica.

It would be just my luck that I was so out of it that I didn’t even pay attention to the giant monitors all around the arena that might’ve caught me squeezing Jessica’s ass and slipping those passes into her back pocket. I could see that feeding the rumor mill online and creating one hell of a headache.

Though I had the consolation of knowing it probably wouldn’t be as bad as what happened the last time I got too involved with a fan. I was pretty sure nothing could top that shit storm. I prayed nothing in my life would ever top that shit storm again.

“No one saw anything,” Talia said. “No one but us, at least, because we know what to look for. No worries about that. It wasn’t on the monitors. We all just happened to be looking trying to figure out what the hell was going on.”

“Don’t forget that I was the one who taught you that move,” Gareth said. “You can’t steal all my best moves and expect me not to notice.”

I shrugged. “Well I guess you’ll just have to wait and see what’s happening with that girl, because to be perfectly honest I have no clue right now either.”

“Fair enough,” Emma said. “Just be careful.”

I nodded. None of them needed to elaborate on exactly why I needed to be careful. No, after everything that happened with the Incident it would be pretty obvious to anyone who followed the band that I needed to be a little more discerning when it came to my love life. 

For some strange reason I couldn’t quite explain, though, I had a feeling that Jessica was a good choice. It was crazy since I’d only had that brief conversation, but there was something about her.

Gareth clapped me on the shoulder as the roar of the crowd grew so loud that it nearly rattled my teeth.

“We probably ought to get going before that crowd decides to storm the stage.”

The others moved into position, but I stopped for a moment. There was a mirror with a light hanging over it so we could do quick touch-ups in between songs. I stared at myself in that mirror for a moment. I could wait. It’s not like they were going to start the show without me. 

I felt a strange exhilaration that went above and beyond what I usually felt at these shows. It was the exhilaration of knowing there was someone in particular out there I was performing for. Not just the generic all-American girl out to have a little fun and see her favorite band.

I wondered if this was how Talia felt whenever she was out onstage because she knew Lisa was out there watching her perform. If so it was one hell of an inducement to get out there and have some fun. I hadn’t felt like this going out on stage in years. Since back when it was all new and exciting. How I felt about this Jessica girl after so many empty one night stands was new and exciting, and that was making all the difference in the world.

I couldn’t wait to get out there and dazzle even if she didn’t particularly care for the band. No, I was out there to impress a specific girl for the first time in a good long while, and I was going to give the performance of a lifetime!

 

 

 

 

 

 

10: Backstage

 

We started towards the backstage area during the second encore. They still hadn't played their biggest number one hit from way back when, but it’s not like I really cared to hear that song after spending the better part of the past decade trying to forget it.

Hey, I might be having a little bit of a starstruck flirtation with Ivy, but swooning over a hot girl and deciding that crappy music was suddenly wonderful because I was swooning over a hot girl were two very different things thank you very much.

I was surprised Alice was going along with it though. I figured she’d be out there in the middle of the crowd until the very end whether or not I wanted to sit and suffer with her, but when I suggested we get going she’d hopped up right away muttering something about how it was well worth missing a song she’d heard a million times to avoid the rush of people who were inevitably going to be trying to get backstage whether or not they had backstage passes like we suddenly did.

I was surprised at that sentiment from Alice of all people, and I had a pretty good feeling that she wouldn’t be so understanding about, say, leaving the concert early to avoid the rush out to the parking lot in a hypothetical world where I didn’t get backstage passes and we weren’t going to meet the band.

Not that I’d ever get to test that particular theory. No, Ivy, lead singer of Sleepwalker, seemed to have it out for me. It was the strangest turn of events I never could’ve imagined when I headed out with Alice for this concert, but here I was so I figured I’d roll with it.

It took forever to make our way through the press of bodies, but eventually we got up to security and flashed our passes. One of the guards, a big muscular hulking thing with a bald head, smiled and stepped aside to allow us through. And immediately moved back into place with a scowl on his face as other concertgoers tried to rush into the opening we'd just created.

Other concertgoers who didn't have the backstage passes we’d gotten in the most spectacular way possible. I couldn’t help but think “tough luck girls” as I felt an irrational flash of jealousy. 

Oh yeah. I knew who those girls were back here to see, and even if the rational part of me thought it was ridiculous to feel jealousy over Ivy the irrational part of me hiding in the back of my mind was pretty damn happy that those wannabe groupies were being kept out.

Wannabe groupies. Was that even a fair thought? What was I doing back here? I know what the fire burning between my legs wanted me to be doing back here, and I quickly stomped down on those thoughts before they could get too out of control. As it was I got a little wobbly in the knees and almost stumbled to the ground before Alice caught me and gave me a funny look.

They were just starting up with that number one hit, the opening strains of "Txting My Luv (2U)," as we made our way into the backstage area. Hey, what can I say? They got popular back when texting was first starting to be a thing and everyone was using shorthand because the world still had to contend with godawful number pads instead of the on screen keyboards we enjoyed today. So naturally their biggest hit was mired in the technology of a decade past as much as their popularity was mired in that same decade long past.

As we walked through the backstage area I heard some commotion behind us and turned in time to see the bouncers let in another couple of girls. They looked just as excited, though they were probably a couple of years younger. Definitely still in college.

I fought the urge to scowl. It wasn't polite to think bad thoughts about the younger generation, but I couldn’t help but wonder what a couple of obviously younger girls were doing back here. I figured Alice and I were on the younger end of their target demographic and we’d been in middle school when Sleepwalker hit it big. Those girls had to still be in elementary school when the group was popular. Now they were back here with their silly smiles and their hair highlighted a shade of blonde that definitely came from a bottle and…

I stopped myself. What the hell was wrong with me? Why was I getting so upset about other women being back here? So what if they probably thought Ivy was hot? Only women who preferred the company of men wouldn’t think she was hot, there probably weren’t very many women like that in this crowd to begin with, and even then there might be some wiggle room.

It’s not like I had a good reason to be jealous. I’d just had a quick conversation with her at a diner, that flirtation during their set, and that one brief shining moment of perfection where she serenaded me on stage. It’s not like we were engaged to be married or anything. It’s not like I had some sort of claim on her.

So I stomped down on that jealousy. Or tried to. I didn’t do a very good job of it from the way I still felt heat rising as I looked at those girls, and not the kind of heat I felt when I thought of Ivy. So I turned and pulled Alice farther backstage where I wouldn’t have to think about Barbies one and two.

As we walked along I caught a glimpse of what I would consider to be the true "backstage" area. Roadies carrying equipment this way and that. Technicians doing who knows what with wires. And I thought I could even see somebody from the band, though I wasn’t entirely sure. That was probably my imagination since they were still out there playing and the girl I glimpsed didn’t have an instrument on her.

The final strains of Txting My Luv (2U) faded and I figured the group would show up soon. Goose bumps ran all along my skin as I thought that she was so near.

It occurred to me that we had backstage passes, so why not make use of them and do some exploring? Unfortunately as I walked towards the roadies and technicians another security guy stepped in our way.

This one was even beefier than the last to the point that he didn't have a neck. I'm talking like his bald head, why is it that all security guys at concerts seemed to have that bald head, was more of a dome that gently sloped down to his shoulders than a head and neck.

The guy was a fucking mountain holding out a beefy arm blocking us from going any farther. Damn it.

"What's the big idea? We have passes!" I said.

"Trust me, you don't have backstage passes for this area," he said.

"Then what the hell are these passes good for?" I asked.

The guy jerked his head off to his left, our right. Away from the stage. Away from the real backstage area. Away from the tantalizing glimpses I was getting of members of the band walking around doing their thing after the show.

"Those get you into the green room for the meet and greet. It's that way. The band will be over there shortly."

"This is bullshit!" Alice said. 

Her voice carried all the anger of a cornered animal. Or a fangirl who just discovered she might not get to meet her favorite band up close and personal after all. Same thing, really.

I turned to her and nodded. "Definitely! What good are backstage passes if they don't actually get you backstage?"

I figured backstage passes that Ivy Thompson personally slipped to me while pretending to squeeze my ass would be better. Maybe she was just looking for an excuse to get in a squeeze? What if she did that with all the girls? 

No, I wasn’t going to think like that. I also shouldn’t be getting as giddy and turned on as I was at the memory of her squeezing my ass while singing to me onstage.

The guard shrugged, though it was more like a mountain that was rolling its shoulders. I half expected to see rubble and boulders come crashing down from his insanely thick neck.

"I don't make the rules, I just enforce them," he said. He sounded like he didn't care at all. And why would he? His job was to keep us out and he was just doing that job. Sure he was crushing our dreams, but for him it was just Tuesday.

That didn't stop me from thinking he was a huge asshole though. "This sucks."

"What's going on here?"

I felt a thrill. I felt an impossible heat as though my entire body was on fire. As though I'd just contracted a fever. I felt weak in the knees, and I almost started shivering. All of that from a few words from Ivy. I’d recognize that voice even if I couldn’t see her yet.

A part of me hated that I was reacting like a groupie getting excited at hearing the lead singer of Sleepwalker, a group I despised. The rest of me, the part of me that was thinking of how hot Ivy was, quickly stomped down on the skeptical band-hating part of my mind that had been in control for so long.

No, the part of me that was excited at a super hot girl being interested in me was in control, and it was on fire! Damn!

But could you really blame a girl for reacting that way? Because when I turned and looked past the mountain that was a bouncer I saw her standing there. Ivy. My mysterious girl from the diner who was oh so sexy. Looking every bit as gorgeous in person as she had out on stage when she treated me to that rock star moment.

Standing there in that tight shirt and miniskirt she looked every bit the rock goddess she'd been when she was up on stage singing to the crowd, reaching down and touching my hand, pulling me up on stage for a song I shouldn’t have enjoyed because it was a Sleepwalker song but I’d already downloaded it to my phone to listen to later and oh God she was corrupting me. Making me actually like a Sleepwalker song, damn her.

I shivered again as I thought of that brief moment of heaven together on stage.

Ivy looked at me and her eyes lit up. Damn. It wasn't fair for one girl to look that good. To make me so weak in the knees. It wasn't fair that one girl could make me feel this way with just a look.

"Jessica!" she said.

"Jessica?" Alice said, sounding incredulous. “Ivy knows your name?”

I blushed as I looked at my friend who I’d been less than honest with ever since we got to the concert. “Maybe?”

“Ivy Thompson knows who you are? How does Ivy Thompson know who you are?”

I blushed. I was in very real danger of melting into a puddle of hormones on the floor. Alice was the one who was supposed to be acting like this. I was supposed to be immune to Ivy’s superstar charms. Only it wasn’t really her superstar charms that grabbed me. No, it was a charming sexy girl sharing a quick conversation in a diner who got my attention.

Just my luck. An insanely hot girl acted interested in me and it happened to be the lead singer of a band I despised. It was like I’d made the world’s lamest deal with the devil or I’d made a wish on a curse monkey’s paw to fall in love with a famous rocker and this is what the universe dropped in my lap. Talk about a cosmic joke some higher power somewhere had to be playing on me!

And despite all that I was still melting. Figuratively and quite literally down between my legs where a flush of arousal and dampness that hadn't come on so suddenly in a good long while was threatening to soak through my panties.

I didn't know what to say though. Earlier when we were chatting in the aforementioned diner the conversation flowed naturally because while she was hot I also had no idea who she was or if she was even into girls. Not knowing if I even had a chance with her sexually meant I could be myself. Sort of. 

Now, though, as I stared at this piece of tight hotness I felt every inch a silly schoolgirl with a crush. I didn't know what to do. I didn't know what to say. My mouth opened but nothing came out. I was tongue-tied. I wanted to kick my brain for betraying me like this!

I felt an elbow hit my side. Alice was looking at me with an irritated expression. She nodded towards Ivy before she hissed. "What the hell are you doing? Ivy Thompson is standing there looking excited to see you! Go get her!"

I shook my head and then I was back in control. I still felt weak in the knees, I still felt as though my legs were going to collapse out from under me at any moment, but at least I could try and put on a good show. Act like I was the confident woman I knew I was even if I felt like a giddy schoolgirl when I looked at Ivy.

She had an easygoing grin plastered on her face as though she was very excited to see me. That led me to wonder exactly why she was so excited. I’m sure a girl like Ivy could pull any girl she wanted in any of the cities they visited, and now she was fixated on me. 

Was that because she was genuinely interested in me or because she was genuinely interested in a groupie experience that I definitely didn’t want to partake in even if I might be willing to take part in the Ivy experience?

I just didn’t know. If I’d actually been a fan of the band like Alice I might know more about their habits, but it’s not like I had time to talk with her what with the loud music and going straight backstage from our seats. I’d have to ask Alice for more info on Ivy once we got some time alone. If we got some time alone. I needed to know if this was real or if it was all part of the show.

"Uh, hi Ivy?"

"I'm glad I caught you back here," she said. "I totally forgot those passes don’t let you back where the band is anymore!"

"Well I'm here. And I was hoping to get my friend Alice back there to see the band, but we had a little problem…"

Ivy looked at the security mountain. "What's the problem?"

"No problem if you say there's no problem Ms. Thompson," the mountain said, holding up his hands.

Ivy grinned and smacked the guy on the shoulder. "No problem Dave. I know. Just doing your job. These two can come through. I’ll take care of it from here."

As Ivy grinned and led us back where the magic happened I couldn’t help but feel a little like Cinderella walking into a fairytale of my very own. Sure it was a pop music fairytale with one of the most notorious girl bands of my generation, but with Ivy looking the way she looked in that miniskirt I'd take it. She reached out and I took her hand just like I had out on stage, only this time I found myself fervently hoping she didn't let go.

I mean I know she had to let go at some point, but you know what I mean.

I turned to Alice and flashed a quick uncertain smile. She shook her head and had a huge grin on her face. The message was clear enough. If Ivy Thompson takes your hand, whether or not you're strictly a fan of her music, you take it!

I’m sure she was encouraging me for her own selfish reasons too. If I was being led backstage by Ivy Thompson then she was coming with me and there was the possibility she’d get to meet the band. I’m sure there was a certain lead guitarist in particular who had her interest!

Ivy took us through the backstage area and introduced us to a couple of roadies. I figured that might be the end of our experience when I heard Alice gasp. I glanced into the darkness. It was surprisingly difficult to see things back here since everything was only illuminated by LED lights clamped to metal supports.

Gareth appeared out of the darkness. He was cute enough if you were into that sort of thing. As soon as he saw us he broke into a huge grin. Though it would be more fair to say the grin broke out as soon as he saw Alice. He was eyefucking my friend pretty hard and Alice was enjoying every moment of it judging by the way she was giving as good as she got! I thought both of them might need a cigarette after they were done.

“Ivy! Who are your friends?”

“Gareth!” Ivy said. She pulled the guy into a huge hug.

“Oh. My. God. Gareth!” Alice said. Squealed is more like it. I didn’t know it was possible for her voice to go that high.

“None other than,” Gareth said. “And hello there little lady. What’s your name?”

“Alice!”

Before I could react or say anything this Gareth guy took Alice’s arm in his own. He leaned in close. Said something that made Alice giggle. Then the two of them were walking off into the darkness as I stared in slack-jawed astonishment.

That was fast.

Ivy followed them for a moment, an unreadable expression on her face. Then she shook her head and smiled. “Classic Gareth. Hope your friend knows what she’s getting into.”

I looked at the retreating figure of Alice and this Gareth guy. She was laughing at something he was saying and seemed like she couldn’t be happier that the one guy in the band and the sole non-musical draw for the heterosexual female crowd was paying attention to her. I could’ve said something, but I decided not to. She was getting what she wanted.

“Alice is a big girl. She knows what she’s getting into,” I said.

She knew what she was getting into a hell of a lot better than I did considering she probably knew that Gareth guy’s complete biography along with the name of his favorite hamster growing up and his favorite food.

“Fair enough,” Ivy said.

“Right! So you were taking me on a tour?”

“Of course! Follow me my dear.”

Ivy led me deeper backstage and I followed more than willingly, which is something I never thought I’d say about the lead singer of Sleepwalker, but now that I was here I figured I might as well enjoy the ride!

 

 

 

 

 

 

11: Luckiest Girl in the Arena

 

Ivy led me closer to the front. Towards the stage. I felt my palms getting sweaty as we approached. I could see light from the arena on the other side. Out there were thousands of women who would kill to be where I was right now, and I had a feeling I was the one they’d be more than happy to kill.

Then again I hadn’t been ripped to shreds earlier when she pulled me up on stage so I suppose that was a plus. Besides, some of the women out there probably would’ve been more than happy to rip Alice apart for the opportunity she was getting with Gareth somewhere backstage.

It’s not like every girl in that crowd could be gay even if they made up a sizable portion of the audience.

The crowd was chanting. Ivy pulled me over to get a quick look out on the stage proper. Far enough back that we couldn't be seen, but close enough that I could see the crowd. Women shrieking and screaming for the band to do another song even though it was obvious they were done. The lights were coming on overhead in the universal concert signal for “go home, nothing to see here.” That could have been me stuck out there worrying about the traffic I was going to have to sit through and dealing with ringing ears from music I didn’t care for. Only that wasn’t happening because I’d run into Ivy and got backstage tickets.

Funny how life works out.

"All those women out there screaming for you," I said.

It was wild thinking about that. All those women wanted nothing more than to see Ivy. Maybe get up close and personal. And here I was the one girl in the entire arena who didn’t care for the band and I was the one back here with her. Like I said, funny how life works out.

Ivy came up beside me and shrugged. "Occupational hazard."

She grinned as she looked down at me, and I saw her look me up and down . That quick look sent a thrill running through me. How could I have ever wondered if she was interested in me? There was no mistaking that look. 

Then again she had gone with that strange expectant look at the diner rather than jumping straight to the eye fucking she was treating me to right now. If she’d opened with this in the diner instead of waiting for me to recognize her then things would have gone very differently.

Not necessarily in a good way either. I probably would’ve turned into a babbling incoherent mess even if I didn’t know who she was.

I felt something that made me jump even as it sent a thrill through me. Ivy's arms snaked around me and her breasts pressed against my back. I closed my eyes as an involuntary shiver ran up and down my body. Damn she felt so damn good, and her body was still so very hot from being out onstage. The heat seemed to radiate off her in waves and it was causing a heat to rise between my legs in counterpoint to the feel of her body against me. Damn!

And this was the lead singer of a band I’d deliberately avoided for years doing this to me. It was like my body was committing the ultimate betrayal, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. There wasn’t anything I wanted to do about it. No, I wanted to stay like this with her pressed up against me and a crowd chanting her name in front of me forever. It was a quiet moment, but it was something that was going to stick with me for the rest of my life just as much as that moment on stage with her serenading me.

She did one better than pressing against me though. Her other arm wrapped around me and then her entire body was pressing against me. I froze, unsure of what to do. Unsure that this was actually happening. Sure there was the whole pop star thing she had going for her and that was nice and all, but more than anything I was just a woman with a hot girl pressing against her, not quite believing my luck.

Only her breasts, her tight stomach, pressed against me were all too real.

I felt a fire raging in my pussy from our bodies connecting. She started not-so-subtly grinding against me. And why should she bother to be subtle? This was Ivy Thompson, we were backstage at a concert she'd just rocked judging by the women still screaming out there. She could have her pick of any girl out there and yet she was grinding against me.

I think that more than anything else was what did it for me. Her status as the star of the show meant she could quite literally go out to any girl screaming in that crowd, a crowd probably filled with girls way hotter than me, and they’d come running at the snap of a finger. Maybe even at just a look. Maybe even some of the straight girls who were only here for Gareth. And yet despite having that power, despite having that choice, she was pulling me against her instead.

It defied explanation. I was nothing special. Not really. Yet here I was. I couldn’t deny what was happening when the delicious evidence was right behind me!

I took in a quick breath, so quiet that I didn't think it could be heard over the roaring crowd outside, but she was close enough that she could feel it. She laughed a low laugh behind me. And she pressed against me even harder. To the point that she was practically dry humping me while the only thing preventing us from being seen by everyone out there was a few feet of scaffolding that hid the backstage area from the screaming throngs.

"You know I could have any girl I want out there," she said.

I shivered again. Was that a little egotistical? Sure, but from her tone she was just making a plain statement of fact. A plain statement of fact that I knew was absolutely true.

I knew I was probably just one in a long string of girls she'd seduced this way over the years, but it felt so good. Only that thought brought up an even more confusing mix of emotions. What if this was just a show she was putting on? What if I was just another notch in her bedpost? What if this was a routine she used to dazzle girls at all her concerts and I was just the latest idiot to fall for it? It would be easy enough for her to use her position to pull something like this in every city on their tour and no girl would be the wiser.

Yet here I was practically throwing myself at her back here. Letting her grind against me and do what she wanted. Part of me wanted to shove her away and slap her for treating me no better than a groupie while another part of me very much wanted to melt into that sculpted body and let her have her way with me because goddamn had it been far too long since I’d had anything like this, and never with a girl this hot or this easy to be around!

It had been awhile since she said anything. Shit. She said something to me that sounded like it needed a response. What had she said? Right. Something about having any girl out there. The egotistical statement that launched me into a long bout of navel gazing. How did I even respond to something like that?

“If you could have any girl out there then why pick me?”

Damn it. I was looking for something to say but that seemed like the completely wrong thing. Bad enough that I was dealing with my own insecurities without voicing them to the girl who was way too hot to actually be interested in me!

To my surprise her reaction was to laugh. She trailed a hand along my left arm leaving a trail of goose bumps and fire, and then down to where she gripped my stomach and pulled me against her as her lips brushed against my ear. I closed my eyes and sighed as I felt her hot breath, somehow hotter and more sensual than even her body pressing against mine.

"You really don’t know?" she asked. “You’re just full of surprises Jessica. If anything I think you being naive about how goddamn hot you are makes you that much more interesting.”

I sighed again. This was so incredible. So unbelievable. Here she was whispering exactly what I wanted to hear, though there was still a part of me that worried at how she was able to come up with exactly what I wanted to hear so easily. 

Almost as though she was practiced at this. Almost like it was a routine she’d practiced with other girls in countless other cities on countless other tours. Still, for the moment it didn’t seem like she was going to pull away because I'd opened my big fat mouth. I hate to say it, but in that moment that’s all I cared about.

"I thought you were the most gorgeous woman I'd ever seen when I first saw you at the diner. That’s why I approached you even though I don’t normally do that with fans. Then to discover you weren’t even really a fan? Well that makes you a challenge. And there's nothing I love more than a challenge."

She disengaged and it sounded like she was walking away. I stood rooted to the spot though. I couldn't move. Had she really just said that? I felt like I was about to have an orgasm right here staring out over the crowd and she hadn't done more than whisper a few words while making one hell of a promise. 

The most gorgeous woman she’d ever seen?

Talk about laying it on thick. I hated that I was falling for it. I hated that my emotions were an instrument she was manipulating like the skilled master she no doubt was.

"Are you coming?"

Oh hell those words could mean so many different things. And right now I knew exactly what it meant. My body was shivering and I felt an impossible pleasure between my legs. Holy shit. I really was in very real danger of coming just standing here thinking about what she'd just said! 

So I stopped for a moment and caught my breath. Tried to get my body under control. I was so fucking turned on, but I needed to get a handle on this. I was not going to come at just the thought of feeling her pressed against me!

After a moment I thought I could trust myself to turn around and face her. And so I did, and I realized I wasn't prepared at all. She'd pulled away from me but she was still right there. She was looking at me with an obvious hunger and lust in her eyes, but underneath it all there was something else. 

There was a tenderness there. An almost hesitation that made it seem like she was in unfamiliar territory. That quieted my worries that I was just another groupie, though I suppose a skilled player would be able to give off that feeling.

I wanted nothing more than to jump on her. To complete the delicious orgasm that had been building inside me. That had been threatening ever since she first pressed up against me. She was looking at me with tenderness and I was the one who was thinking with the brain between my legs and feeling the need to give into pure animal lust.

Only I didn't. It was as though electricity was jumping between us, but I didn't give into my baser urges. There was still something that was holding me back. Whether that was the fact that she was who she was or because we were in public was up in the air.

"Where are we going?"

"I was thinking to the meet and greet? They’ll get upset if I don’t at least make an appearance."

I sighed in disappointment. There were a lot of places I could think of going with her and a meet and greet where I’d have to share her with other women was the last of them. I was so keyed up that I would’ve done just about anything she asked in that moment. Apparently the disappointment was plain on my face, because she smiled.

"Don't worry," she said. "It'll only last for a little while, and then maybe I can show you the tour bus?"

Crap. I was disappointed when she said she wanted to go to the meet and greet, but at the same time going back to her tour bus felt like one hell of a step that might be going too far in the opposite direction. 

I could worry about that later though. The meet and greet sounded like a good idea now that I was coming down from that moment when I would’ve done anything and the more rational part of me was reasserting itself once more.

Yeah, I really needed a breather to figure out what the hell it was that had me losing control every time I looked at her. Before I really lost control and did something crazy!

I smiled and reached out to take the hand she offered. I couldn't believe I was doing this. I told myself that all I was doing was following her, having a little bit of fun. Having a little adventure that I could think about for the rest of my life.

I told myself that's all it was, but I had a feeling that so much more was happening here. That I was pretending I was in charge even as things were spiraling out of my control.

Despite those worries I let her lead me back to the meet and greet and whatever might be waiting beyond that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

12: Meet and Greet

 

Meet and greets. They were a necessary evil in the business, especially in a post-file sharing world where people didn’t think music was worth anything and meeting the band or seeing them live had become the product while the music was more of a loss leader.

It was a damned screwed up system that made me wish we’d hit it big in the days when music still sold like hotcakes and the money flowed right along with it.

But it didn’t. Especially not these days and extra especially not for a group whose biggest hits were a decade in the past. No, pressing flesh with the fans was where the real money was made on these tours.

I glanced across the room to where Jessica stood with her friend. Gareth brought her straight into the meet and greet which I supposed was a good sign. At least he hadn’t decided to blow the whole thing off like he had at past meet and greets. Not that I would begrudge him doing that. I know I wanted to take Jessica out to my bus right now and fuck the consequences.

The “meet and greet room” was actually just the greenroom repurposed for moving fans in and out on a conveyor line. Definitely not one of the better setups we’d had for these things. With four of us and all the fans moving in and out and security on top of that it was tight quarters. 

A line of fans, mostly women, ran around the edge of the room and out into the hallway beyond. All of them looked ecstatic, but that was about par for the course at these things. As always I plastered on a smile and remembered that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity they’d paid extra for even if for me it was just Tuesday, or whatever the fuck day it was. They tended to run together on tour with none of the usual markers to let me know the day or time.

So as much as I wanted to throw Jessica over my shoulder and take her back to the tour bus I kept that smile on my face as I met each fan in turn and signed something for them. Every meeting was the same. They squealed, gave me a hug or a handshake, and then security inevitably had to move them along.

I glanced over to Jessica to see how she was taking the girls getting up close and personal with me, but there was an unreadable expression there. Damn. She was so beautiful. I couldn’t help but think about how much I wanted her to be the one pressing up against me as I…

No. I chased those thoughts away and concentrated on work and not on how delicious Jessica looked in that tight outfit that showed off every hot curve of her body. I definitely wasn’t imagining what it would be like to lean over her, to run my tongue over that body. To taste her.

I shook myself free from those thoughts again. Damn.

The meet and greet seemed to stretch into eternity, but eventually the long line of women waiting to press flesh and get a picture and a quick autograph were gone. Talk about an eternity that went by in a blink! Finally it was time to get away from this green room and have a little bit of fun with Jessica. Maybe take her for a tour of the bus.

Not that I thought she was the kind of girl who’d necessarily fall for that old line, but it was worth a shot. There was just something about that girl that got me all twisted up inside and I wanted to know more about her even if I didn’t get to know more about her in the traditional sense that I got to know a girl when I invited her back to my tour bus.

It was a testament to how interested I was that I’d take conversation or copulation.

I licked my lips and looked at Jessica, wondering what kind of fun was I going to have tonight. Only before I could say anything Talia was there with a hand on my arm. Because it was Talia I didn’t immediately pull away, but I was annoyed that she was keeping me from Jessica.

“Not so fast there lovergirl,” she said. “You know we still have work to do.”

Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and realized Gareth was trying to sneak out with Jessica’s friend Alice. My eyes narrowed and Talia followed my gaze. As intended. If I was stuck doing more business then Gareth had to come too.

“Hey Gareth! Not so fast there!”

Gareth froze right at the door and squeezed his eyes shut. The horny bastard knew what was coming and he was trying to sneak out early. Just like him to try and shirk his responsibility, though that was a move I’d pulled plenty of times way back when.

“After party buddy,” Talia said. “Time to schmooze!”

“Fine, let me see if Jessica is up for the after party,” I grumbled.

Talia grinned. “Going to a rock and roll after party with the great Ivy Thompson, lead singer of her favorite band? I’m sure she’s going to jump at that.”

I didn’t bother to correct her. It would take too much time to explain how incredibly wrong she was, and I didn’t want to get into that now. What I really wanted was some alone time with Jessica, but once again it seemed work was going to keep me from what I really wanted to do.

Damn pop star lifestyle getting in the way of a simple date. On a tour bus. Behind a massive arena. Where I’d just finished a massive concert in front of a crowd of thousands of screaming women.

Yeah, the simple life and all that.

I figured I’d open with something nice and direct when I got over to Jessica.

"So are you going to come to the after party with me?"

"After party? What's that?"

I grinned and decided the smartass approach was the best in these circumstances. She seemed like the kind of girl who would appreciate that approach.

"Well it's a party we have, and it's sort of after the concert so we settled on that name…"

Jessica grinned and smacked my arm. I felt a tingle where her hand made contact. I loved it when she touched me, even if it was to give me a playful smack.

"Smartass," she said. "I meant where is it? Who's going to be there? Is this a real rock 'n roll after party with drugs and booze?"

I held my hands up and smiled. Maybe this would’ve been that sort of party ten years ago, but now that half the group was married and the other half were too old for that shit anyways there was none of that crap. We weren’t young enough that we could burn the candle at both ends like that and still be functional for shows like back in the day. 

"Nothing like that. Maybe some booze, but definitely no drugs. It's just a gathering we have after every concert for our friends and some of our biggest fans. It's a nice way to unwind."

Jessica cocked an eyebrow and fixed me with a playful smile. "Some of your biggest fans, huh? So what makes you think I'd be welcome there?"

"Fair enough," I said. "I take it the concert and my serenade didn't improve your opinion of the band or our music?"

Jessica moved in closer. Reached up and straightened out a part of my shirt that didn't need straightening out, but at this point I’d take any excuse to have close contact with her so I wasn’t exactly complaining. And damn was that close contact fucking delicious.

"Let's just say I'm a fan of certain bodies in the band even if I'm not exactly a huge fan of the band's entire body of work."

“Well maybe you’ll get to see more of that body later if you play your cards right,” I said.

Jessica rolled her eyes. “So do lines like that actually work on groupies or something? Because you’re going to have to try harder with me since I’m not dazzled by the whole rock star thing.”

I moved a hand to the small of her back. It felt nice resting my hand there. It made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. It seemed to be doing something for Jessica as well judging from the way her eyes squeezed shut and her lips quirked up in a goofy grin.

"Okay, I guess I could go to the after party and have some fun," she said.

"Sounds great," I said. "I'd like to have some fun with you."

Either she didn’t pick up on the double meaning or she decided to ignore it. Pity.

"So where is this party?"

"Well it turns out this arena has one hell of a nice lounge up top that gives you a nice view of the whole place…"

I used my hand on the small of her back to guide her away from the small green room and off to this lounge I’d only heard about as we were finishing up the show. Apparently all the true amenities were waiting for us up there rather than in the green room which was meant for fans, and no one had bothered to tell us. Not the best run venue we’d ever been to, let me tell you.

The lounge was really fucking impressive. It was the first impressive thing I’d seen since we got to the arena considering how they forgot to tell us about this place and left us with that crappy excuse for a green room. They called it the Quarterback Lounge. I suppose that was because this was normally a football stadium in addition to being a concert venue for acts who were big enough to warrant booking the place.

The lounge did indeed have a very nice view of the concert floor down below. Though I suppose usually when people were up here spectating it would be a view of the football field down below. I never had time to watch football so I really wouldn't know.

There was also a giant window on the opposite end that had a nice view of the skyline. All in all it was a pretty damn impressive experience even if you weren't the kind of person to be wowed by a football stadium, and I’d been in plenty of football stadiums over the years.

"So then she keeps staring at me like she's expecting something," Jessica said.

Jessica was giggly. I figured it was a combination of standing next to Ivy Thompson for most of the night, much to the chagrin of the wannabe groupies I saw giving us a wide berth which was just another advantage of having her around as far as I was concerned, and the alcohol in her hand. 

Okay, so maybe it had more to do with the alcohol than with standing next to me, but a girl could dream. She’d been surprised to find out the stuff was free. Or at least it was free for party attendees. I'm sure we were paying for it somewhere down the line.

"And I'm expecting her to recognize me any minute, but she just keeps looking at me like I'm some sort of crazy woman!" I continued, picking up where she left off.

"Okay, so I was looking at her like she was a hot crazy woman," Jessica said. "But still. The way she stared at me was kind of weird."

"It's at that point I realize I've run into the one girl within a ten mile radius of the stadium who has absolutely no idea who I was. It was actually kind of refreshing and funny," I said.

Alice shook her head and rolled her eyes. She reached out and poked Jessica in the chest. My eyes followed that motion and lingered for just a moment on Jessica’s chest. Jessica noticed me noticing her friend’s finger between her tits and blushed. Damn that outfit was so hot! After talking with them for a bit I understood that I owed that outfit to Alice, and boy was I glad she talked Jessica into dressing up a little sexier than she'd originally intended. That was a body that begged to be shown off!

"I can’t believe you Jessica!” Alice exploded. “How many times did I expose you to their album covers? How many times did I show you pictures of the band? Their poster was hanging over my bed where we'd have sleepovers every other weekend! I'm so disappointed in you! I can't believe you're my friend. I'm so embarrassed that you didn't recognize Ivy!"

Jessica rolled her eyes. "Hey, give me a break. Ivy here was a teenager when you showed me all that stuff. She's changed little since then. Besides, I did my best to ignore all of that whenever possible. You know this."

"Those changes were all for the better, I hope?" I asked. 

It was so weird hearing them talk about how I’d been on posters in their bedrooms. Well, in Alice’s bedroom at least. The fact that I’d been such an important part of so many girls’ lives was something I tried not to think about too often. Particularly since I’d been a big part of a lot of girls getting up the courage to come out after the group got really popular and it turned out being a lesbian wasn’t the end of the world. At least not as far as pop culture was concerned a decade ago.

No, best not to think about that. It was a huge weight on my shoulders, and that path led to madness. Or a raging ego. Either way it was something I tried not to think about too terribly often.

Jessica fixed me with a steady glare that had me taking a step back.

"You're still considered one of the hottest girls in one of the hottest bands in history," she said. "Do you really need to go fishing for compliments?"

"Jessica!" Alice said, sounding scandalized.

I shook my head and chuckled. "It's nice that I have you around to give me a reality check right along with your compliments."

Gareth cleared his throat and Alice looked over to him and smiled. “Getting bored with the party?”

“Well I was wondering what you’d think of…”

I never did get to hear what he was wondering about because he leaned in and whispered, though I noticed that he had his eyes on mine as he whispered. Not that I needed to guess too much to figure out what he was suggesting. Something told me it was the same suggestion he made to girls at a lot of these parties. The same sort of suggestion I used to make before the Incident.

A huge smile spread across Alice’s face at whatever he whispered, and I could make a pretty good guess what he was asking.

“That sounds perfect!” she said, and they walked off hand in hand. Jessica followed them until they walked out the door.

“Well that was fast,” she said. “I wonder what he said?”

“Oh you know, the usual star stuff. Asking the girl to go back to his bus for a tour.”

Jessica turned back to me and smiled. “Really? Does that actually work?”

“Worked on your friend, didn’t it?”

“Fair enough,” Jessica said.

I figured I was never going to have a more opportune moment, so why not go for it? After all, Gareth wasn’t the only one who could give a girl the star treatment. The only problem was I had no idea if Jessica was going to go for it. She was an enigma. Completely unlike any girl I’d ever met at a concert, and because of that I was in unfamiliar territory.

"So what would you say to a tour of my bus?"

Even as I asked it I could feel my pulse picking up. Damn. It had been a hell of a long time since I’d felt this nervous about propositioning a girl. Still, the die was cast and now all I could do was wait for her answer and hope for the best.

 

 

 

 

 

 

13: Tour Bus Tour

 

This was it. This was a moment of truth. There was no more lying to myself about what this was. About what I was doing. I couldn't tell myself this was just a bit of innocent flirting if I was going back to her tour bus. That was crossing a line squarely into groupie territory.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Ivy moved in close. Her arms wrapped around me and I saw a couple of girls roll their eyes and storm off. Obviously they’d been waiting for an opportunity to swoop in and take Ivy from me. An opportunity that wasn’t going to come now.

Eat your heart out bitches.

“Are you sure? It’s just a tour bus. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Just spending time with you is enough for me.”

Damn did she know just the right words to get a girl going. Of course I imagine she had lots of practice at getting girls on her bus. Still, I had a feeling she’d never used a line that started with telling a girl how much sex we weren’t going to have once we got to her bus. I had a feeling that line was just for me.

Which is exactly how a player would make me feel.

Every part of my body was screaming for me to say yes. Still, I wondered how far I could push her by playing hard to get. I got a thrill at playing hard to get with a woman who was widely acknowledge as one of the sexiest women in the world even ten years after she first found fame. It’s not like she was ancient or anything. The group had been young when they first hit. 

No, I got the distinct feeling that “hard to get” wasn’t a game many women played with the great sexy Ivy Thompson.

"What if you’re just trying to get me on that bus so you can give me the same sort of tour you give every other girl? How am I going to get away from my pop star encounter with my honor intact?”

Ivy sighed. She looked down at me and her eyes were positively hypnotizing. I could drown in those eyes.

“I promise you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to Jessica. I’m telling the truth when I say that all I want is to spend more time with you. I need to spend more time with you even if we’re playing Go Fish.”

Damn it. How could she do this to me? How could she make me feel so giddy, so turned on, just by being near me? I was caught in the thrill of a new crush. Add in the fact that she was a huge star, for certain definitions of “huge star” a decade ago, and it just made the feeling that much more intense. I was starting to care for this girl even if I still didn’t care for her music.

My body was a mass of contradictions. I was shaking as though I had a chill. I was sweating as though I was running a fever. I was weak in the knees, and yet all I want to do was lean forward and use her for support. I felt so confident, so sexy, knowing Ivy Thompson wanted me. I wasn’t a fan, but a girl could appreciate beating out thousands of other girls in a competition I didn’t even know I was entering when I met her at that diner.

Then again I never really thought of it as a competition. Maybe that’s why she was talking to me instead of any of a dozen girls milling around staring at her so intensely that I almost thought she’d need a cigarette when they were finished looking.

Ivy moved a hand up and ran it along my shoulder causing me to shiver. "One night to prove myself is all I ask."

Her hand ran down my shoulder until she was cupping my hand.

I looked up at her and arched an eyebrow. I came to a decision. I wanted to spend more time with her. Ivy obviously wanted to spend more time with me. Maybe I was more under her spell than I would’ve liked to admit, but I decided I would go with her. 

Maybe I was being stupid, maybe I was letting a player take advantage of me, but I didn’t think so. If anything I was more worried about losing control than I was worried about Ivy trying to press her advantage once we were on her home territory.

Of course she didn’t have to know how completely she’d won.

"Does that line usually work on your fans?"

She blinked and  laughed. "Usually it does. I take it it's not working now?"

I wagged a finger at her. "You're being naughty."

That wasn't a yes and it wasn't a no. I wanted to keep her guessing. I wanted to keep making this a game because she seemed to be enjoying the chase and it was so fucking sexy pretending I was still playing hard to get even if I knew she'd won and I was giving in.

Ivy held up her hands as though admitting defeat, though she had a grin on her face. "Okay, so you've got me. That used to work most of the time, but the reason I’m still here asking you this is because it’s so nice to meet a girl who isn't so star struck that she gives in right away."

"Well the night's not over yet," I said. “Plenty of time to dazzle me.”

"Oh really? So does that mean I could still interest you in a tour of my bus?"

"That could be fun," I said. She grinned and I decided to turn the screws just a little. "Besides, it's not like I'm going anywhere until my friend gets back with your buddy."

Her smile faltered for a moment but she recovered quickly. She laughed, a surprisingly genuine laugh as she wrapped her arm around mine and led me out of the room.

"Don’t worry. She’s with Gareth, so you won’t have too long to wait if you don’t want to. Of course in the meantime I just so happen to have a full bar on my bus."

I grinned. "Why Ms. Thompson. If I didn't know any better I'd think you were trying to get a girl drunk to have your way with her!"

“So what if I am?”

My head was positively swimming as we left and I wondered what I was getting myself into.

Ivy's tour bus was pretty damn nice. And why wouldn't it be? She was probably incredibly rich. Rich enough that she had a bus all to herself. There were several others that stretched on behind hers, presumably for the rest of the band. 

One of the girls I recognized from the group was walking towards one of those buses with a pretty girl who looked to be about the same age which was a good ten years older than me. I didn’t think she was a groupie though. She’d been in the meeting room before the crowds arrived. The way she held herself had wife or significant other written all over it.

An older looking dark-skinned gentleman who was built like a brick house with beefy arms and broad shoulders sat in a comically undersized folding chair with an ereader glowing and illuminating his face. He looked up and smiled at Ivy, nodded to me, then went back to his book.

The engine was running as Ivy opened the door and gestured for me to follow her up. I took her hand and felt an electric charge as our bodies made contact, even if it was just the short contact of a handhold as she pulled me up.

The thing was damn impressive. Like I'm talking it looked nicer than my own living room at the apartment I shared with Alice. A huge flat-panel TV hung on one wall with the promised fully stocked bar adjacent to the TV. It was all very nice, if very narrow. I suppose that was the one limitation of being on a bus.

"So you have this whole thing all to yourself?" I asked.

"Most of the time."

Ivy frowned for a moment, then shook her head and a grin was back on her face. "Occasionally the driver will come back and shoot the shit with me if it's been a long drive. Sometimes Gareth or one of the other girls from the band will ride with me if I'm in the mood for a game or something, but mostly they’re all settled down so it’s hard for me to tear them away from their women. Sometimes Jake comes in and I school him in a racing game."

“Jake?”

“My security guy. You just saw him. The one sitting in that chair securing his book.”

“Oh…”

Nice work if you could get it, I guess.

“I have to say the company tonight is much better than hanging out with any of the aforementioned.”

Ivy looked me up and down. Her eyes ran over my body like a lover's caress and it sent a thrill running through me just as intensely as that lover's caress would on any other occasion. I felt goose bumps rise all over my body. I felt my breathing pick up, and my nipples were straining out. There was no doubt in my mind that she could see them against the thin material of my top even through my bra. I was that turned on!

And the outfit Alice put me in was just that slutty.

Sure enough Ivy stared, but just for a moment. Then her eyes were back on my own and she had a smile on her face. I'm sure part of that smile was for the show I was giving her, but I didn't give a fuck. Let her stare.

I didn’t know what was coming over me, but I kind of liked it. Still, I couldn’t help but ask the question that was on the tip of my tongue.

“So what about all the girls you meet at these concerts?”

Ivy laughed and shook her head. “None of that on this tour.”

I cocked an eyebrow and put my hands on my hips. “Do you really expect me to believe that?”

“Nope, but it’s the truth.”

“So what about back when you were touring the first time around?”

“Damn. When I said I wanted to be around you no matter what I wasn’t expecting an interrogation,” she muttered.

I looked down, a blush coming to my face. Ivy had a point. She hadn’t been anything but nice and I felt like I was trying to push her away. That wasn’t fair to her, damn it.

“You’re right, I shouldn’t…”

Ivy held a hand up. “No, you’re perfectly justified. It’s a fair question. Back then I tore it up wherever we went. I entertained on a bus very like this one in every city we stopped at, but I’ve left that life behind.”

She locked eyes with me and I was taken aback at the sudden burning intensity there as she looked me up and down. That was the look of a woman staring at a woman she desperately wanted. It didn’t hurt that I desperately wanted her too.

“Of course there’s been one exception so far on this tour,” she said, her voice sounding suddenly husky as though she was having trouble getting that out.

I couldn’t maintain that gaze so I glanced around the living area thinking about how much fun it would be to continue being the one exception on this tour, though something told me this living area wasn't where she would have entertained her lady guests. No, the only place that looked convenient for that sort of thing was a surprisingly comfortable looking couch, but it was small enough that it would be difficult for two people to really have a good time on it.

Not that I wouldn’t mind trying, if that was the only option.

I tried to sound as nonchalant, as noncommittal as possible as I said at my next words. I suddenly felt like I was walking in a minefield after the way she’d reacted to my “interrogation.” Plus I was still enjoying playing hard to get with the rock star who was used to women falling into her bed when she flashed that winning smile that had graced so many posters and album covers.

"So where would you take the second kind of company? Hypothetically speaking, of course."

I wanted to make sure to get in that last bit. Hard to get and all that, even though my body was screaming at me to just give in and let this happen. My lizard brain was screaming at me to give into the delicious warmth that was building between my legs and spreading through my body. My rational brain, though, was still calling the shots. Barely. And that part of me was fucking turned on by stringing along a hot girl who was used to getting her way.

Not that the rational part of my brain was going to be in control much longer. I was so close to losing out to the more visceral parts of my mind that were begging to be taken by this delicious woman. I stomped down on those voices, but even mentally stomping down on them didn't do much. They were still there, they were still insistent, and the animal part of my brain, the part of my body that was motivated by pure lust, was definitely starting to win the battle the rational part of my brain had been putting up all night long. Desire was winning out over the part of me that was offended that I would be throwing myself at the lead singer of Sleepwalker.

Ivy seemed to get the hint. She walked over to me, put an arm around me and led me over to the small bar.

"Well of course we wouldn't start any hypothetical festivities by going to the back of the bus. That might be fun, but I’ve always found it’s more fun to draw things out a little.”

I arched an eyebrow and allowed her to guide me over to the bar where she poured a couple of drinks. Pure whiskey. I looked at her and blinked. I usually wasn't a whiskey kind of girl, but I figured I could make an exception in this case. Particularly if that was part of the groupie experience that I suddenly found myself wanting to experience even though that should’ve been the last thing I wanted.

"So this is your big move? You get girls drunk?"

The words might’ve been a bit harsh if not for the playful tone. I had a feeling that for most girls the fact that Ivy existed and was standing right in front of them in all her glory would be more than enough to get their panties to drop. No booze required.

Ivy kicked back her drink in one swallow and I blinked, both impressed and surprised. Though I'm not sure why I was surprised. It seemed that partying was at least a small part of her job description from what I saw at that after party. I had a feeling she could put away substances in a way that I couldn't possibly imagine.

She smiled after she got her drink down. "I'm Ivy Thompson," she said in a tone that was both a statement of fact and a slight challenge as she proceeded to echo what I’d just been thinking. "Do you really think I need to get girls drunk or slip them something get their panties to drop once I've got them on my tour bus?"

There was something loaded about the way she phrased that. The deal was sealed once she got girls on her tour bus. I was a girl, I was on her tour bus right now, though I wasn’t exactly a fan which put a wrinkle in the whole thing.

The line between playful resistance and conquest was thin, and it was constantly moving. Which side of the line was I on? I knew which side my brain told me I should be on and I knew which side my body was telling me I was on.

"So the booze is just to break the ice?" I asked.

Ivy shrugged. "Not really. It just helps to calm a girl's nerves. She's living the pop star fantasy. It happened to me all the time, but it was usually the first and only time for them."

Ivy looked me up and down again and a shiver ran down my spine. Something had changed about Ivy. It was as though here on this bus, here in her territory, she was suddenly confident in herself in a way she hadn’t been throughout the rest of the evening when she was slightly off balance around me.

I thought about how it must have felt ten years ago for girls who were fans, and my imagination was fueled in no small part by how Alice used to go on about Gareth even though the genders didn’t quite line up in that case. 

The first time for them. It would be the first time getting the pop star experience for me. And I wanted nothing more than to be one of her conquests tonight. I could definitely sympathize with how those girls felt as they crossed the line from good girl to groupie.

I realized it was a line I was about to cross myself despite all the worries still running through my head. The worry that I was selling out by giving into the charms of a girl in Sleepwalker. More than anything the worry that I would wind up being just another notch on her traveling bedpost even though my body was screaming to let her carve that notch.

"So you're saying the only pickup line you've ever needed is to be Ivy Thompson?" I asked.

As I asked I was painfully aware of how close she was. I could smell her breath with just a hint of whiskey on it. I grimaced. Okay, so maybe there was more than a hint of whiskey which usually wasn't my thing but I'd make an exception in this case. I could feel the heat radiating off of her body.

Ivy shrugged. "Usually that's all it takes."

On any other woman that would be arrogance. On any other woman that would be a boast. Only with her it was nothing of the sort. She really could have her pick of just about any woman she wanted. Myself included. 

I needed this so bad. My body was aching for her. I was completely overcome by the moment and completely gone. I didn’t care if I was throwing myself at her. No, I desperately wanted her to lean forward and take me, to shatter all of my boundaries and barriers.

Only she didn't. Maybe my game was working a little too well. So I decided to give things a push.

"So where did the date usually go from here?" I breathed out.

Ivy chuckled. I was being fucking transparent, but I didn't give a fuck. I had to have her even if I was giving up on playing hard to get and was throwing myself at her instead. She pulled back from me, turning towards the bar where she placed her empty drink on the wood paneling. She turned back to me and cocked an eyebrow.

"Do you really want to see?"

That was a loaded question. My breathing was picking up. My nipples were rock hard. I was so fucking wet. I paused to think for a moment, but I didn’t think for long. I wanted this. Needed it. So I was going to go for it. Fuck the consequences!

"Sure," I said. "It would be interesting to see where the magic happened. Back in the day."

Ivy grinned and gestured towards the back of the bus. "Then by all means follow me."

And so I followed. I followed temptation made flesh. It was time to see where the magic happened, and maybe make a little magic of my own.

 

 

 

 

 

 

14: Escape

 

Buzzing. Confusion. Light.

Yeah, my brain was kind of fuzzy right now. Please call back and try again later when Jessica wasn't suffering from a world-class case of confusion and maybe just a little bit of a hangover while still suffering from more than a little sleep haze.

Only that buzzing kept right up. The bright light kept flashing in my face. That was odd. Usually the sun didn't flash in my face in the morning when it was streaming through my apartment window which was conveniently located at a perfect angle to catch the sun greeting the world for most of the year.

What the hell was going on here?

I opened one eye. That seemed like a fair enough compromise. Just one eye. I could still be half-asleep if I could only see half of what was going on in the world, right? At least that was the kind of half drunken/half hung over logic that played through my brain.

So I opened my one eye. I looked down. The buzzing was my phone. The flashing light was my phone.

Of course it would be my phone. The only question was who was calling?

I squinted at the screen. It refused to resolve into a clear picture. Why did it refuse to resolve into a clear picture?

Oh, right. All the booze I had to drink at that after party. After the concert. When I'd gotten a little close and personal with…

Shit.

I have a couple of friends over the years who swore by their personal hangover remedies. One said that drinking Tylenol with a bunch of water would take care of things. I knew one girl who swore by tomato juice as a cure-all for what ails you when you had a little too much to drink the night before. She claimed it sobered you right up.

It didn't. All it did was leave you with tomato breath and a hangover. I guess whether or not that was a good or a bad thing depends largely on one’s stance on tomatoes.

I just mention that by way of comparison, because in that moment I discovered the perfect hangover remedy. The one thing that was guaranteed to sober me up in a flash. Waking up and seeing my friend calling me when I'd fallen into a drunken sleep in the back of some pop star's bus after I had one hell of a naughty tryst with her.

Damn!

I sat bolt upright and immediately regretted it. I might've thought I'd sobered up, I might've thought I'd gotten rid of the lingering aftereffects of getting drunk, but sitting up proved that wasn't the case at all.

No, it just made the headache that was threatening just behind my temples come roaring to the surface. It made me regret ever even considering putting a drink of alcohol to my lips. It made me wish I could crawl back up next to Ivy and go to sleep, but the insistent buzzing on my phone, Alice's name flashing at me in the darkness, meant that wasn't happening.

I swiped my phone and it opened.

Alice's call disappeared. My phone helpfully told me I'd missed about twenty calls from her. Great. She probably knew exactly where I was, and she probably had a pretty good idea of exactly what I was doing.

No, I corrected myself. She probably had a pretty good idea of exactly what I'd done. The fun part was over. Now it was time to deal with the hangover. Damn it.

I shifted around and saw her there. My breath caught as I saw her tight toned body. It was perfect. Ivy was perfect.

Light streamed in from that giant window along the back of the bus, illuminating her through the blinds. Horizontal bars of light ran up and down her body showing off her perfect form. Her beautiful face that looked so incredible as she was lying there asleep.

In short, she looked absolutely perfect. And all I could think about was how the hell was I going to get the hell out of here, and fast? I couldn't believe I'd actually let myself become a one night stand for a member of Sleepwalker, and my knee jerk reaction was to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible.

Was it stupid? Maybe, but I was still slightly buzzed, dealing with one hell of a hangover, dealing with some pretty damn confusing emotions, and generally not thinking straight.

I glanced around the room. I looked down at myself. No clothes. A blush crossed my face at that. Why would I be in clothes? I'd only just had the full groupie experience with one of the most famous rock goddesses in the world. I'd fallen asleep right next to her. Preferred attire for that sort of social engagement was the birthday suit, after all.

I frantically looked around the room for any sign of my clothes. I saw a slightly darker spot along one side of the wall. I thought she'd maybe tossed my clothes over that direction earlier. I couldn't really remember. Everything was sort of a lust fueled haze that ran together in my memory, and I figured one lump of potential clothes was as good as another when I was already stumbling around blindly in the back of a tour bus where, oh did I mention? I'd just had a one night stand with the lead singer from the most famous girl band of a decade ago. A band that I despised. I’d acted no better than a common groupie throwing myself at Ivy!

How had I let myself get into this situation? Damn it, damn it, damn it!

I fumbled at the dark pile on the floor, desperately hoping it wasn't her clothes. And a smile played across my face as I thought back to how much fun it had been getting Ivy out of those clothes. I shook myself. I needed to stop thinking like that. I needed to get the hell out of here. I'd had my walk on the wild side, but I was not a groupie for some rock star!

Okay, so maybe I totally was a groupie for some rock star. Accidentally. No matter how I tried to slice it, what I'd just done was groupie behavior. Still, I was going to get out of here before she could gloat over her conquest. I was going to get out of here before she could do something worse than that like profess her undying love for me which I wasn't equipped to deal with right now.

Not that there was anything about our time together that made me think she was the type to do anything like gloat over a conquest or profess her undying love after one night together.

I stopped and turned back to look at her again. I thought back to meeting her in the diner. I thought to how she'd been while we were backstage together. And I felt a warmth rising inside me.

A dangerous warmth. A warmth that made me want to ignore my phone and climb back into bed. Into the rock star fantasy I'd lived for just one night. A rock star fantasy that was so dangerous precisely because it was that: a fantasy.

No matter how nice, no matter how hot she was, the truth was plain. She was a star, and she was constantly traveling from city to city where girls who were a hell of a lot hotter than me would be throwing themselves at her. There was no chance for something long-term, and that's not what I needed in my life right now anyways. I needed to remember that.

The night had been fun, but I needed to get out of here before she woke up and things got really complicated.

Because I'd realized something in that moment while I was looking at her. While I was thinking back to all the fun we'd had. To that moment we'd shared in the diner. Nothing in our time together had made her seem like the love'em and leave'em type even though I didn't see how she couldn't be given who she was and what she did. 

No, she seemed very sincere, very real with her emotions and how she was feeling even if there was more than a little bit of booze involved which made it questionable to begin with. And that scared me. I was terrified that she might want a relationship, and I didn't think that was something I could handle. Not with her.

I finished slipping my clothes on. I must've looked a sight but I didn't care. It was too dark to see in a mirror anyways. I moved to the door leading out into the bus and prayed there wouldn't be any security people waiting on the other side.

Before I left I did turn to look at her one final time. I stared at her gorgeous body. I stared at her beautiful face. And I felt a profound ache in the pit of my stomach. I felt a fire burning in between my legs.

I shook my head. This was dangerous standing here and staring at her like this. It made me think dangerous thoughts. The kind of thoughts that would have me crawling back into bed with her and waking up in the morning to see where things went. I turned and quietly made my way out.

I hated myself for doing it, but it had to be done.

The lights were out in the living area. I started towards the door from memory and immediately banged my ankle against something. It was hard not to curse, and then I realized I was an idiot. I still had my phone with me! I definitely wasn't thinking straight.

I flicked the screen on and ignored the missed calls from Alice. I made my way to the door. I finally saw my first security guard when I stepped out. The same one from earlier having a quiet but heated argument with somebody. Somebody who was waving a phone in the guard’s face and looking particularly hostile.

I smiled as the glow from the phone passed across her face. That was an angry whispering face that I recognized. Alice. Her eyes fell on me as the door opened and she rushed around the guard, pushing him to the side and ignoring his protests. Alice wrapped me in a hug.

"Alice! What's going on here?"

"I was so worried! You disappeared and then you weren't answering any of my phone calls and they said she went in there with a girl but I couldn't go in there to try and find you and…"

Her breath was coming in quick gasps and I realized she seemed like she was on the verge of bursting into tears. Damn! That definitely wasn't the reaction I'd been expecting. Not that I'd been expecting to see Alice at all when I stepped off the bus.

"What happened with Gareth?"

Alice sighed. "It was fun," she said. "But let's just say that after we finished having that fun he was more interested in drinking and playing video games than hanging out with me."

I felt a pang of guilt as she said that. The way she was sighing made it clear she would've loved it very much if Gareth did want to cuddle up with her. Maybe fall asleep together. Maybe sit and talk about things. Exactly what I'd gotten from Ivy, and here I was running away from it like a stupid idiot.

"What about you? You slut!" Alice said.

I shrugged. "More or less the same thing."

The lie caused another pang of guilt to run through me, but whatever. Let her think what she was going to think. Given her recent experience she probably wouldn't have too much trouble imagining that I'd had a love'em and leave'em one night affair with Ivy in much the same way that she'd enjoyed her time with her guy. 

That would be a lot easier to deal with than the inevitable questioning that would follow from telling her that I had a brief glimpse of something very special developing between me and Ivy and now I was sneaking away in the night like a coward rather than confronting it. 

No, she wouldn't like that at all. I’d never hear the end of it.

The lie was easier.

Alice hooked her elbow in my own and pulled me away. She gave a pointed dirty look to the guard who'd refused to let her into Ivy's trailer, though it's not like I could blame the guy. That was his job, after all. He shrugged and went back to his ebook when it looked like we weren’t going to try and get back in.

"Come on Jessica," Alice said. "Let's get out of here. Away from these rock star users!"

I was surprised at the heat in Alice's voice. From the way she'd been talking on the way over here, hell from the way she talked about the band over the years, it seemed like a one night stand with her favorite member of the group wouldn't be entirely unwelcome. Only now the way she was reacting made me think that maybe there was a little bit more to her rock star fantasy then a wham bam thank you ma'am one night stand.

Interesting. Very interesting.

And that just made me feel all the more guilty that I'd achieved the dream and now I was leaving it behind. Yeah, I definitely needed to never tell Alice about that. On the bright side, if Alice was this pissed off then there was a good chance I was never going to have to hear her lecturing me about Sleepwalker ever again.

Silver linings and all that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

15: The Morning After

 

Light. Buzzing. Confusion.

I opened my eyes and immediately regretted the decision. The sunlight streaming in through that huge back window definitely wasn’t good for a girl nursing a hangover. Usually I closed the blinds the night before so I wouldn’t have this problem, I tended to run a pretty vampiric schedule so good blinds were a must on the bus, but they only worked if I wasn’t distracted.

Distractions. I smiled as I thought about the delicious distraction that kept me from adjusting the blinds the night before. Yeah, that had felt good falling asleep with Jessica in my arms.

I’d never done that before. Like, ever. A definite first for a girl I brought back to the place where the magic happened. I hoped it would be the first of many occasions where I’d fall asleep with her in my arms.

Last night was a very real and concrete demonstration of something I’d suspected for a long time: getting off was getting off, but making love to someone you cared about was something else entirely.

It made me all the more jealous of Emma and Talia and what they had, but now that I had Jessica I was hopeful that things might blossom into what those girls had.

My stomach rumbled. Food. Breakfast. I should get food. I didn’t have anything to cook on the bus even though it came with a fully furnished kitchen. All I really needed was a microwave, but when we bought the thing it had been one of those deals where it would’ve been more expensive to get something custom that didn’t have the cookie cutter option of a full kitchen. Still, it would be a good idea to get something for Jessica.

Odd. I didn’t feel her in my arms where she’d been last night when we went to sleep. Then again I suppose it would be weird to expect her to spend the whole night wrapped naked in my arms even if that would’ve been a pleasant experience to wake up to. I’d settle for waking up next to her naked. Or even if she’d woken up in the middle of the night and decided to put some clothes on. She was beautiful no matter what.

I rolled over and moved my hand out across the bed expecting to feel her glorious curves at any moment, but nothing. I blinked and sat up.

The bed was empty. Well, I was here, but there was definitely no Jessica. Just rumpled sheets where she’d been last night.

Damn.

I moved over to the foot of the bed on the off chance she’d rolled off in the middle of the night. She’d had a bit to drink, after all, as had I. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d heard of someone falling off the bed in a drunken stupor even if she hadn’t been all that drunk.

No Jessica. Also none of her clothes. I was pretty sure I’d tossed them down to the foot of the bed the night before when we were having our fun. Fun that brought a smile to my face as I thought back on it. That really had been one of the best nights of my life.

Even if it wasn’t exactly shaping up to be one of the best mornings after.

What the hell was going on here? I was experiencing all sorts of firsts with this girl. The first time I’d found myself interested in someone who was dressed up to go to one of our concerts. The first time I’d felt something other than a little bit of old fashioned lust when I pulled a girl on stage. The first time I’d been interested in what a girl had to say as much as I was interested in how hot she was.

Apparently the first time I’d been stood up and left high and dry after a one night stand. Talk about one hell of an odd reversal there. I was used to being the one who did the ditching. I thought back to all the times I bailed early in the morning and left behind a note along with breakfast and an autographed picture talking about what a great time I had the night before.

I felt like a bitch even thinking about that. I felt like I was getting everything I deserved and then some as payback.

Of course there was still a small sliver of hope. There was still the chance that Jessica would be waiting for me on the other side of the bedroom door instead of a metaphorical karmic note and autographed picture that was payback for all the asshole things I’d done to my fans over the years.

I pulled on my miniskirt and shirt from the night before. I could shower later. If Jessica really was gone then I needed to get the ball rolling on a couple of things before I even thought about showering or breakfast.

And if she was here, well the shower in the bus was small, but one thing I’d made sure of when I bought this thing was that it would be more than enough to accommodate two people showering at the same time.

I had different priorities back then.

The only problem? It looked like I was going to be doing a one woman shower after all. I glanced through the living area and even on the floor around the couch on the off chance she’d stumbled out here in the middle of the night and passed out, again it wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened, only there was no sign of her.

The bus was completely empty. Just like it had been for most of this damn tour.

Fuck.

I popped my head out the front door. I heard some cheers and blinked in the morning light. I couldn’t believe it. Looking over at the chain link fence separating the buses from the rest of the world there were actually a few girls standing there with their phones in hand trying to take pictures. There was even a tent in one spot making it clear they’d stayed the night.

Damn. Talk about crazy. Not that I was too worried. It’s not like a camera on a phone was going to get much of a picture. For that matter it’s not like it would be the first time a picture of me stepping out of the bus hungover made the rounds on the Internet. I had no shame to hide from the world at this point. 

Well, I’d never been naked on the Internet, but other than that.

“Morning Ivy,” Jake said.

“Morning yourself Jake,” I replied.

Jake was usually the one guarding my bus through the night, though I was probably catching him near the end of his shift. It was a pretty sweet gig for him too. Mostly that meant sitting outside the front door reading a book or maybe playing a video game on his phone to break up the boredom. Not that I minded him breaking up the monotony. I figured it had to be a pretty boring job keeping back all the women who didn’t storm the chain link fences like in the old days.

Jake had earned his pay back then. I figured the least I owed him now was reading on the job. It was also nice having someone out there to keep an eye on things. I was particularly glad this morning that he was out there waiting. That meant he would’ve been there through the night when Jessica made her exit.

“You didn’t happen to see a lady come through here the night before, did you?” I asked.

Jake chuckled, a deep bass rumble, and shook his head. “You talking about the hellcat that came over here demanding to get into your bus in the middle of the night, or the one who stepped off your bus and ran off with the first one? You pulling in girls with girlfriends again? Been awhile since I saw that.”

“No, nothing like that,” I said.

“You sure about that?” Jake asked, fixing me with a firm stare. “Because I don’t particularly like dealing with the jealous girlfriends. They fight harder than the drunks.”

“Don’t worry. The other girl was straight. She probably spent a half hour with Gareth then came to get her friend,” I said.

“A half hour? That’d be a new record for him,” Jake said. “I can understand why she’d be so pissed off. Not that the one you were with looked too happy when she stepped out.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. Damn it. She was gone. And all I had was a phone number. Then again if she really didn’t want to talk to me it’s not like having a phone number was going to do a hell of a lot to get her attention. She could ignore me all she wanted and I’d be screwed.

Or I wouldn’t be screwed. Not like last night, at least. Damn it.

“I don’t suppose they said anything?”

I could at least hope that maybe she had work in the morning or something like that. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe she hadn’t bailed because she was freaking out about who I was. She’d seemed a little skittish for most of the night last night, and I could only assume that’s what ultimately chased her away.

Jake shook his head and chuckled again. “You sure you want to hear the things they were saying?”

I sank down against the steps, not even caring that those women on the other side of the chain link fence were still standing there snapping away. Let them snap away. I did close my knees just a bit, though. I put the miniskirt on but hadn’t bothered with underwear. Best not to give anyone out there with a telephoto lens something to share with the Internet.

Talk about ironic. Here I was surrounded by women who would love a chance to get with me and the one woman in the world I wanted was the one who was running as far and as fast as possible.

Damn it.

“Goddamn Gareth,” I muttered.

“What’d he do this time?”

“He might have just screwed me out of the girl of my dreams because he just had to screw her best friend.”

“Sounds like something he’d do. Not that he can help it. Getting mad at Gareth for screwing a fan is like getting mad at a fish for swimming. Time was you were like that too, I remember.”

Jake laughed again. Even I snorted at that one. It wasn’t one of his better cheesy jokes, but it was up there. And with the way I was feeling I would latch onto anything to provide a little bit of comic relief in what was starting to look like a pretty goddamn bleak situation.

I glanced over to Jake. I seemed to recall Jake being a man who could get things done once upon a time, even if he had settled into a life of reading and enjoying a nice easy gig.

“Jake, what would you say if I said I needed some help?”

He held his hands up. One of them had his trusty ereader still there from where he’d been flipping digital pages the night before.

“Hey, one of the deals when we started this tour was I wasn’t doing any of that stuff anymore,” he said. “Besides, all my contacts are at least a decade out of date. I’ve been clean for as long as the rest of you.”

I laughed and shook my head. Of course he would think I was after that, though I wasn’t sure that scoring a little bit of pot for after the show really counted as being heavy into illegal shit. Especially considering the stuff was legal now in a few of the states where we toured.

Still, I wasn’t interested in any of that. I was more interested in some of his contacts in the security business.

“I’m not talking about scoring some weed for an after party or anything like that,” I said. “Besides, the record company has way better contacts for that sort of thing than you do if I decided I wanted to get back into that.”

“Oh? Then what do you need?”

“You work security. Do you know guys who can track things down? Like if I were to give you a phone number do you know anyone who could run with that?”

Jake grinned and spread his hands wide. “My lady. I have a cousin who does PI work. I could get him a phone number and he could see what he can find. Usually takes a few days though.”

“What if I told you I needed it this morning? I’m on a little bit of a time crunch here.”

I really was under a time crunch. We were scheduled to start off for a new city tonight. It was a miracle that this stop happened to coincide with one of our rest and relaxation days where we took some time to decompress between concerts before jumping into big weekend dates.

That meant I had today. Technically we were supposed to be on the road later this afternoon, but I could push it and leave as late as tomorrow morning and still be on schedule. Maybe. It would be a stretch, but it’s not like they were going to start a concert without me or anything. Worst case scenario the opening act got a chance to shine for one night.

“I suppose he might be able to do that, but it’s going to cost you to pull him off of whatever he’s working on,” Jake said.

“Fine, done. Make it happen Jake.”

“Is this one of those girls I saw last night? I’m assuming it’s the hottie that came off the bus?”

“Yup, that’s her,” I said.

“Weird. Never figured you to be one to try and track a girl down after she left the bus. Seems like you already got what you needed from her.”

“I don’t have what I needed from her at all Jake,” I said. 

And it was true. There was so much more that I wanted, so much more that I needed, from the beautiful Jessica. She was all I could think about, and I needed to find out why she decided to leave in the middle of the night. I needed to know if it was me or if it was the star she was running from.

Though more than anything I just needed to see her again. See her smile. Spend more time with her. I wanted to be with her in the worst way, and not physically. I just wanted to spend time with her.

I really hoped Jake’s cousin would be able to track her down. I handed over Jessica’s phone number and headed back to the bus. I needed to be ready to go the instant I had more information, and that meant a solo shower.

Thinking of Jessica the entire time. Damn that girl was stuck in my head!

 

 

 

 

 

 

16: Bragging Rights

 

This morning was killer. I’d taken a shower and made sure I was done up. I put on a nice tight fitting T-shirt. The ladies always seemed to like the tight shirts. Then I’d quickly changed out of the tight shirt into something more respectable because Jessica didn’t seem like the kind of girl who’d be impressed by what impressed your average groupie.

After that I turned on the TV and tried to watch a movie, but it was really hard to stay distracted with passive entertainment like that. Watching a love story was the last thing I needed since I was terrified I might be headed for an unhappy ending that’d be a stark contrast to what I saw on the screen, and an action movie with lots of explosions was too mindless.

Too much opportunity for thoughts of Jessica to slip into my head. I hated that I couldn’t get her out of my mind even as I loved it.

I pulled out my guitar and started picking randomly at it. That always got my mind off of my problems. The guitar had certainly helped me after the Incident, though a lot of the songs I’d written during that dark time weren’t exactly the kind of thing I could ever perform on stage unless we wanted to completely change the band’s genre and risk getting our asses sued by my ex for defamation or libel or whatever the fuck it was lawyers used to go after people who said mean things about other people.

The last thing I wanted after that fucked up breakup was to put out a song that might make a single cent the bitch could sue me for, so they went into the vault to stay there until maybe some day in the far future when I was dead and wouldn’t give a fuck what happened.

Though even as I was plucking away I found myself humming a tune that turned into the beginnings of a song about how I felt, and I was feeling pretty damn good.

It started with some suitably indistinct references to troubles in the past. Vague enough that a bloodsucking lawyer couldn’t come after me and say I was talking about any one girl in particular even though it was obviously about the Incident in my head. Then a little bit about what I’d been missing out on and how I might’ve found it.

I was stuck on some of the lyrics when the knock came at the door and any thoughts of the song disappeared from my head. I really fucking hoped that was Jake, because I didn’t know if I could take much more waiting. It was getting close to noon, and I worried that if this kept up for much longer I wasn’t going to be able to find Jessica before we had to head off to the next city.

We weren’t scheduled to actually have our next concert until tomorrow, but the band could be sticklers about getting to the next city with plenty of time. At least most of them were. Gareth was usually willing to make an exception if he had a pretty little thing that he wanted to enjoy for a day or so. We’d even left him behind on at least one occasion.

I opened the door and was disappointed to see Gareth standing there with a huge grin. Inwardly I was groaning and rolling my eyes, but on the outside I took the hand he was holding over his head and clasped it.

“Ivy!” Gareth said. “So how did things go with you and your lady friend last night?”

I hated myself for doing it, for acting like that girl, even as I held his hand in a tight grip and pulled him up into my bus. I forced myself to slap on a goofy grin to match his. This was one-on-one time with Gareth, and that meant it was time to act like the player. The girl who’d traveled to hundreds of cities and left a line of broken hearts along the way. The girl that I hated and really didn’t want to be anymore, but there was another part of me that felt like I had to keep up the charade because that’s how things always were with me and Gareth.

Gareth was like a brother to me, and I worried that if I didn’t act like this it would hurt him. So I kept up an act that wasn’t really me anymore.

“You know I had a good time! How about you?”

Damn I felt like a slime even as I said it. I felt like I needed to tell Gareth that it had been a decade and we were fooling ourselves if we thought we could still treat girls the way we did back then. Not that he would probably understand if I did say something.

And of course I already knew how his night went. Jake told me all about that. He gave Jessica’s friend the full groupie treatment and probably showed her the door shortly after. Him turning that Alice girl loose was probably a big part of the reason why Jessica wasn’t here right now. If her friend wasn’t around to carry her away then maybe she would’ve stuck around.

Then again maybe my reputation would’ve been enough to send her running whether or not her friend was around to be jilted by Gareth. Maybe I was getting what I deserved. My karmic retribution for all the crap I’d pulled before the band broke up the first time. A breakup that was caused largely because of the fallout from my fucked up love life.

It all came full circle.

“You know I gave it to her then showed her the door,” Gareth said. “Some things never change. Am I right?”

He held his hand out to slap mine again. I grinned and laughed as we slapped skin even as I wondered how that Alice girl felt about being loved and left the night before. She’d seemed a hell of a lot more into the band than Jessica was. She should know what to expect.

That a long time fan should “know what to expect” and not be surprised about getting shown the door after a night with Gareth was enough to send a fresh wave of guilt running through me. The same held true for anyone who spent a night with me, after all.

“Yeah, some things never change.”

“So what’s the plan for today? Want to go out and see what there is to see before we head off to the next city?” Gareth asked.

I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. I hoped he would take it for me leaning back and trying to chase away some of the bright light that was threatening to break through my eyelids and set off the mild hangover that was threatening. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to sit back and pause the conversation because my substance abuse from the night before was catching up with me.

Only this wasn’t the substance abuse that was catching up with me today. This was a lifetime of bad choices threatening to catch up to me. This was something special I’d felt with a girl, something more real than anything I’d ever imagined, being thrown down the pisser because of my reputation. Because I had a reputation that was almost as bad as Gareth’s. Though I wasn’t sure Jessica would even know about that reputation if she wasn’t a huge fan of the band.

Then again if she’d left with her friend who’d been jilted by Gareth then she probably knew about the reputation now. I wanted to reach across the room and punch Gareth. I wanted to reach into the past and punch myself. More than anything I wanted Jessica here. I wanted Jake to pop in and say he’d figured out where to find her.

As though on cue there was another knock at the door. I popped up and walked over, getting a curious look from Gareth in the process. Whatever. He could be curious. When I opened the door Jake stood there with a huge grin on his face.

“Tell me you have good news,” I said.

“Boy do I have good news,” he said. “Turns out your girl was a contest winner, or her friend was at least. From there it was simple enough to get their information from the radio station and figure out where she works and everything!”

I shook my head and reached out to slap Jake on the back. That was better than I ever could’ve hoped for, and it was fucking fast. When I first asked him to try and track that info down I figured it was crazy. I figured there wasn’t a chance he was actually going to find anything. I’d never been happier to be proved wrong before in my life.

“You’re amazing, Jake. Tell your cousin to throw on another couple thousand to his invoice and then add a couple for you too.”

I could afford it, after all. One of the perks of being a millionaire many times over from traveling the world making music and then turning around and putting that money in a responsible investment portfolio was the ability to throw that money around from time to time. I figured if I was going to make it rain then the least I could do was make sure it was pouring on people who were doing me a solid.

“What’s he talking about Ivy?” Gareth asked from behind me.

He’d turned his chair around and he was regarding Jake and me with half curiosity and half surprise. Not that I should be surprised that he was surprised. In his world the fun was over when the girl was shown the door. He probably couldn’t conceive trying to chase down a girl. Not that I could judge him much for that. That’d been my world for so very long, after all.

“I had Jake track down the girl from the night before,” I said. “She left with her friend in the middle of the night.”

Gareth shook his head. “I’m sorry man. If I’d known you wanted to hang onto that one for a little morning fun I would’ve kept her friend occupied. God knows she was worth it!”

“Yeah, you know it,” I said. “She was so good that I just have to have round two!”

I don’t know why I said that. It was more out of habit than anything else. This is how I’d talked with Gareth, how we’d acted around each other, for so damn long that I had a hard time thinking of acting any other way. It was like I was watching myself in an out of body experience, disgusted at what I was saying even as I was powerless to stop it because it was such a deeply ingrained habit.

Jake handed me a slip of paper and I glanced down at it. It was an address.

“What’s this?”

“Address of the place where she works. At least I’m pretty sure it’s the place where she works,” Jake said. “It’s actually a pretty short walk from here, but it’ll be up to you to use your rock star charm to actually get a foot in the door.”

“So are you going to go track that down? Get another crack at it?” Gareth asked.

“Something like that,” I said.

If everything went as planned then I hoped to do a hell of a lot more than “get another crack” at Jessica, as Gareth had so crudely put it. There was just something about that girl that captivated my imagination. Something about her that left me wanting more whenever I was around her. There was something about the way she was never impressed by the fact that I was who I was that piqued my curiosity and made me want to know more about her.

No, how I felt about Jessica went so far beyond the love’em and leave’em approach Gareth was so fond of and that I’d used so often once upon a time. It went so far beyond a single night’s pleasure. When I thought of Jessica I found myself thinking of silly things like buying a house together. I started wondering about the names of our kids, and that was something that had never occurred to me with any girl. Ever.

“So should I tell the guys they can expect to be delayed?” Gareth asked. “I can totally cover for you if you want.”

I smiled despite myself. I might get annoyed by Gareth sometimes, but he could also be a good friend. And it wasn’t entirely fair to get annoyed with him anyways considering he was just keeping on the same as we had back in the day. I’d never actually told him how much this stuff annoyed me when he pulled it, and I wasn’t going to bring it up now either. There wasn’t enough time to go into it anyways.

I needed to get out there, find Jessica, and figure out exactly why she’d left in the middle of the night. More than anything I prayed that I’d be able to convince her to give me another chance.

“I have to get going. Lock up after me?” I asked.

“Sure thing. Good luck with your piece of tail!”

I winced as I walked out of the bus. Jessica was so much more than just another piece of tail, but that’s the way Gareth looked at the world. If you’re a hammer then everything you see is a nail. If you’re Gareth then every girl you see at a concert is a potential groupie to be wined, dined, banged, and tossed back.

Assuming she wasn’t one of the many girls in our crowds who was into the ladies. That used to be my territory, but not anymore.

Things were going to be different this time. I just prayed that my reputation wasn’t finally going to catch up with me and ruin my first true chance at something real.

 

 

 

 

 

 

17: Back to Reality

 

I sat in my cubicle staring at my monitor. I was moving numbers around in a spreadsheet, but I was having one hell of a hard time focusing on said spreadsheet.

I looked over to my second monitor which was just showing the desktop. The desktop that was sporting a wallpaper featuring Sleepwalker. It was from their new tour. I’d downloaded it first thing this morning.

I'm not sure what compelled me to do that. Maybe I just had to see Ivy. Only it was turning into pure torture every time I looked over at her. Pure torture and pure bliss. I kept thinking about last night, about how out of character everything I'd done was. I kept thinking about how incredible she’d felt with her body pressed against mine. And more than anything I kept kicking myself and thinking how stupid I was to sneak out when I did.

Even as another part of me knew that it had to be done. It was just a one night stand. It couldn't be any more than that because of who she was and what she did. I didn't want to get too emotionally invested. I definitely didn't want her to get too emotionally invested. she was on tour, and it wouldn't work out.

Still, last night had been so damn fun!

"Enjoying the picture of your new girlfriend?"

"I told you he's not my girlfriend you bit…"

I realized too late that it was my boss Rachel standing behind me. Her arms were crossed and she stared down at me from over her glasses. She had her hair done up behind her in a bun and overall it gave her a very severe stern librarian vibe.

"Sorry Rachel," I said. "I thought you were someone else."

"And I thought you were someone else last night," she said. "I almost didn't recognize the studious buttoned up workaholic on those big screens!"

She leaned into my cubicle with a decidedly non-stern-librarian looking grin on her face all of a sudden. She glanced around as though she was making sure there was nobody listening in on us. Meanwhile, I reeled. She mentioned monitors. She couldn't possibly be…

Only there was only one thing I could think of that would have her grinning like that. Sure boss lady was pretty easy-going when it came to running her ship despite the stern librarian thing, but she also wasn't one to break out in spontaneous smiles like that. I wondered if she went to the concert with a daughter or something.

"Why don't you come back to my office?"

"Sure," I said, not quite sure where this was leading.

I took a nervous seat in her office. I wondered how much she'd seen last night. Obviously a lot if she was alluding to seeing me on the monitors which meant she probably saw me up on stage.

"Go ahead and close the door Jessica," she said.

The office was small enough that I just had to reach behind me and swing the door shut and then I was all alone with my boss. Something that had never happened before whether for good or bad.

Rachel leaned over her desk and regarded me through her glasses for a moment. Then the huge grin was back.

"So tell me," she said. "What was it like being up on stage?"

I blinked and said the first thing that came to mind, though it probably wasn't the right thing to say. "I can't believe you were at the concert."

"What?" She looked a little insulted. "Do I look too old to enjoy a Sleepwalker concert or something? Keep in mind they were huge just as I was getting out of high school and going into college. You couldn't go to a party without hearing their music!"

And suddenly all of that nervous energy left me. I felt like I was in a safe place. I'd already talked about my experience last night with Alice, leaving out the part where I'd bailed rather than getting kicked out, but I figured I could share some of my experiences with another fan.

Another fan? Did that mean I was a Sleepwalker fan now?

Well, even if I didn't particularly care for their music I was sure as hell a fan of Ivy. I could at least admit to that much.

I grinned. "It was amazing! Having her sing to me like that, being up there on stage…"

"And what about the stuff later backstage?" Rachel asked with a grin plastered across her face.

I clenched my chair and leaned forward. "Alice told you about that? That traitorous bitch! I'm going to kill her!"

I didn't even know Alice knew my boss. She worked in a completely different department and she'd have to go looking for Rachel to have that conversation. I was so embarrassed. I was going to kill my friend! Only Rachel was laughing, which made me pause in my potentially unfair hatred of my best friend. She looked at me with a twinkle in her eyes.

"I don't know Alice, and I didn't know whether or not anything happened last night backstage. I just wondered. Now I know for sure though!"

That brought me up short. My mouth snapped shut and I realized what an idiot I'd been. She was just fishing for information, and I'd seen that bait and thought to myself "that looks delicious."

Damn it!

"Backstage was pretty fun," I said. "We got a tour and we sat in on a fan meet and greet and even got to go to their after party. All in all it was pretty cool!"

Rachel cocked an eyebrow at me. "And that's all that happened backstage?"

"Yeah," I sighed.

I hoped that sigh made it sound like I was wistfully thinking of other things that I would've enjoyed happening with Ivy backstage. I just wasn't ready to discuss all of that with my boss.

Alice, sure. She'd been there and she'd been my friend my entire life. My boss who I was friendly with at work but otherwise didn't know all that well?

Yeah, fat chance she was getting any of the really good gossip.

Besides, it's not like I was telling a lie. Not exactly. Nothing had happened backstage, strictly speaking. Unless you counted that time she came up behind me while we were looking out at the chanting crowd.

No, all the fun stuff, the stuff boss lady was asking about with her implied question, happened on the tour bus. And she hadn't asked me what happened on the tour bus so I figured I could give her my answer with a clean conscience.

Rachel pouted and suddenly looked very disappointed. "That's it?"

That came very close to a question I couldn't answer honestly with a little bit of obfuscation. Still, I wasn't going to spill everything to my boss. It just wasn't appropriate for the workplace. Particularly considering that everything I'd done at the concert the night before didn't exactly paint me in a very responsible light.

Meeting a rock star, going off to her tour bus, having a little bit of ill advised fun where I was nothing more than a glorified groupie no matter how into it, no matter how into me, she'd seemed? Yeah, that wasn't exactly the kind of thing that would be great for my long-term employment prospects once the gossip got around the office.

Although Rachel didn't look very disappointed. She still had that pout on her face. She looked more like Alice last night in the car ride home pestering me for details than she did a lady who was pushing thirty and probably shouldn't have been out at that concert anyways!

"That's too bad," she said. "The way she was looking at you while you were up on the stage with her last night, the way she seemed to be searching for you, it made me think there was something going on there."

There’d certainly been the potential for something to be going on there, but it wasn't going to happen. Not now. Not after I'd run. Only I couldn't very well tell Rachel that I was regretting my decision to leave Ivy behind last night after a one night stand.

No, that was edging too close to territory that was the kind of thing I shouldn't be sharing with my boss even if I was sort of bursting to tell someone other than Alice.

I resisted the urge to spill though. Something about the way she was leaning forward also told me that the instant I spilled it would be all over the office. Behind my back, to be sure, but wasn't that the worst kind of gossip?

I figured gossip was the only dog she had in this fight too. She was married with a young kid. I was pretty sure she was one of the ladies who was there for Gareth and not for Ivy, though I suppose her happy family life could be an elaborate and fucked up merkin.

Not likely, though.

"No, I'm afraid nothing happened other than the autograph session and the party in the Quarterback Lounge," I lied. "There was absolutely nothing going on between me and Ivy last night.

"That's a shame," she said. "You were living the dream. I wouldn’t mind living a little bit of the dream with Gareth, though hubby probably wouldn’t approve."

Okay, so her husband definitely wasn’t a merkin. I kept quiet about Alice’s experience with Gareth the night before. I’m sure she was shouting to the heavens up on her floor, but that was her story to tell. Besides, I didn’t want to add another woman who’d no doubt want to track her down and claw her eyes out.

I held back a sigh. Alice, and now my boss. Two women telling me that I was living the dream. And for one heady moment the night before I had felt like I was living the dream. I felt like I'd found a fun girl who was interesting to talk to, who surprised me, and who was so fucking sexy. So fucking good in bed!

She was everything I was looking for in a woman, except for the pesky fact that she was the lead of a band that I absolutely despised until last night. She was considered the sexiest member of a band that was a banner waving icon for lesbians everywhere, and she was on a tour where she could pull any girl she wanted.

How could I compete with that?

No, whatever happened between me and Ivy had been fun, but it was just that. Passing fun. And no amount of wishing was going to change that even if she had felt like the perfect girl for one brief shining evening.

Rachel's desk phone rang. I glanced at it and she did as well. "I can ignore it. I need to hear more about last night."

I shrugged. The phone stopped ringing. "There's really nothing to say. I got an autograph and that was it. There's nothing between me and Ivy. You must've been imagining things."

The phone started ringing again and Rachel looked down in annoyance. "I told them never to bother me when my door was closed…" she muttered.

She did pick up the phone though. I could hear excited squealing from the other side. Now that was interesting. Usually the receptionist didn't get that worked up about anything, and yet I was pretty sure that was her voice shrieking into the receiver so loud that Rachel had to pull away ever so slightly.

Whatever was going on, this had to be very interesting.

"Really? Are you sure?" Rachel asked.

More buzzing from the phone. So loud that I could almost make out the words. Almost, but not quite. Rachel nodded a couple of times, mumbling into the phone.

Then she put her hand over the receiver. "Are you absolutely sure there was nothing between you and Ivy last night?" she asked, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. A mischievous twinkle that suddenly had me on guard. That suddenly had me very worried. That suddenly had excitement warring with a sick feeling deep in my stomach.

There was something about that expression that didn't bode well for me. There was something about that excited expression that had me just as excited, wondering if what I was imagining was even possible.

"Um, maybe?" I said, still not wanting to give anything away on the off chance she was still fishing for gossip.

"Well that "nothing" that happened between the two of you the night before must've been one hell of a “nothing,” because she's down at reception asking for you. At least I'm pretty sure she's asking for you. You're the only Jessica we have working here, after all."

I held up a hand, wanting to stop Rachel from saying anything else. Wanting to somehow stop Ivy from getting any farther than the reception desk. Only Rachel still had that mischievous twinkle in her eye. She looked down to the receiver. "Go ahead and send her through."

I sighed. Rachel put the receiver down. She looked up at me and cocked an eyebrow.

"Sorry, but I'm very interested in seeing where this is going!"

To be perfectly honest so was I. Rachel nodded towards her office door and I stood, ready to go out where Ivy would be coming up any moment now. I felt so nervous. I felt weak in the knees. What was she doing here? How could she possibly know where I worked? Why had she tracked me down?

And above all of that, why was this giving me a ridiculous hope?

I opened the door to Rachel's office and stepped out.

Word must have traveled fast. It looked like the receptionist had told everybody in the cube farm what was happening. Women and men were popping up like prairie dogs and looking around in anticipation. And I was surprised to find a flash of jealousy at their behavior. I was surprised by the sudden possessive streak that went racing through me as I saw them looking around in obvious anticipation.

Ivy was probably coming up the elevator right now. She was probably stepping off and making her way down the hall towards our doors. And right on time with my imaginary estimation of her journey she stepped around the corner looking absolutely amazing.

Not quite as amazing as the previous night when she was wearing practically nothing. She certainly didn't look anything like later in the night when she was on top of me, but it was probably best that I didn't think about that. I could already feel a blush rising, and that was the last thing I needed right now.

No, what I needed more than anything was to melt into the floor. Melt into the walls. I needed to go somewhere other than just outside my boss's office where everyone was dividing their attention between her and me.

I was rooted to the spot. That smile on her face, the way her tight outfit clung to her body, the whole package was so incredibly sexy. I was under the same spell I'd felt the night before when she was singing up on stage, and this time around she didn't have the combined force of all of her rock star power backing her up.

It was just her, in much the same way as last night when I met her at the diner, and for some reason that was even more alluring than the rock star.

Though from the whispered conversations around us and the way people were staring it was obvious they were all seeing the rock star. It was obvious they were looking at the great Ivy Thompson and wondering what the hell she was doing here.

From the way a couple of girls looked at me, their eyes going up and down my body in not-so-subtle judgmental glances, it was obvious they were wondering what it was I had that drew her attention.

Heck, I was wondering what it was I had that drew her attention. Did I leave something back at her bus? Maybe an ID or a credit card or something? That had to be why she was here. She couldn't possibly be here because she wanted to see me.

It's not that I was down on myself or thought I was unworthy of a hot girl. Far from it. It's just that I definitely wasn't used to this kind of attention from a girl who was hot and super famous. Probably super rich, too.

This sort of thing just didn't happen to girls like me, even if I had gone through a couple of girlfriends who were close to Ivy in the looks department!

All those thoughts left my mind as she stopped in front of me and smiled. Her thumbs were in her shorts. Shorts that were so impossibly tight.

"Hey Jessica," she said.

Her voice was quiet and she glanced around the room as though suddenly unsure of herself. I blinked. Ivy? Unsure of herself? What the hell was going on here?

 

 

 

 

 

 

18: Mandatory PTO

 

"How did you find me?"

Okay, so maybe that wasn't the best way to start the conversation, but it was the thing that was foremost on my mind aside from just how goddamn sexy she looked standing there in those tight shorts and that black shirt that showed off the contours of her body without being skintight.

Ivy blinked. Apparently that wasn't the response she was expecting either. Good, let her be off guard just a little bit.

"I suppose that's a fair question," she said. "I woke up this morning and you weren't there and I wondered what happened…"

I tuned out what she was saying for a moment. Because from behind me I heard a triumphant whisper.

"I knew it!"

When I turned around I saw Rachel standing next to another girl from our department. She at least had the good grace to look embarrassed when I gave her a flat stare. I wanted to scream in frustration. If she had her suspicions before they were good and confirmed now.

I turned back to Ivy and sighed. "I really don't think this is the best place to talk about this."

I still didn't get my answer as to how she found me, but I figured it probably wouldn't be too difficult for a woman with her resources to track me down if she had my phone number.

Ivy looked around and she seemed to realize that we had a bit of an audience. She turned back and smiled. She also had the good grace to blush.

"Sorry," she said. "I guess I of all people should be used to having an audience. I've just been so distracted thinking about you all morning… I've been so worried I wasn't going to be able to track you down…"

"Well you tracked me down somehow," I said. "And this really isn't the best place for us to do this. Maybe you could meet me after work or something…"

"Actually I was hoping we could maybe go out now?"

"I'm at work," I said.

And even as I said that I found myself wondering why I was acting like this. Why I was trying to push her away? Maybe there was still a part of me that figured there wasn't a chance this would work out. That she was just here looking for round two no matter how much I wanted her to be here because she couldn't stand being away from me. I guess I was afraid to even give her a chance.

"Don't be silly!" Rachel said, a hand suddenly descending on my shoulder as she came up beside me. "Jessica here has the rest of the day off if you want to go out with her Ivy. Hell, she has tomorrow off too if she needs it!"

Ivy grinned. I looked over to Rachel who smiled. It was obvious she was looking for an excuse to help out my love life. Not that my love life was in any particular need of help, damn it.

"You hear that Jessica?" Ivy said with that panty-melting grin plastered across her face. "It sounds to me like you just got the next day and a half off!"

I turned to Rachel and rolled my eyes. Of course she wouldn't understand why I was mad. All she would think was that she just got me a couple of days with Ivy. No doubt she was thinking that the same situation with Gareth would be the best thing in the world for her. If she wasn’t married.

Just my luck that she’d decide to live vicariously through me, even if I was having the ultimate lesbian fantasy and not the ultimate rock star fantasy with muscles the lead guitarist she was no doubt imagining.

For me it also seemed like the best the thing in the world, but at the same time this was dangerous. I worried about getting attached. I worried about where this was going. I was so afraid of falling for her.

Falling for her? Yeah, I guess that would be pretty accurate. I felt like I was falling for her in a way that I hadn't fallen for a girl in quite some time, and it terrified me.

I turned back to Ivy. I smiled. There was something infectious about the way she smiled at me. There was something oh so hot about the way she smiled at me.

"Fine," I said. "You win. I'll go out with you."

Her face lit up and I felt so hot. Not just aroused either. There was something about that look that filled me with warmth. That made me feel good. That made it seem as though everything was right in the world even if it was only for just a moment.

It was the giddiness of having a crush and knowing your crush was returned. Another dangerous feeling considering who she was. Very dangerous.

Ivy smiled and held out a hand. I looked at her offered hand and blushed as I thought of all the things she'd done with those hands last night. Magical hands. Hands that were far more talented than any woman had a right to be!

I took it. As I took her hand I heard a squeal from behind. No doubt Rachel getting a little too excited as she lived vicariously through me.

Only I could understand where Rachel was coming from. Just taking Ivy’s hand was enough to send electric pleasure running through my body. It was enough to send memories of all the naughty things I'd gotten up to the night before running through my mind and body at the same time. I very nearly gasped in pleasure right here in the cold fluorescent glow of the cubicle farm.

Thankfully my body didn't betray me. That would've been too much. Too much indeed!

"Let's go then," Ivy said.

It was too bad. It really was a fairytale moment, only I couldn't enjoy it because I was so damn nervous. I was going over and over this situation in my mind. Wondering what all of it meant. Wondering why she was here at my workplace of all things. Wondering why she seemed to be chasing after me when we'd just had the one night together. An incredible night, to be sure, but it was still just one night.

I was so worried that I missed the fairytale moment where a beautiful rock goddess took me by the hand and escorted me out of my work while all everyone I worked with stared.

It's really too bad. That would've been a fun moment if I wasn't so far up my ass worrying about everything.

 

 

 

 

 

 

19: Lunch

 

"Why did you leave?"

I sighed. I'd been afraid she was going to ask this question from the moment she showed up at my work today. And I didn't have a good answer even though I'd been thinking about it all last night and into the morning.

"I had to work…"

It seemed like a weak excuse even as I said it. Judging from the way she looked at me across the table she thought it was a weak excuse as well. She had a look that said she wasn’t putting up with my bullshit, though it was at least a friendly and amused “not putting up with your bullshit” look.

"Your boss seemed more than reasonable. I'm sure she'd understand if you had to take the day off…"

“Yeah, that would’ve been pretty easy,” I said, a little annoyance creeping into my voice. “I’d have to convince her I’d just spent the night with Ivy Thompson and I needed the day off to have a whirlwind day with you. Kinda hard to believe unless you’re standing right there validating the story.”

“I could’ve sent a selfie or something,” she said.

That was true. There were ways around my flawed logic. Hell, Rachel had seen me at the concert the night before even if I didn’t know that when I was sneaking away in the middle of the night. She probably would’ve believed me even without the crazy story, but I wasn’t telling Ivy that. No, this was getting too close to the real reason why I left.

I was afraid. Afraid I’d been a one night stand. Afraid I might be more than a one night stand. Afraid of my feelings and of the world she lived in. Afraid of being pulled into that world which I wasn’t sure I wanted.

Ivy reached down and picked at her salad. We were at a nice little diner just down the street from where I worked. Not too different from the diner where we'd met the night before, only now we were sitting at a booth instead of up at the counter. Also we had to deal with people walking by and taking a look, then taking a second look as though they couldn't believe they were seeing what they thought they saw in the giant diner windows.

So far no one had come in.

Yet.

Someone banged on the window and I looked up to see a woman who looked to be in her middle years. We made eye contact for a moment and she scowled at me. Yeah, it was pretty damn obvious what she thought of me. It was pretty damn obvious that I wasn't required. 

She looked to Ivy who in turn looked down at her food and studiously ignored her. Not that it stopped her from pulling out her phone and snapping a quick picture. I rolled my eyes.

Talk about a shining example of the sort of thing that made me hesitant to think of Ivy as more than a fling. I couldn’t imagine dealing with that on a regular basis. I didn't know how she lived in that world. It was crazy!

"So do you get this a lot?" I asked, desperate to find any excuse to change the subject.

Ivy looked up and locked eyes with me. A smoldering glance that took me aback. That had my entire body raging. That was a look of pure lust, but there was something else under all of that lust. There was pain there. I wanted to reach out and take her hand, but I didn't. I was mindful of the people walking past. Of the cell phone cameras that would flip out and take pictures of any such tender gesture.

Ivy might live in a totally different world, but I knew enough about that world to know that a picture of Ivy with some random woman was already going to be all over the Internet.

A picture of her holding that girl’s hand would set gossip sites on fire, and the last thing I wanted was to have my face plastered all over the Internet. Not that there was much I could do to stop it at this point.

"You never answered my question," she said. "Why did you leave last night? I thought we had a good thing going."

I sighed. It seemed like we really were going to do this. It seemed like no matter how hard I tried to avoid this conversation it was something that was going to happen. Well, if she wanted to have this conversation then I guess we could go ahead and have it. I might as well rip the bandage off now.

"We come from two different worlds Ivy. You've got all the stuff you're doing, and I'm just a girl fresh out of college who pushes spreadsheets around!"

Ivy leaned forward. Reached out to take my hands. I grimaced and glanced over to the window where more people were taking pictures. I thought I even saw somebody out there with a real camera. Well, I suppose it was only going to be a matter of time before word got out that Ivy was here.

Amazing how quickly people gathered even if it was a celebrity whose star had faded somewhat.

She seemed to take that grimace for something that it wasn't though. I saw that pained expression on her face again.

"Jessica…"

Ivy stopped. She seemed to be at a loss for words. And I felt my heart going out to her. I melted at that look. She really was everything I would look for in a woman if I could choose all the traits I wanted in a partner. There was just the little problem of her being sought after by women all around the world. There was just the little issue of her being the "hot one" in a band I’d despised ever since I was in middle school.

Though after last night I was at least willing to admit that maybe my distaste for the band hadn't been entirely warranted.

"I don't think that's really what's going on here," she said. "What's really the problem? You can tell me."

What was really the problem? Other than being pulled into a world where people were randomly taking my picture just because I was out having lunch with a girl? Other than the fact that she'd been doing tours for more than a decade now and I was sure there were plenty of girls just like me who’d gone out with her, had a little bit of naughty fun in the back of that tour bus, and now all they had were the memories of that brief encounter?

I was sure the road behind her tour bus was littered with forgotten one night stands. I didn't want to be one of those forgotten girls.

If I was going into this then I wanted to know it was serious, but at the same time I was terrified of it becoming serious because it would mean being pulled into her world. The world I was getting a sample of right now as even more women were snapping pictures.

"It's hard to explain," I said. "You can have any girl you want, and I'm nothing special. And you are what you are…"

Ivy’s hand squeezed tighter on mine. She held my gaze. It was a hypnotic stare. For a moment the outside world was forgotten. The sounds of the diner disappeared. Even all the people out on the street stopping to take pictures, which seemed pretty damn rude if you asked me, left my mind as I was captivated by her stare.

It wasn’t fair that a girl could do that to me.

"I really think you're not being fair to me here Jessica," she said.

I blinked. "I'm not being fair to you? Are you being serious?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You do that whole charming thing at the diner last night, you take me back to your bus and seduce me…"

Ivy blinked. Then she shook her head and started to chuckle. "What are you talking about? You were the one flirting with me with those text messages. You're the one who agreed to go back to the bus for a tour. You're the one who started playing that little what-if game…"

"Are you seriously saying I was the one who…" I felt my voice rising. I knew that was bad, I knew there were people from the lunch crowd all around us, but I couldn't help myself.

Ivy stopped me by putting a finger to her lips. And for a surprise I found myself closing my mouth and shutting up. I blinked. Had I really just done that? It was hard to believe, and yet there it was.

"Maybe we should just start over," Ivy said. "I…"

She seemed to be having trouble finding her words again. She paused and then the worried expression was gonna from her face. That thousand watt rock star smile was back.

Damn. It wasn't fair that she could turn on that smile and have me immediately melting. I could see why she was so popular. Being able to do that to any girl was definitely a career skill in her line of work.

I frowned. That thought naturally led to thoughts of how she probably had done that with plenty of girls over the years. I don't know why that bothered me so much, but I couldn’t help how I felt.

"I think we're getting off on the wrong foot here Jessica," she said.

"Are we?"

I was trying to sound contrary, but it was difficult with the way she was looking at me. It was very difficult considering how her touch was making me feel!

"Look," she said. "It's pretty damn obvious you have some reservations about me and my… lifestyle."

Ivy paused and glanced out the window. In the time we’d been talking a completely new group had gathered and were snapping pictures. Well, they were doing a combination of snapping pictures of Ivy and glaring at me which just served to make me feel even more self-conscious about being here with her in the first place.

It was a mixed crowd, though there were a couple of girls in there giving her serious eyes who might swing our way. Somehow I felt less secure here with this small crowd of crazed fans than I did last night surrounded by thousands of women who might want to rip me apart. Last night I had anonymity, at least.

Ivy looked back to me. "All I'm asking for is one night."

I cocked an eyebrow and smiled. She had to realize how that sounded. "One night? Didn’t you get that last night?"

Ivy shook her head. "That's not what I mean. Last night was amazing, but I wanted a date night with you. I want tonight to be just the two of us. Just like last night at the diner. Is that too much to ask?”

I thought about everything that had happened. More than anything I thought about last night in the diner. At how easily conversation had come. And that naturally led to thoughts of what had happened after when we were together in her bus.

I blushed. Sure I'd been in the middle of a dry spell, but that had been some of the most intense sex of my life, and I'd had some pretty wild encounters back in college. Not so much since I started a day job, but them's the breaks.

Would it really hurt anything to give her one night? I could go out on a quick date. I could endure being a part of her world for one evening, and when it was all done I could go back to my regular life and forget any of this ever happened. I could go back to my nice and safe existence, free from women giving me threatening glares and people trying to take my picture just because of who I happened to be sitting with. 

Free from the worry of Ivy leaving me because I’d just been a particularly interesting one night stand that got less interesting as time passed.

Because ultimately that was all I could think of myself as. She might be playing a pretty good game here, but it had to be a game. A girl like her didn't go ten years doing what she did without learning a few tricks.

It just didn’t seem possible that I would be the girl she suddenly decided she wanted to settle down with after so many years of sleeping around. It didn’t seem like she’d actually give up that life even if she paid lip service to wanting something more. So what if I played along with those tricks for one night? It's not like it was going to kill me.

I looked at her. I smiled. "Fine. We can do it your way. We have one night. You get a date, but that's it!"

Ivy finally released my hands, but I found myself wishing she’d hang onto them. I desperately wanted to feel her hands against mine. I desperately wanted to feel more of her body against mine. And I found myself thinking back to the night before. Back to how she'd felt pressing against me…

Damn it. If I allowed myself to keep getting distracted like that I would be in very real danger of starting to take this "date night" seriously!

I didn't care how hot she was. I didn't care how sincere she seemed. I had to remember she was a woman who was probably very skilled at getting what she wanted from women. She was a woman who was very used to getting what she wanted from women. 

I was not going to be another silly groupie, never mind that was exactly how I'd acted last night. Never mind that I seemed to throw caution to the wind and completely forget myself when I was around her.

There was just no way I could possibly be more to her than a one night stand, and so that's exactly how I was going to treat her. One more night. That was it.

It was one date, but there was an expiration date on this relationship. So what if I was misleading her just a little? Was that really any different from how she’d no doubt treated countless women over the years?

Ivy grinned. "Great!"

I looked down at my watch and back up to her. "So when should we get together? Will I be meeting you somewhere?"

Ivy blinked. She looked out at the ever shifting crowd and then back to me. She smiled. "It's not going to be that easy."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"You said you’d go on a date with me," Ivy said. "And as far as I'm concerned that means I have you all to myself for the rest of the day!"

"Hold on a second," I said. "I said a date tonight. I never promised we'd spend the day together. I have to get out of my work clothes, get ready, all that stuff…"

Ivy smiled and leaned forward, suddenly looking conspiratorial. She whispered even though there wasn’t anyone close enough to hear what she said. The crazies out there might not have any qualms about snapping our picture like we were some sort of exhibit at a zoo, but none of them were tapping on the glass or approaching the animals on display.

"You have a mall around here, don't you?"

"Well yeah," I said. "It wouldn't be much of a downtown if there wasn't shopping for all the tourists."

"Exactly, and I presume any downtown shopping is going to be a pretty swank, right?"

I leaned back. I thought about the diner the night before. I looked at the diner we were at right now. Even though she was probably pretty damn rich, it seemed like she had pretty down-to-earth tastes. A “swank joint” for shopping didn’t seem her speed at all.

Still…

"I suppose the shopping around here is nice enough," I said.

Ivy held up her hands as though that settled it. "There you have it!"

I blinked. "I'm afraid I don't quite follow…"

"It's simple. We’re probably going to go out to some impossibly expensive stuffy place tonight, so that means you have to get dressed up. I'm sure we can also find someplace at the mall that does makeovers as long as I throw some money around."

"You think I need a makeover?"

Ivy leaned forward again and there was that intense gaze on her face. That hungry look. A look that had me wanting to lean forward and plant my lips on hers.

My eyes darted towards the window, towards the row of phone cameras that seemed to be moving in a never-ending conveyor taking pictures of us. That would definitely give the gossip rags something to talk about!

"I think you're beautiful. I think you’re perfect just the way you are." She shrugged. "But you’re the one who said you needed to do some makeup before our date. I figure if we have them do it at the mall I can spend more time with you. You agreed to hang out with me, and I'm not giving up a minute more than I have to!"

I rolled my eyes. She was trying to lawyer me, and I figured I could get out of it if I really wanted to. Only I wasn't sure if I wanted to. The idea of spending a day with her was suddenly sounding kind of nice. And so I found myself grinning and shaking my head.

"You're not going to give up until I give in, are you?"

Ivy grinned and shook her head. Damn it. That grin almost would've been frustrating if it didn't make her look so damn sexy and eager.

 

 

 

 

 

 

20: Shopping

 

I was going crazy as I sat in the back of the store. Luckily none of the people who worked here had recognized me. So far. The girls working here today looked to be college aged. Probably a little too young to remember who I was or when I'd been famous.

Then again I would've thought Jessica and her friend were a little too young to be all about the group.

Well, her friend at least. Jessica definitely wasn’t all about Sleepwalker. That was part of the reason why I found myself drawn to her. Why I found myself fascinated by her. Why she seemed so refreshing compared to other girls I'd been with over the years.

"Are you doing okay ma’am?" A girl asked.

I grimaced. Ma’am. I looked up at the girl. She was pretty enough. She had that effortless beauty that college girls have just by nature of being young.

At least I assumed she was a college girl. Who knows? It was still summer, after all, and there was a good chance she could still be in high school. I grimaced again. I was getting old enough that it was hard to tell the difference. 

It was crazy. I shouldn't be feeling like I was already walking around with a foot in the old folks’ home just because I was a little over thirty, and yet there it was.

If anything this tour was making me feel that more keenly than ever before. Being surrounded by throngs of cheering fans and realizing that the throngs were women who were my own age or older rather than the teenagers who thronged to our last concerts. If they had any younger girls with them it was usually their daughters. 

It was a crazy change from what I'd been used to when we first hit it big. When it seemed like the world was ours for the taking and the ride would never end.

Well, the world wasn't exactly mine for the taking anymore. Of course I did have my millions socked away, which helped me cry all the way to the bank. 

I could be thankful we managed to barely sneak in just before file sharing completely destroyed our industry. I'd been able to get mine and get out. I’d figured I really was getting out for good, but then I got the call and here I was trying to add another few million or so to my already substantial portfolio.

I figured it couldn’t hurt as long as I avoided complications. I looked at the hall leading to the changing rooms. Complications like falling for a fan which was the last thing I should be doing.

Though again, not exactly a fan. That’s what made her different.

I stared at the door she’d disappeared behind. Jessica. Beautiful Jessica. Captivating Jessica. Incredible Jessica. Just thinking about her behind that door, thinking about her changing, thinking about that incredible body that was a perfect compliment to her beautiful face which usually had an eyebrow cocked in a "no bullshit" expression. It made me wish I was on the other side of the divider helping her out.

My phone buzzed, pulling my attention away from that changing room door for a moment. I looked down and half smiled as I saw it was a message from Gareth. That half smile turned to a full frown when I saw what he had to say.

“So have you bagged her yet or what?” he asked.

I paused, my thumb hovering over the phone. How to respond to that? On the one hand I wanted to spill my guts. To tell him that this was something real I felt with Jessica. That I thought we had something special and he needed to cut the frat boy routine.

On the other hand I thought about our long friendship. How we’d joked like this for years. I thought about how we were the two single people on tour this time around, and how he must feel just as alone as I did even if he didn’t let on. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, and this seemed like a conversation we should have in person rather than via text messages.

So I went with the middle of the road. A response that was pleasantly noncommittal.

“Not yet,” I sent back.

I hoped the terseness of the reply would get through to him, but another message came through.

“Well the buses are gassed and ready to go whenever you seal the deal. Come on! Work some of that Ivy charm so we can be off to the next city for more fun. This is awesome that you’re back in the saddle!”

Yeah, it was awesome. Though I wasn’t back in the saddle he thought I was. Jessica was so much more than a groupie. So much more than a one night stand. Still, not a conversation to have over texts.

“Yeah, we’ll talk about that later,” I said.

That was good. I didn’t have to let on what we were going to talk about. I’m sure he had something very different in mind. Well, it was time to let him know I was turning over a new leaf in life.

Finally the changing room door rattled and opened. I put my phone away. No point in risking her seeing that conversation. She’d no doubt take it the wrong way. Jessica stepped out wearing a blue sundress that looked stunning. I'd hoped we could find a place that had something more formal, it was going to make the joke that much more fun when the punchline eventually came, but unfortunately despite what she’d said about the shopping options there wasn’t anyplace that sold formal attire. I'd done a quick search on my phone and realized we’d have to go out towards the suburbs for that sort of thing, and there definitely wasn't time.

No, I had to stay downtown. We’d be leaving later this evening. Way later this evening, if I had anything to say about it.

I grinned and held my arms out as Jessica did a twirl with a radiant smile. Damn I loved it when she smiled!

"What do you think?" she asked.

"You look beautiful!"

She looked herself over in the mirror that was helpfully hung on the changing room door. I was on fire watching her in that sundress. Thinking about her changing, well it was having a very definite effect on my anatomy. It was giving me trouble thinking straight. Though the thoughts running through my head were anything but straight.

More than anything it made me want to push her into that changing room and shove her against the wall. I didn't give a damn if there was another girl watching. No, all I cared about was being with Jessica. Having her. Taking her completely, just like the night before. Damn that had been some of the best sex of my life!

I desperately hoped there would be a repeat performance tonight.

"You don't think it will be too casual for wherever you're taking me?"

I grinned. That reminded me of my little joke. I shook my head. "I'm sure it will be fine."

"Well I have a couple more I want to try on before we decide on something."

Once more she disappeared behind the door. It clicked with a finality that told me there wasn't a chance in hell I was going to be able to sneak my way in there.

That was something I might've tried back in my younger days. Back when I was a little more crazy. Back when I didn't care so much for things like rules. Back when I thought that being the lead in the biggest act in the world entitled me to certain things.

Yeah, I was just barely over thirty and already I was getting old. I might as well be moving around on stage in a walker!

And so I stared at that door where she was changing and did nothing. I looked down and I could see her dress falling to the floor. I could see her delicate feet stepping out of it. I could only imagine her underwear. Chances are she was just wearing something basic and white for work, but there was always the chance there was something more exotic there.

I hoped I might be able to convince her to get something a little more exotic for this evening, but I wasn’t sure how to bring that up without coming off like an ass. I didn't want to seem like I was expecting anything. No, after last night, especially after the way she’d bolted, I didn't want to do anything to spook her.

And so I stared at the door. I fantasized about something that had nothing to do with whatever underwear Jessica happened to be wearing. Of course she wasn't in that sundress anymore which led me to another distracting thought as I went back to last night. As I thought of how she looked under me with her body…

Damn it. I shook my head to clear those thoughts away and they were replaced with other thoughts. Of Jessica meeting me at the house when I got home from a tour. Of her being with me on the tour bus so we could chat just like we had at the diner before the show last night. Playing video games with her on the big TV in the back room instead of getting up to more interesting things like what we'd done the night before.

Of course we could do those interesting things too. After I'd soundly beat her at whatever game we were playing, but still. I thought of her walking along with a little kid in her arms. Our kid.

I shook my head again. Those thoughts were just as intrusive as the thoughts of fucking her. And I wondered where they were coming from. Was I really that obsessed with the other girls in the band settling down?

Or maybe it was just that she had a combination of hotness and everything else that drove me wild. That made me want to know more about her. That made me want to have way more than just a one night stand. That made me want to be more than that love’em and leave’em girl I’d been once upon a time.

The handle to her changing room rattled. She stepped out again, this time in a little black number that definitely looked more formal than the sundress she had on before. I knew this was just a sundress as well, but the way she pulled it off made it look stunning. My jaw dropped. "Damn."

Jessica did a twirl. That dress was incredible. She was incredible, and she made the dress that much more incredible by wearing it. Her body was perfect. She was everything I'd dreamed of in a woman and so much more. She was mouthwatering with the way that clung to her body. The way it clung to her hips. The way she just looked so goddamn perfect in every way.

"You're drooling," she said.

I picked up my lower jaw. I grinned and shook my head. "Sorry about that."

She moved over and for a surprise she sat down on my lap. I smiled and wrapped my hands around her. I pulled her in close and for another surprise she actually leaned down and gave me a peck on the lips.

I felt damp down between my legs. I’d been safe while she was in the changing room, but now my desire was roaring back to life with a vengeance. She smiled as she felt that and gave a seductive little wiggle with her ass that drove me wild. That very nearly had me coming.

"Is something wrong?" she asked with a twinkle in her eye.

"Damn it. When you say you're only giving me one night you’re really giving me that one night’s worth!"

Jessica sighed and I immediately regretted saying that. I immediately regretted bringing attention to the fact that she was reluctant to even go out on a date with me in the first place. That seemed to have broken the spell, and she started to stand. She moved towards the changing room with an odd look on her face. 

I didn't like that look.

I glanced towards the front of the store. There was just that one girl keeping tabs on the whole place. The girl was distracted with folding something, and I figured this was as good an opportunity as any. I was starting to feel some of that craziness, some of that vitality I had back in the old days.

I stood and bounded across the hall to the changing room before Jessica could close the door completely. I pressed inside over her quiet protests.

"What are you doing Ivy?" she asked.

"Being crazy," I said. "It's something you inspire in me."

And with that simple but honest declaration I leaned down to kiss her. I pressed myself against her body. Her dress felt amazing. The way it molded to her body, the way it showed off her curves, it was captivating.

Not as captivating as that kiss though. It was like I was being transported to an alternate dimension of pleasure as she sighed and melted into me. As I found my palms pressing against the back of the changing room and then I was pressing her against that wall as well. She wrapped her legs around me and I started not-so-subtly pressing into her.

Fuck this was hot. Fuck she was hot! Fuck, all I wanted to do was fuck her right here in the changing room!

Only I hesitated. Crazy me from the old days might have done that. Old me from the new days was tempted to do it, but the rational part of me reasserted some control even as I kept kissing her. Even as I kept up that subtle grinding that felt so great.

No, it was just the two of us in here right now, but any moment now that girl was going to notice I was missing and she'd be coming back here. She'd catch us and take a picture with her phone or something. She might not realize who I was, but it would just take her posting a picture like that to social media and the game would be up. Someone would recognize me and it would be everywhere.

I could see the headline now. “Singer caught in tryst with random girl in changing room.”

It was the hardest thing I ever had to do, but I managed to pull away from that kiss. I managed to disentangle myself. I deserved some sort of award for that because it felt like she was really getting into it there at the end. Her hands were all over me.

Damn that was tough. I had godlike willpower to be able to pull away from that. It helped that the images of the headlines I could expect to see on some of the fan sites by the end of the day were running through my head on repeat.

"Why did you…" Jessica said, her breath coming in ragged gasps, and then she seemed to take control of herself. Her mouth closed and she was looking me up and down as though she was slightly irritated that she'd gotten carried away like that.

Well, she could be slightly irritated. I knew she definitely wanted it though. I knew that when push came to shove she was a willing participant. She could act annoyed all she wanted, but I knew how she really felt. 

A girl didn't respond to a kiss like that without meaning it!

"That girl is going to be back here any minute and wonder where I went," I said.

Jessica raised an eyebrow. "Really now? What makes you think that?"

"I've just got a hunch," I said. “It’d be just my luck that she’d show up and ruin everything right when things are getting good.”

"Hello? Can I help you? Where'd you go ma’am?"

I rolled my eyes at the confirmation. And now I was really in a pickle. Stuck in here with Jessica where I couldn’t say anything without giving up the game.

 

 

 

 

 

 

21: In the Changing Room

 

"Shit!" I whispered. I didn’t want to risk that girl overhearing me.

Jessica giggled. It was nice to see someone was getting some amusement out of my predicament. Though I suppose if anyone was going to get amusement out of me being out of sorts it would be her.

"What's the big deal? I'm sure they catch people back here doing what you're doing all the time!"

"Yeah," I said. "But if she takes a picture and that gets out…"

Jessica's eyes widened in understanding. "We’ll be the top story on those online gossip rags Alice was always going on about!"

“Yup.”

Even if it didn’t make some of the more mainstream gossip sites, and that was possible considering how my star was on the decline, if a fan publication picked it up that would create enough of a stink that some of the bigger more sites would scent blood in the water.

"Okay then," Jessica said. "You're the expert. How are you getting us out of this?"

"How am I going to get us out of this? I have no idea!"

"Fine," Jessica said. She rolled her eyes. "Let me do the talking."

She moved to open the door and I felt terror for a moment. I'd lived life in front of the cameras for long enough that I had an almost instinctive reaction to turn away from an opening door when there were potential prying lenses on the other side. I was terrified that girl would be waiting there with her cell phone in hand. I was convinced she somehow knew who I was and she was going to try to strike it rich by selling that picture to the highest bidder.

Jessica opened the door just barely wide enough to stick her head out. She had a smile plastered on her face and she paused to roll her eyes at me before she looked out.

"I'm fine, thanks!"

Only it seemed the girl wasn’t willing to leave it at that. No, she was obviously curious where I'd gone to. Rightly so, probably. Who's to say I hadn't slipped into the back to rob the place blind or something?

"And where did your friend disappear to?"

"She's around," Jessica said.

"But I didn't see her…"

"I said she's around. She'll probably be back, now could you please leave me alone?"

"Fine," the girl said.

A definite hint of iciness had entered into her voice. She didn't seem at all pleased to have Jessica talking to her like that. Fine. Sticking her nose in where it wasn't wanted? Having Jessica get a little snippy with her was the least she deserved, even if she was just doing her job.

Jessica closed the door and turned back to me. She was breathing heavily, and I couldn't tell whether she was breathing heavily because of the makeout session or because she didn't like confronting that girl. Either way I was so in love with her in that moment. She'd handled that masterfully.

"You're a natural at this," I said. "I should invite you on tour to run security. You're much better than most of those assholes were at getting rid of inquiring eyes, with the exception of Jake."

"So?" Jessica asked, looking me up and down with a slightly confrontational look, her arms crossing under her breasts which only served to draw my attention to that most distracting bit of her anatomy.

What can I say? I was in a mood where I wanted to wheel her around, pull that dress up, and have my way with her right here and now in the changing room.

Only that would definitely give things away to the girl we’d just managed to get rid of. That would definitely cause her to bring the cameras. Probably call the cops as well, and that would be one hell of a news story. Not only would I be caught on camera, but there'd be an arrest record to go along with it.

No, as much fun as it might be to see if Jessica was up for a little fun like last night, I’d control myself. I could wait and hope she’d be in a mood later when the moment was more opportune.

"Shouldn't you be going?" she asked. "Before that girl comes back?"

She was asking if I should be going, but there was a hitch in her voice. It seemed like she was having trouble backing up her desire to get me out of here.

Yeah, that hitch in her voice said it all.

"I don't want to leave," I said, my desire overcoming my better judgment.

I advanced on her, and once more I put my hands out. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, inhaling the intoxicating perfume that was her. Enjoyed the soft and yet so firm sensation that was her body pressing against mine again. God damn she was so hot. She got me so worked up!

I opened my eyes and looked down at her. Leaned in. I noticed that for all her attempts to seem like she wasn't interested, to act like the ice queen, she melted as my lips brushed against hers. She even opened her mouth and I thought I detected her tongue moving out, but I pulled away.

I grinned. Now it was my turn it to be the tease. It was my turn to get her worked up and leave her wanting more. Hopefully that more would come later if things went well and we found a hotel. I didn't want to take her back to my tour bus. Not again. 

There was something about it that seemed slightly sleazy. It reminded me of all of the other women I'd had in the back of a tour bus over the years, and I wanted Jessica to be different. I wanted her to be something more. The way I felt about her… I had a hard time putting it into words. I had a hard time even thinking about it. She drove me that crazy!

"I'm leaving, but you go ahead and leave that dress on."

Jessica cocked an eyebrow at me. "Why would I do that?"

I grinned. "Because that's the one and I’m buying it for you."

She turned and looked at herself in the mirror, then turned back and smiled at me. "If you say so, but I'd…" 

She hesitated. She smiled and then she frowned and then she fixed her eyes on me. It was a laser focus that had me paralyzed in place. Finally she seemed to come to a decision and a huge grin split her face. 

"Of course I'm not done with my date night outfit yet."

"What are you talking about?"

Jessica suddenly looked innocent. Or at least she looked like she was trying to look innocent. I'm not sure she was necessarily doing a great job of it considering she also had a naughty grin that made it obvious I was going to like whatever it was she was about to say.

 

 

 

 

 

 

22: Retail Escape

 

I couldn't believe I was about to say this. I took a deep breath. I let it out.

"I was thinking maybe we could stop by the lingerie store…"

I looked up at her and almost expected her to laugh. But instead she raised an eyebrow and fixed me with a sexy look. A look that very nearly had me melting against the wall.

Damn.

"That sounds just fine Jessica," she said.

We breezed to the front where she quickly paid for the dress. The girl looked like she was going to say something about me wearing it out, but Ivy’s credit card went through even as my eyes bugged out at the price and then we were making our way out. I tossed my work clothes into the bag, though I felt like an idiot walking around the mall in a dress this nice.

It wasn't exactly formal wear, but it was the closest thing the store had to formal wear, and this was by far the nicest store in the mall. I felt like people's eyes were on me. I felt ridiculous. All the more so because I'd just made an offer to go to the lingerie store.

Once we got there I went to pick some things out, but she held up a hand. She grinned.

"Will you indulge me?"

I took a deep breath. I licked my lips. I looked at her, and then I looked over my shoulder to a couple of girls dressed in some pretty nice clothes working behind the counter. Only from the way one elbowed the other it seemed like they definitely recognized one of us.

Damn it. I figured it was only a matter of time before word got out that Ivy was here shopping for underwear with some random girl. And so I nodded my head and agreed as much to get Ivy in and out of here as quickly as possible as for any desire to have her pick out my underwear.

That did seem kind of hot though.

"Go back to the changing area," she said. "I'll toss something over the door for you to try on."

I shook my head. I couldn't believe I was doing this. I just hoped she didn't decide to go for a repeat performance of what she'd done in the last changing room.

I'd been weak in the knees. I'd been so damn wet. I was ready to let her take me right there. The poor girl working there probably would've called the cops, but I couldn't help myself. I was that turned on! I was surprised when I got out of there without giving into temptation!

I found a changing room and let myself in. It seemed the girls who were supposed to be helping me out weren't anywhere in sight. I imagined they were probably so caught up with the idea of finding Ivy in their store that they couldn't be bothered with me. I wondered if this sort of thing would start to happen a lot if I spent more time with her.

I shook my head. I kept having this debate. Thinking of spending more time with Ivy would make me smile, and then I'd remember who she was. I'd remember who I was. I'd remember how completely different our lives were, and that would inevitably send me crashing back down to reality. I had to keep reminding myself that this was just one night.

I figured that was all the more reason to be as crazy as possible and really enjoy myself though. And so I waited in the changing room until I heard a familiar voice on the other side.

“Jessica?”

"I'm in here," I said.

Something flew over the door.

"You might want to hurry up," she said. "I'm pretty sure those girls recognized me.”

My head was spinning. This was all too crazy. I needed to talk to somebody about this. I pulled out my phone and started tapping to Alice. Granted she probably wasn’t the best person to talk to considering how she got about the band, but she was also the only person who was in on the secret which put me in a bind.

Well I suppose Rachel was also in on the secret. Sort of. I wasn’t going to talk to her about any of this though.

"Are you around?" I tapped.

"Sure as hell am! Is what I heard true?"

I grinned and shook my head. Of course she’d know about the strange circumstances surrounding how I left work today. Everyone at the company probably knew all about it at this point. That she'd heard all about it even when she worked on another floor was proof enough of that. Usually people didn't talk between different parts of the company unless the gossip was really good.

Then again I suppose the head of one of the world's most successful bands, even if it was the most successful band a decade prior, would be worth a lot of gossip. Particularly when she showed up and swept away one of the girls working at the company.

I was never going to live this down.

"I'm with Ivy right now at the mall," I said. 

I paused for a moment. Hesitated and wondered whether or not I should send the next bit. 

"We've already been dress shopping for a date tonight, and now we're at the lingerie shop."

There was a pause. Finally a message came back. "Slut ;)"

I laughed. "Guilty as charged. Though I'm kind of conflicted here…"

"What's the conflict? She came looking for you, I’d say that's a pretty big deal. Especially after how she acted last night!"

I bit my lip. I thought about how I hadn't been entirely truthful with Alice last night when I was making my escape.

"I might not have been telling the entire truth last night when I said she kicked me out…"

"What?"

"I might have snuck out because I was afraid."

"Are you crazy! What could you possibly be afraid of?"

What was I afraid of? It was a damn good question. Was I afraid of having my middle school reputation for hating Sleepwalker ruined amongst the few friends I had who still remembered those days? Was I afraid of being a one night stand? Was I afraid of falling for a woman from a completely different world? A woman who'd lived a rock star lifestyle for the past decade and might be out of touch with reality, might hurt me without even meaning to?

I think we had a bingo there. I was terrified. So far she'd seemed sincere enough, but there were those glimpses of the world she lived in. Those two girls up at the front of the store staring at her and making me wonder if we needed to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible were a good example. And don’t even get me started on the crazy people snapping pictures at lunch.

Just going out on one date with her was enough to pull me into a strange world where people were watching my every move. Watching my every move because of who I was dating, and not because of anything inherently interesting about me.

Could I deal with a romance under those circumstances? I just didn't know. The thought of living in that world terrified me even as the thought of being with Ivy sent butterflies dancing through my stomach. The thought of what we might be doing later tonight with some of this lingerie I was purchasing was doing that as well.

Though I guess Ivy would be the one doing the buying. I heard somebody out in the hallway, probably Ivy wondering what the heck was taking me so long, and I tapped out a quick message.

"No time to talk right now," I said. "Someone's coming."

I put my phone back in my pocket, though I could hear it buzzing. Buzzing several times, actually. I had a feeling I was going to have as many messages waiting for me when I pulled it out again later as I had the night before when I disappeared with Ivy. I'm sure Alice had all sorts of questions, but she wasn't going to get answers anytime soon.

Not if this date night went as well as it seemed like it was going to go considering where I was and what I was trying on!

I sighed even as I pulled the lingerie down and started to take the dress off. This wasn't the kind of dress that you got in and out of quickly. I definitely should've kept my work clothes on if I was going to come over here and try something on.

It didn’t help that I felt hurried by those girls.

I distracted myself by looking down at the lingerie she'd bought for me. My eyes went wide. Damn. This is what I got for letting someone else pick lingerie!

Up top it was a strapless black bra. Straps wouldn't work with a strapless dress. The thing was practically see-through. As I took my work bra off, a plain white number that was pretty boring, I realized I could see everything. I felt a rush of excitement as I thought of wearing that. As I thought of Ivy looking at me in this number. I might as well not be wearing a bra at all!

I shook my head. I suppose that was the point of wearing lingerie like this.

I looked at the underwear and it was the same. It was so sheer in the front, and it was basically a thong in the back. I could tell immediately that I was sold and I hadn’t even tried them on yet. I looked over to the door.

"You still there Ivy?"

"I am," she said.

I thought quickly. And on impulse I tossed the price tag over to her.

"Go ahead and pay for this," I said. "I'm going to have to wear it out."

Normally I wouldn’t wear something like this out. I’d go home and wash it. The problem was it’s not like I was going to have time to go home and run a laundry cycle before going out for dinner and maybe an after dinner treat. I’d have to live dangerously this one time.

"Yes ma'am!" 

The grin was evident in her voice. I heard her disappearing back down the changing room hall.

I quickly put everything in order and stuck my head out. The coast was clear so I made my way to the front where the two girls were still standing and staring, obviously starstruck. 

One was at least doing her best to help Ivy out. Both women turned to look at me when I came out, and the first one actually had the audacity to pull up her phone and snap a picture! The click was audible.

"Excuse me?" I said.

I was surprised she would actually have the balls to do something as audacious as snapping a picture! I couldn't believe it.

"What's wrong?" the girl asked.

I held out a hand, suddenly feeling some angry inspiration. "Your phone. I want to see it. Now."

"Excuse me? I'm not giving you my phone!"

"How about this? You can give me the phone, or I can call corporate and let them know you're snapping pictures of your clients like we’re some sort of circus show. How do you think they'd like that? Do you think you’d keep your job for long?"

The second girl turned and looked nervously at the first one. She was younger, and as I looked at the name tags I realized the older one who snapped the picture was actually a manager. 

I shook my head. I couldn't believe somebody in management would do something like that, but at the same time I can't say I was particularly surprised. She was the one who looked old enough to actually realize who the hell Ivy was, after all.

The manager stared daggers at me, but finally she seemed decide that the idea of somebody calling corporate was more terrifying than giving up her phone. She made a big production of rolling her eyes and handed it over.

I opened her photos and sure enough there was a picture of me looking surprised and pissed off. More importantly there were a couple of pictures of Ivy. Pictures that looked like they’d been taken surreptitiously judging by the way she wasn’t looking at the camera and everything was out of focus. I wondered that she hadn’t heard that click, though maybe she was so used to people snapping pictures that it just became background noise.

Well it wasn’t background noise for me, and I was pissed off.

I held up the phone. "So do you do this with all of your customers, or just the semi-famous ones?"

“Hey…” Ivy said, but I didn’t pay attention to her. Momma had bigger fish to fry at the moment.

Manager lady looked stunned, as though she couldn't think of how to respond to that. I wondered if anyone had ever confronted her about something like this before. Then again, how many celebrities did she get coming through here? 

Either way, it was not cool. It was a glimpse into some of the crap Ivy had to put up with on a regular basis, and I didn't care for it.

"Answer me," I said.

I was proud that my voice sounded so calm, because what I wanted to do was jump across the counter and rip the girl's eyes out. Meanwhile Ivy was looking between the two of us with an odd smile. she was actually enjoying this!

Then again, how often she was able to get back at people who invaded her privacy? Probably not very often. She had a public image to maintain. I didn't have an image to maintain, so whatever. I could let the claws come out. 

I hit delete on the pictures. Once I was sure the pictures were good and gone I handed the phone back. I leaned forward and looked at her name tag.

"Thank you so much for being so understanding, Megan," I said.

"No problem at all ma'am," she said with a sickly sweet smile on her face. 

I frowned and glared at her as she smiled at me. That "ma’am" had to be deliberate. I was probably a good fifteen years younger than that bitch and she had the audacity to call me ma'am! It was exactly the kind of petty thing I could see someone doing when they were pissed off but they knew there wasn't a chance they were going to be able to say anything outright.

Ivy finished paying and turned to leave, but I held an arm out against her shoulder. I turned to the girl who'd just been ringing her up and she smiled nervously. I looked at her name tag.

"Candace?" I asked. "Is it okay if I call you that?"

"Sure," she said, glancing nervously at her boss.

"You didn't take any pictures for your boss, did you?"

"Of course not ma'am!" she said.

I grimaced. There we were with that “ma’am” again, though Candace at least looked young enough that she could get away with it. She looked like she could still be in high school.

"Good Candace," I said. "I'll be sure not to mention your name when I call corporate to report your boss. Have a nice day!"

And with that I took Ivy's arm and made my way out of the store. I had the great fun of seeing that stupid bitch reacting as she realized I was going to call her in anyways. Good. Let her deal with the consequences of her actions. Call me ma'am.

Once we were safely out of the store Ivy burst into laughter. It started out as a small laugh, but it quickly turned into a hearty guffaw. I looked over at her and cocked an eyebrow.

"What's so funny?" I asked in what I hoped was my most innocent voice.

"Oh nothing," she said. "I'm just not used to seeing anyone stand up to somebody trying to take a picture like that. I think I'm falling in love here!"

I stopped walking. I was stunned. I knew she was just joking around, but at the same time I couldn't help myself. When I heard her say that word it did something to me. It caused my entire body to catch fire in the most delicious way. It was even hotter than what she'd done the night before, and that had been pretty damn hot. It was amazing how just a few words could get that reaction out of me, but there we were.

Ivy seemed to realize just a little too late what she'd done. She stopped, turned to look at me, no doubt got a good look at the absolutely stunned expression on my face, and then a look of dawning fear appeared as she realized what he'd said. 

Her mouth worked silently as though she was trying to think of a way to back out of it, but I'd heard what I'd heard. She’d said what she’d said. Even if it was half joking, it was dangerously close to how I was feeling. So dangerously close that I figured she had to be at least half serious.

"I'm sorry Jessica," she said. "Please don't get scared away or anything…"

I decided to be a little mysterious. A little perplexing. After all, she had just said that, and girls were supposed to freak out if someone said that too early, right?

Only freaking out was the last thing I wanted to do. No, I wanted to shout from the heavens that she'd used that word. Was it crazy? Was it a little premature to be throwing that word around? Sure. 

That didn't matter though. My mind was telling me one thing and my heart was telling me another. No, that word sounded just fine to me, but I wanted to make her think she was going to have to work for it just a little.

So I smiled. I walked up to her and patted her cheek, and then I was walking past her. I made sure to put as much sway as I could muster into my walk. She could eat her heart out.

When it seemed like she wasn't following I looked over my shoulder and grinned. "Aren't you coming Ivy? I thought you had dinner planned at some big fancy restaurant or something? I'd hate to get all dressed up like this for nothing."

That drew her out of the mental blue screen she'd just suffered. she got a huge grin on her face.

"Right," she said. "Dinner at the fancy restaurant. I can't wait to see the look on your face when you see the place!"

"Well come along then," I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

23: After Dinner

 

"I can't believe you took me to a burger joint!" Jessica said.

We were walking along one of the canals that ran through the downtown area. It really was quite peaceful at this time of night. And, best of all, it was mostly deserted. Sure there were houses and businesses that ran along the canal, but most of them seemed empty.

I just hoped that it wasn't an example of the locals knowing something I didn't. The last thing I wanted was to get mugged in the middle of a date that had been going perfectly so far!

"What can I say? I heard that burger place is supposed to be one of the best in the country!"

Jessica reached out and playfully nudged me. A playful nudge that thrilled me. What can I say? Just about every touch from her thrilled me!

"That was part of the fun though," I said. “It was a pretty funny joke, too! You should've seen the look on your face when we walked in there!"

"The look on my face? You should've seen the look on everybody's faces staring at me like I was crazy for showing up dressed like that!"

"They were probably just staring at you like that because you showed up with the great Ivy Thompson," I said.

She rolled her eyes. "Full of ourselves much?"

I shrugged. "What can I say? It's true, isn't it?"

Jessica rolled her eyes and moved to smack me, but this time I caught her hand and held it. I liked holding her hand. It was odd, but holding her hand like this was having almost the same reaction as feeling her body pressed against me.

Weird how I could feel that way just from feeling her hand against mine. I think it said something for how I was starting to feel about her. 

It was crazy. It was way too early to say anything like what I'd said in the mall earlier, I was still kicking myself over that, but I really did have a feeling that I was falling for this girl. She had a unique blend of hotness and intelligence that I'd never gone for in a girl before, but she was driving me wild.

Not to mention her take no prisoners approach to life. What she'd done with that wannabe paparazzi in the lingerie store was nothing short of amazing. I still couldn't believe she'd been that bold, but it had been an amazing sight to behold.

She’d fulfilled the fantasy of every famous person who ever had a camera thrust in their face. She’d crossed the line that we weren’t supposed to because it usually generated bad press even though the person with the camera was the real asshole most of the time.

"So did you ever think you'd be doing this?" she asked.

Walking along a canal on a peaceful night with this beautiful woman I’d worried I was on the verge of losing this morning when she wasn’t there upon waking? 

"Not really…"

"Really? You wanted to be doing something other than the rock gig by the time you were this old?"

I blinked and realized we'd been talking about completely different things. I was walking along trying to woo her rather than just trying to get her in bed, but she was wondering how I felt being back in the band after so many years.

"When they started talking about the reunion tour I thought they were crazy, to be honest," I said.

She looked up at me, her eyes twinkling in the light from a street lamp hanging out over the canal. "Really? Because I thought it was pretty ridiculous when Alice told me about it!"

I laughed. It was easy to laugh with her. Everything seemed to come easy with her, and not in the way that girls I was with were usually easy, if you catch my drift.

"I have to agree. We were ancient history even if we were pretty popular once upon a time. I wasn't sure people would even still pay for us to get up on stage and do our thing."

Jessica winked. "I was impressed none of you were coming out with a walker!"

"Hey now. We’re not that old. Remember I'm only about seven years older than you."

“Y’know one thing I never understood was that name. Sleepwalker.”

“Oh yeah? Would you believe me if I told you that was actually a huge mystery and I’ve never told anyone exactly where the name came from?”

“I’d believe you’re capable of doing something like that, but I wouldn’t believe you’d actually done it,” Jessica said.

“You’d better believe it. I’ve never really told anyone what the name meant.”

“Right. So what does it mean?”

I looked over to her and winked. “A lady has to keep some secrets, doesn’t she?”

“Huh,” she said. “And here I figured it was just talking about how you felt like you were sleepwalking through life before you realized who you really were and came out.”

I stopped. Stunned. She took a couple more steps before she realized she was moving but I wasn’t. Her hand tugged at mine and she turned to fix me with a curious look.

“Wha… That’s it, isn’t it?”

“How did you?”

“Are you serious? Your fans must be dumber than I thought if no one’s ever figured that out!”

I shook my head. “Actually a couple of people have figured it out. It’s just that they were talking about it online so they never got to see my expression when I heard their theory.”

“It’s a cute name, but it is a bit obvious,” she said.

I couldn’t help but laugh. Even when she was hitting me with what felt like strange psychic abilities. Sure other people had figured that out before, but I’d never had it happen so quickly right in front of me. Usually it was interviewers or fans hitting me with a long line of potential questions.

“So why did the group break up anyways?”

And the hits kept coming. I very nearly stumbled. That was the last question I wanted to talk about. It happened ten years ago and the pain was still fresh. The band breaking up around me. Losing the desire to write anything new. The joy of thinking I might finally have something real. The pain of having it all ripped away.

“Let’s not get into that right now, Jessica.”

It was something I’d have to come clean about someday if we were going to have a relationship, but that story seemed like at least third date material. Way too heavy for tonight.

She looked down at the water and then back up to me. We continued strolling in silence for a moment. I figured she had more questions, but I'd let her ask them in her own good time. I was more than content just being out here next to her.

"What was it like? Getting so famous so young. I just can't imagine…"

I took a deep breath. I let it out in a long slow sigh. 

What was it like? Well, it screwed me up for the better part of a decade. I felt like I'd only recently started to get my life under control, and then this new tour came along and it was like the universe was giving me one big middle finger reminding me what I didn’t have while also throwing the same temptations at me that screwed me up in the first place.

Of course I wasn’t going to tell her any of that. I didn't want to go with the whole poor little rich girl routine. Poor famous rich girl, for that matter. Something told me she wasn't going to have any sympathy even if there was some truth to it in my case. We'd all gotten too famous way too young, and it did a number on me.

"I don't know," I said. That seemed safe enough. "This is the life I've known for so long that it's hard to imagine any other life, you know?"

She sighed. "I guess I can sympathize with that. You get stuck in a rut and before you know it years have gone by."

I grinned and reached out to hold her other hand. Looked down into her eyes. "What are you talking about? Didn't you just get out of college? You haven't had enough time to have regrets!"

"You don't seem old enough to have many regrets either, you know," she said.

I shrugged. "Fair enough, but you'd be surprised."

"So what would you have done if you didn't become a super famous singer?"

"I don't know," I said. "Music and singing was always sort of my dream, I just didn't expect to get into a situation where I'd be the front woman for an international pop sensation!"

She grinned. "Well you're certainly modest, but seriously. If it wasn't for the whole superstar thing, what would you be doing?"

More questions when all I wanted to do was sweep her off her feet and have my way with her right here. My body was screaming in frustration. I was so close to her. Close enough that I would just have to take another step forward and I’d feel her delicious body against mine. But I resisted my more animalistic urges and gave her question serious consideration. And finally I shrugged and grinned.

"Can you keep a secret?"

“That depends. What kind of secret are we talking about? Who killed Kennedy?"

I laughed. "No. Just the secret of what I'd probably be doing if it hadn't been for the whole pop star thing. I've never told anybody. Not even those stupid magazines. Made up all the stuff I told them on the spot."

“Interesting,” Jessica purred. “Did Gareth do the same thing? Alice would be very disappointed to hear that. She memorized all that bullshit.”

She moved forward and then there it was. She was pressing against me. Oh fuck. God she felt so incredible. 

She stared up at me, her eyes lidded, her mouth open ever so slightly. There was pure desire in her eyes, and it was turning me on so much. I wanted to take her now, only that probably wouldn't be a good idea. No, this location was entirely too public. Entirely too exposed.

All it would take was one person with a camera and our little tryst would be on the front of every gossip site in the world. It didn't matter that most of those gossip sites considered me to be a has-been, even with the most recent tour. No, all they’d care about was someone who was marginally famous once upon a time was caught doing something salacious in public and got caught on camera.

Such was my life.

"Fine," she said. "I think I could keep a secret."

"Band teacher," I said.

She blinked. And then she started giggling. "What?"

"I always wanted to be a band teacher. You know, going to marching competitions, all that stuff? Maybe it's because it was right around that time in my life that I was plucked out of the normal world and into… you know, but for whatever reason I always felt safe and secure thinking back to those days. And I'd want to help give a similar experience to other kids."

She searched my eyes for a moment and grinned. "You're serious."

"Totally," I said. "I've never told anyone about that though. You're the first."

And then she surprised me. She leaned up on her tiptoes, causing her breasts to brush against me. Her lips brushed against mine. It was a brief kiss, but it was hotter than any make out session.

Okay, so maybe that wasn’t entirely correct. It was hotter than, say, a makeout session I'd had with other girls. She definitely put to shame anything I'd ever had with the string of groupies I'd been with over the years.

"Damn," I said.

"Damn yourself," she said.

And in that moment I realized something. I realized that I was absolutely right in thinking the girls who settled down were absolutely right and I was absolutely wrong. All those years of chasing random girls, and what I really needed was this. Someone I could share my life with. Someone I felt comfortable enough to share my secrets with. Not someone who was a just a random one night stand, no matter how much fun those had been.

Jessica stared up at me and I was really feeling the moment as we were lost in one another’s eyes. She blinked and the moment wavered. A smile started to cross her face. That quickly turned into a huge grin. Then she was laughing, shaking her head, and the moment was gone completely.

"What?" I asked.

She reached up and wiped a tear from her eye. "I'm sorry," she said. "That's just so ridiculous!"

"Hey! I was pretty good at the drums before I left high school band to become an international pop sensation!"

She fixed her eyes on mine. "You were really in band?"

"What can I say? Music has always been my thing. How else d’you think I got this rocking body? Those drums aren't light when you're marching you know."

She shook her head again. "Ivy Thompson, band geek. I can't believe it."

I shrugged. "Look at any of our biographies. You might be able to still find a couple of dusty books in the back of some forgotten county library somewhere where they don’t have a budget to replace books more than every twenty years."

"I might do that," she said. "I’ll look for you next to the biography of the Beatles. Do they have pictures of you in your band geek get up? Because I'd really like to see that!"

"Hell, you don't even have to go for the books for that. You can probably just find it online if you do a search. I know there was a site about twelve years ago that dug those pictures up and had a field day with it."

"Well that’s nice to know at least," she said.

"What's that?"

Jessica pulled her hands away from mine and started walking again. I paused for a second to admire the view as she moved in that dress before I went to follow her. "At least if you were in high school band I know music really had to be in your heart. That you weren't doing it for the checks or the girls or anything like that."

I raised my eyebrows. Now probably wasn’t the best time to mention that the paychecks and the girls certainly hadn’t hurt once I really got into the swing of things with Sleepwalker. Better to say something a little safer.

"You'd be surprised. Band girls could get pretty freaky! They were also about the only ones who were willing to do a bit of experimenting in the back of buses, if you catch my drift."

Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the best response. That still made it sound like I was all about bedding girls and I was throwing my former fellow band geeks under the bus. I’d had some pretty fun times in the back of a bus on the way back from band trips before Sleepwalker pulled me out of high school prematurely.

"Oh trust me I know," she said. "I may or may not have been in band myself."

Both of my eyebrows went up at that. I grinned as I took her arm and mine and we continued walking along. "Really now? And what did you play? Clarinet? Flute?"

"That's for me to know and you to find out if you're a good girl," she said. "But I can at least back up your assertion about how crazy band girls could get. The back of one of those buses is how I figured out, well, you know…"

I mulled that over and thought about some of the good times I’d had, though it had never been with a girl as gorgeous as Jessica. That was sending new thoughts running through my head. "So you're a band girl…"

It was one hell of an oblique way to get at the question I'd been wondering all night long. Everything had gone so well, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn't thinking about last night. That had been some of the best goddamned sex of my life! And I was very much hoping for a repeat performance, but had no idea if there was a chance in hell of it happening considering how she felt about me. Considering how she felt about my profession.

"You're right, you know," Jessica said.

"I am?"

"Us band girls could get pretty wild. You might even be able to find out for yourself just how wild we can get if you can manage to swing a hotel room tonight."

I grinned and took her by the arm, practically dragging her back up to the road to get a cab. How hard could it be to get a hotel room downtown this time of night? Especially with the kind of money I could throw around?

I’d pay whatever it took. I needed to have Jessica and I needed to have her now. And I needed to have her before she realized how crazy she was acting and decided to pull another disappearing act!

 

 

 

 

 

 

24: Explosive

 

I gasped as I fell back against the bed. Damn had that been intense! I reveled in the sensation of knowing that I just had an experience that would be the envy of women all around the country, but for the moment she was mine. All mine.

And they couldn't have her.

I blinked. I was surprised to feel that possessive streak, but there it was. Everything was so right about this moment. Everything was perfect. And I was starting to come to peace with the fact, finally, that she was who she was and I didn’t care. As long as I had the woman that’s all that mattered. All that rock star stuff I could figure out later.

As long as she wanted to figure it out with me. That was still the big question, wasn’t it? Was all of this a ruse or was this the real thing? It sure as hell felt like the real thing to me, but I guess my opinion wasn’t the one that really mattered. No, the one that mattered was Ivy. Was she going to stay now that she’d gotten her repeat performance?

Strangely enough I still felt at peace despite that worry. I wasn’t feeling any of the panic from the night before. It was a subtle but important shift, and it felt good. Really good.

Ivy rolled out of the lavish bed, though I’d expect nothing short of lavish considering what she was paying for this ridiculous suite, and I sighed in disappointment. I know we were done with the fun for now, but I really would have been happy if she’d stayed there for a little longer. I was enjoying the cuddling almost as much as I’d enjoyed everything else.

She stared down at me, a goddess in her full glory, and grinned. God I must’ve looked like a hot mess. It was a wonder she was grinning at me like that, but I took that grin as a positive sign. She wasn’t giving me her card and calling me a cab or anything. Then she got an apprehensive look on her face and I felt terror shooting through me.

No. No! It wasn’t fair. I get all used to the idea of being with Ivy. I make peace with who she is and the fact that she’s head over heels for me, and it’s at that moment that she decides to let the other shoe drop! It wasn’t fair!

Though I suppose I deserved it just a little for bailing on her the night before when things were going so well. Why would she trust me when I’d already demonstrated I couldn’t be trusted? She opened her mouth and I squeezed my eyes shut, dreading the inevitable.

Damn it. It figures this would happen just when I’d finally decided I might be okay with Sleepwalker after all these years.

“So I could really use a shower after all that. You okay hanging here for a few?”

I blushed, and probably not for the reasons she was thinking. I was such an idiot, operating on a hair trigger like that. Thinking that for some reason things were going to go to hell. Of course she just needed to go clean up. I grinned and prayed that the blush wasn’t too obvious.

“Of course. Go ahead and have your fun,” I said.

Ivy stood and made her way towards the bathroom. I heard the shower turn on and raised an eyebrow. Going for a full shower? That was a bold move. Particularly when I was waiting out here and ready for her to come back for round two. I needed more of Ivy Thompson and the groupie experience!

Her head popped out from the bathroom. “What would you say to joining me in here?”

I grinned. That was more like it!

“Give me a minute and I’ll be there.”

Her head disappeared back into the bathroom and I sat there wondering what the hell was wrong with me. Give me a minute and I’ll be in there? Wasn’t I the one who was just thinking how much I needed another round with her and here it was in the offing and I was making some lame attempt at still playing hard to get like an idiot.

I was about to hop up and go to join her, dignity be damned, when a buzz pulled my attention away from the shower. I looked over and realized her phone had fallen out of her pants. It’s not like I was trying to spy on her messages or anything. I couldn’t really help it. I was just glancing down at the screen and the text was big enough that I could clearly see the message that popped up.

I didn’t like what I read.

“How’s the date night going? Hurry up and get that groupie out of your system. We need to go!”

I didn’t like the name I was seeing attached to that message either. Gareth. The asshole who’d seduced Alice and then left her high and dry, though it seemed like she expected that from the way she’d talked about him on the ride home from the concert in the wee hours of the morning earlier today. 

She’d said things about Gareth that seemed pretty accurate based on what little I knew of him, though at the same time she’d said things about Ivy that I didn’t want to believe. Things I’d ignored because I didn’t want to believe them. Because I wanted to believe she was genuinely interested in me even while I was running from her in terror of what might be developing between us.

Only with those messages it seemed that what was developing between us had been exactly what I was afraid it was: a lie. A huge lie that she was using just to get me in bed. Get the groupie out of her system?

I swiped through the rest of the messages. I really didn’t like what I saw there. The one Gareth just sent wasn’t the only one. A bunch of texts about bagging me, and what seemed like a pretty positive response from Ivy.

Okay then. I guess it was all true. I had trouble breathing. My legs were wobbly and I had trouble keeping it together.

There was one thing I could take comfort in. If she was inviting me to come shower with her then I wasn’t out of her system. Not yet. What I was, though, was furious. Livid. I turned to the shower and tried to think of how I was going to play this. I didn’t know what to do. Didn’t know what to say. I was about to explode.

Having all of my fears confirmed with a couple of short sentences like that, especially after I’d finally found peace about my rock goddess dalliance, was a slap to the face. It chilled my blood. It filled me with an irrational fury, though I wasn’t sure if that fury was directed more towards Ivy or me for falling for her bullshit in the first place.

I scooped up her phone and my clothes and forced myself to put one foot in front of the other. To move towards the bathroom and the shower. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but whatever it was, it was going to happen in there.

 

 

 

 

 

 

25: An Offer

 

I pulled out the cheap hotel soap, amazing how even at one of the more expensive joints in town they managed to make it look as low-rent as possible, and sudsed up. I heard noise and turned to see Jessica staring at me through the glass. 

The shower in here was a pretty nice deal. It ran along the whole side of the bathroom with shower heads at all different levels. Not as nice as the one I had in the house in Malibu, but pretty decent for being as far from civilization as I was now.

As I looked her up and down my breath caught. It just wasn’t fair for a girl to look as sexy as she did. To be as incredible as she was in bed. To have my body on fire again and all she was doing was standing there looking at me with an uncertain expression that had me shaking my head and chuckling.

I had no idea why she would be feeling uncertain now. Particularly after everything we’d done last night and just now. I figured she’d be all about hopping in the shower and having a good time, but there was something about the way she held herself that had me wondering if something was wrong.

Something else was weird. She’d changed back into the outfit she wore when I picked her up from her office. Why would she change back into her clothes when I just invited her into the shower? 

What was I missing?

I shook it off. I had to be imagining things. I figured she’d join me any moment. Her being clothed just meant I would have the opportunity to unwrap her again, and that was just fine with me.

I smiled as I thought of the impending fun. Being with her was so nice. Everything seemed to come naturally as though everything was right in the world. She was so smart, so gorgeous, and the fact that she had an innocence about her as though she didn’t realize she was such a catch just made her all the hotter in my eyes.

And now as I looked at her, as I drank in her beauty, I found myself at a loss for words.

I’d come to a realization. I wanted her with me. All the time. I didn’t want to leave this city if it meant leaving Jessica. Of course there was a solution to that, but it was crazy. I didn’t think she’d go for it even after what we’d just done. I was still terrified deep down that she would get up and decide she’d done her duty. She’d given me the date I wanted and that was all I was going to get.

I wanted so much more, but I couldn’t bring myself to open my damn mouth and actually ask her. Damn it!

You’d think this sort of thing would get easier with time. You’d think being the lead singer in an internationally recognized music act that had women, and some misguided men who couldn’t accept that they didn’t have a chance, shrieking for my body on the regular, even after ten years, would give me enough confidence to open my damn mouth and ask her. Though I guess it was because I was reluctant, because I wasn’t entirely sure of the answer, that she was the one I wanted to ask in the first place.

Jessica was the second girl I’d ever wanted to take on tour with me. She was the first girl I was reasonably confident wouldn’t ruin my life if I took her on tour with me.

The idea was crazy. It couldn’t possibly work. She had her life here. She didn’t care for the band. She seemed to blow hot and cold, though she was coming on pretty strong and hot right now! I was silly for even wanting to ask, but I had to.

I looked at her again and opened my mouth, and there was an immediate transformation on her face. And not a transformation for the better. Terror shot through me as I thought she might be on the verge of turning around and leaving. As I thought this must have been what she looked like the night before when she left me alone in the back of my tour bus. I’d been asleep so I’d missed the look, but now that I was seeing it, well it was heartbreaking.

Jessica squeezed her eyes shut. A single tear ran down her cheek and I stepped out of the shower, soaking wet and covered in soap, to move my thumb up and wipe the tear away.

“What’s wrong Jessica?”

She inhaled deeply. Let it out in a long shuddering gasp that almost seemed like she was crying. “You don’t know?”

I moved my hand to cup her face in the palm of my hand. I ran a thumb along her cheek and hoped that simple gesture would communicate that everything was okay. That she could let me know what was going on here. That she could let me in.

“No? What’s bothering you Jessica? You can tell me.”

Jessica opened her eyes and they were rimmed with red. There were more tears threatening there, and I didn’t like that. I didn’t like seeing her upset. In pain. She moved a hand up and wiped at her eyes with a fist while at the same time using that fist to bat my hand away from her cheek.

“I don’t know why I ever thought you were different. You had your fun and now you’re off to the next city to do the same thing to some other poor unsuspecting girl!”

I blinked. Then I smiled. A little laugh might have even escaped. From the way she glared at me a laugh seemed like the last thing I should’ve done, but I couldn’t help myself. It was just so ridiculous. Here I was terrified that she was going to leave and meanwhile she was terrified that this was just another groupie situation for me when that couldn’t be farther from the truth!

That laugh might’ve been as much from relief as from amusement.

“This night has been a lot of fun Jessica,” I said. “I know this is crazy, but I want more like this.”

She opened her mouth to say something. I put a finger to her lips to keep her from talking. That earned me one hell of an angry glare but she didn’t say anything more. I was doing the talking now. Somehow those borderline waterworks had given me the courage to say what I needed to say.

“I do have to go to the next city, but I’m far from done with you.”

She went cross eyed looking down at my finger, then what I said seemed to register and she locked eyes with me as hers went wide. I pulled my finger away to allow her to talk.

“What are you saying?”

That nervousness came back even though I was far more confident of the answer now than I had been a few moments ago. “I want you to come with me on tour. Leave this life behind and go on the road with me!”

“You don’t mean that,” she said.

“What are you talking about? Of course I mean it! You’re the first girl I’ve ever…”

Well, technically she was the second girl I’d ever wanted to take along on tour with me. The second girl I felt like I could settle down with. I wasn’t about to tell her any of that, though. She didn’t give me much of a chance anyways. When she spoke the heat, the anger, was back in full force.

“Yeah, I bet I’m the first girl you’ve ever asked to go on tour, right? I’m different from all the other girls. You’re so in love with me that you just have to have me around, right?”

Jessica’s voice was getting louder and I wondered where the hell this sudden anger came from. Why she was suddenly screaming at me for no apparent reason. What did I do to her?

“Well yeah, that’s right,” I said.

I didn’t know how else to respond. Here she was screaming at me and all I could think was how fucked up this was. I was finally head over heels for a girl and she was acting like I was the biggest bitch on the planet for some reason and I couldn’t figure out why!

“Yeah? If you’re so in love with me, if I’m not just another groupie, then maybe explain this?”

She held up my phone. My phone that was open to my text messages. Particularly a message from Gareth telling me to get her out of my system quick so I could get back to the buses and they could start out for the next leg of our tour.

I felt my blood run cold as I looked at that. I realized what that message must look like. I barely managed to duck out of the way as she started crying for real and she chucked my phone at me. It smashed against the tile wall and fell to the floor where it blinked a couple of times and then went dead as the combination of getting thrown against a hard wall and then doused in shower water proved to be too much for the fragile electronics.

I didn’t mind the phone so much. I probably had a spare somewhere on the bus, and if that didn’t work out I could easily go down to a store and pick up a new one no problem. No, what really bothered me was that Jessica was turning and leaving again. I could feel her slipping away just like she had last night when she decided to leave me in the middle of the night, only this time I could actually do something about it.

I stumbled out of the shower, nearly slipping on a bit of soapy tile and falling on my ass, but I managed to catch myself on the shower door before I really went for a spill. I moved quickly but more deliberately as I dashed across the tile floor, grabbing a towel along the way.

“Jessica, wait! It’s not what it looks like!”

Jessica was almost to the door when I reached the bathroom door. She turned and glared at me and it was obvious she’d been crying. My heart went out to her and I hated that I’d made her feel that way, even if it was technically more Gareth making her feel that way than me. I hadn’t exactly put a stop to Gareth and his joking around. There was no way for her to tell the inner conflict from those messages. It just looked like I was joking around with my buddy about bagging a hot girl.

Damn it.

I hated that she was crying because of something I’d done, even if it wasn’t something I’d ever intended to do. I’d been an asshole by never calling Gareth out on being an asshole earlier, and now that was coming back to bite me in the ass.

“Y’know it really doesn’t matter if you have an explanation,” she said.

That brought me up short. I leaned against the bathroom door instead of trying to chase after her. What she was saying sounded ominous. It sounded like it had a lot of finality to it. I didn’t like it.

“What are you talking about Jessica?”

“I’ve been trying to fight it all day long, but we’re from two different worlds. Maybe your buddy was just joking around, but you didn’t bother to defend me. I don’t want to live in a world where I have to get used to people treating me like this. I don’t want to live in a world where I’m constantly guessing whether you’re showing some sort of genuine emotion or you’re just telling me what you think I want to hear.”

“Jessica…”

“I think you have a lot of growing up to do before you can find what you’re really looking for, Ivy. In the meantime have fun with your groupies. I should’ve listened to Alice when she told me about you.”

And then she was gone, giving the door a jolly good slam. Every word stung like a slap to the face. A slap that was reaching out from the past to smack me upside the head with the collective weight of every sin I’d ever committed against a female fan who maybe hoped there was something more than a one night stand brewing.

I finally regained some of my senses and bolted for the door. I threw it open before it latched and jumped out into the hallway without thinking.

Damn Jessica was fast. I looked around but I didn’t see her. The only sign that she was anywhere nearby was the ding of an elevator around the corner. I hesitated for a moment wondering if I should try to make it when I looked down and realized I’d just run out of my hotel room in nothing but a towel.

I turned around just in time for the door to shut behind me and the electronic lock to click.

Damn it. This was going to be all over the Internet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

26: All Over

 

The only good thing about this night was that at least the hotel Ivy was staying at was within walking distance of my apartment. Sort of. In the sense that just about everything was within walking distance if you were willing to break a sweat to get where you were going.

And didn’t mind going through some of the shadier areas of downtown. I sighed as another sketchy guy looked at me from a dark alley, but at least this one didn’t say anything. I must’ve looked like shit because the last guy that looked anything close to a mugger took one look at me with tears streaming down my face and walked away.

That or the cop car that appeared down the street behind me had something to do with it. I liked to think that I looked so terrible with my puffy eyes and tears streaming down my cheeks that even muggers decided I’d had a shitty enough night without them piling on.

“What’s wrong?” Alice asked when I got through the door. “You’re not supposed to be crying. You’re supposed to be off with Ivy living the dream!”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I’m living the dream all right. A one night stand with a girl who couldn’t care less about me as long as she gets in my pants.”

Alice blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“You should go ahead and ask Gareth. It was a text from him that tipped me off. You were right earlier. Ivy Thompson is no different today than she was the first time they got famous.”

Alice wrapped an arm around me and guided me towards the couch. She disappeared for a moment and before I knew it she was back with a steaming cup of something in her hand.

“Here, try this. It’ll make you feel better.”

I took a sip of the drink, coffee judging by how dark it was, and resisted the urge to spit the stuff out as my mouth started to burn, and not from the heat. I forced myself to swallow and the burn ran straight to my stomach, finally causing me to cough to the point that I put the cup of coffee down just so I wouldn’t risk spewing it all over our couch.

“What the hell did you put in that?” I asked.

“Oh the usual. A little bit of coffee and a whole hell of a lot of whiskey. Why do you ask?”

“Damn that was strong!”

“Well that’s sort of the point,” she said. She took a seat next to me on the couch. “So what happened? I’m guessing things didn’t turn out right for Cinderella at the ball if you’re coming back all puffy eyed?”

I frowned. Then I picked up my cup of whiskey and coffee. I really needed more of the stuff if I was going to have this conversation. 

Hell, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to have the conversation with anybody, but Alice was the only person other than my boss who was in the know. And probably every other girl who had a work email, damn it.

That was going to be fun. Going back to work the day after I left with one of the most famous rock stars of our generation with nothing to show for it. Nothing but a hickey I’d noticed on my neck when I was walking through the front door and glanced at myself in the mirror we had hanging there for last minute checks.

I grimaced. That was going to be the subject of even more rumors. Damn it. Well they could talk all the wanted. Rachel could bug me all she wanted. I wasn’t breathing a word of this, of my humiliation, to anyone thank you very much.

Anyone but Alice.

“I didn’t even mean to look at her phone,” I said. “It’s not like I was trying to spy on her or something. Her phone fell out of her pants and it was right there on the floor when it buzzed and I saw the message.”

“The message?”

“From your guy. Gareth?”

Alice made a disgusted noise that came from somewhere deep in her throat. That noise surprised me, to be honest.

“Hey, you were the one who decided getting with a rock star was more important than listening to that little voice that told you nothing was going to happen beyond sex,” I said.

“Well yeah,” Alice said. “But can you blame me? He’s so hot! Even if he did show me the door right after he was done it was totally worth it! Sort of. Maybe.”

I shook my head. Honestly, Alice was impossible. Here she’d had a guy use her for a one night stand and she was perfectly okay with it! Sort of. Mostly. She’d let him take advantage of her just like he probably had a string of girls across the country and she didn’t seem to mind. Then again she’d been a fan of the band for years, so for her it was probably one hell of an experience.

For me it was different, though. I wasn’t a huge fan. I’d always been more interested in Ivy the woman than Ivy the rock star even if I had fallen under the spell of Ivy the rock star on a couple of occasions. 

Finding out I’d been dealing with Ivy the manipulative rock star who was willing to say whatever it took to get a girl in bed with her was definitely a slap in the face when I’d been so sure I was dealing with Ivy the woman who was interested in more than just the one night stand.

Damn it. Damn her!

“Right. Well Gareth texted Ivy earlier tonight. Asked her if she’d gotten “the groupie” out of her system yet so they could move on to the next city,” I said.

Alice moved closer and wrapped her arms around me. I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing, because otherwise I was going to lose control again. I was going to start crying again.

I’d been so sure that I had something special with Ivy. She was so beautiful. Talking with her came so easily. She seemed so good natured and fun to hang out with, and there were those few brief flashes when I’d seen the rock goddess triumphant on stage and realized in those flashes exactly what it was that all those other women at the concert saw in her.

And because of that I’d let myself be taken advantage of. Like an idiot. I wanted to scream in frustration. I wanted to smack something, preferably Ivy, but she was still back at the hotel probably having a grand old time.

Something buzzed. I instinctively looked around in dread, thinking back to the buzzing noise that had heralded the end of my brief romantic liaison with the lead singer of Sleepwalker. Only of course there was no phone lying on the floor and I wanted to smack myself. 

I really hoped I wasn’t going to get a fear of buzzing phones because of what happened back in that hotel, because talk about the most stupid case of PTSD in the world.

No, it was Alice’s phone. She picked it up and I saw her eyes flashing back and forth, then a smile spread. A smile that quickly turned to her cackling and kicking her feet.

“Care to share what’s so funny with the rest of the class?”

Alice didn’t say anything. She just held her phone out for me to have a look at whatever it was she was looking at that was so damn funny. It looked like some sort of news website. No, more like an entertainment blog of some sort, because I was pretty sure CNN didn’t use bright pink in their color scheme. Then I looked at the headline.

“Ivy’s towel trouble!”

Now what the hell was this all about? I moved down expecting to see an article or something. Had she given an interview in the half hour it took for me to get back to the apartment? Was this some fresh hell where she told the world all about me and what we’d just done?

Nothing could’ve prepared me for what I actually saw. A blurry picture, obviously from a phone, of Ivy standing wearing only a thin hotel towel in the hotel lobby doing her best to keep covered and not doing a very good job of it. 

There were a few people at the reception desk, but they all looked more interested in her nearly-naked state than they were interested in actually trying to help her out. One older lady was staring at her computer with an obvious blush on her face.

“Looks like Ivy got herself into a little bit of trouble after you left,” Alice said.

What the hell happened? What could lead her from that expensive suite to walking around the hotel lobby in just a towel? Then it hit me.

“She was in the shower when I told her I knew what was going on. I actually smashed her phone. She came running after me and she must’ve just grabbed that towel instead of getting dressed.”

“And she followed you into the hall like that?” Alice asked, incredulous.

“I guess? I made it down to the elevators before she could catch up to me. I guess she ran out the door without thinking and must’ve gotten locked out without her key, and her cell was in pieces in that expensive shower…”

A smile spread across my face and then I was giggling and kicking my feet against the couch as well. I knew it wasn’t strictly nice to be thinking mean things about another person like that, to wish for bad things to happen to them, but on balance I figured a little bit of public embarrassment was the least Ivy deserved considering all the humiliation I’d had to endure thanks to her.

Alice pulled her phone back and then she was swiping through various sites dedicated to Sleepwalker. There were more and more articles popping up. It seemed that Ivy Thompson was setting the Internet on fire with those embarrassing not-quite-risque pictures. 

Before long it was being picked up on mainstream news services as well, and Alice and I sat on the couch with our phones in hand basking in the glory that was Ivy getting a little bit of comeuppance. It didn’t come close to atoning for a lifetime of loving and leaving girls like me, but it was satisfying that the first time her name was splashed all over the Internet like this in a decade was for something like this.

“Here’s something interesting,” Alice said. “Witnesses report a girl storming out of the elevator lobby just before Ivy appeared running through the same lobby screaming for some girl named Jessica.”

I rolled my eyes. “Great. Just great. Rachel’s going to read that and figure it all out and then everyone’s going to know what happened tonight.”

The pictures kept coming until they showed her getting a new card and disappearing into the elevator while hotel security finally seemed to pull their heads out of their asses. The last few pictures to filter online were of an annoyed security guard holding a hand up in front of phone cameras to prevent any new shots from being taken.

Something told me that even for supposedly being the most high class joint in town they weren’t really used to dealing with stars as big as Ivy. This scandal was the biggest thing to happen to this town in forever. She was the certainly the biggest thing to happen to my love life in forever. I sighed.

“Y’know I really thought there might’ve been something special there with Ivy,” I said.

Alice put her phone down. It didn’t seem there were going to be any new revelations now that Ivy had made her way back up to the suite. 

“I’m sorry Jessica, but you have to realize she is what she is. Expecting a rock star like that not to go after groupies is like expecting a fish not to swim in water.”

“But she seemed different! It isn’t fair! I really believed her!”

“Yeah, everything I read said she wasn’t like that on this tour, but I guess the blogs can be wrong about that sort of thing,” Alice said.

I thought I was done with staring at my phone, but at that moment my phone buzzed. I jumped. Damn it. I forced myself to look down at the screen. After all, it’s not like every time I got a message it was going to be from…

Ivy.

“We need to talk.”

Four words. So simple, and yet they seemed to have a pull on me that was stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. Alice noticed me freezing and she glanced over my shoulder. 

She hissed as she pulled the phone away from me, which was probably a good thing because I was about to tap out a reply. That was how much of a spell I was under when it came to Ivy Thompson, even after everything that had happened.

I was starting to really sympathize with girls who’d been fans of the band their entire life. If I had it this bad after a couple of nights then I couldn’t imagine what it must feel like after a lifetime of worshiping the group.

“What if she really wants to talk?” I asked.

I felt like an idiot even as I said it. If she did want to talk it was probably just to get pissed off at me because I was the reason she ended up in that hotel lobby in nothing but a towel. Besides, I’d made it absolutely clear that I didn’t want anything she was peddling.

Yeah, it was a good thing Alice snatched that phone out of my hand before I could give in to my moment of weakness. I saw her tap a couple of times and then she grinned.

“There. Ivy’s number is blocked and deleted from your phone. The only way you’ll be able to get in touch with her is if you memorized it,” she said.

I blinked. That had a lot of finality to it. Isn’t that what I wanted, though? Didn’t I want to never talk to that jerk again? And yet there was still a part of me that wanted to talk to her. That was still under her spell.

I needed to be strong though. She’d taken advantage of me, and I didn’t want anything to do with her.

“Fine,” I said. “No more Ivy Thompson. No more Sleepwalker in my life. I was right about hating them back then, and now I have a real reason.”

“Well I can’t say I’m going to stop liking them myself,” Alice said. She grinned. “I will stop bothering you about them, though. I figure you deserve a pass now that you have a real reason to hate them.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. So all it took to get Alice to finally stop bothering me about liking Sleepwalker was getting into an ill-advised disastrous affair with their lead singer? I guess I’d take it if it meant she’d finally shut the fuck up about that band. I was done with Ivy Thompson, and I was done with Sleepwalker.

Forever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

27: Jessica's Song

 

Through the lobby. Out into the streets beyond. Cameras flashed all around me. Everybody knew I was staying at the hotel and it appeared everyone decided to camp out and take part in the shit show that was Ivy Thompson showing off half naked for the world.

Twelve years. Twelve years on the road and I’d managed to avoid letting any asshole with a camera get an embarrassing picture of me like that, and then I’d gone and done it to myself by running out of the hotel room without thinking.

I was going to send a sternly worded letter to the hotel chain as well. I saw how those people at reception had been looking at me. None of them had the audacity to pull out their phones like those girls at the store in the mall earlier, but they weren’t exactly moving to expedite helping me out or anything either.

And I didn’t care about any of that as I stepped onto the sidewalk and found myself confronted by more people with cameras. No, all I cared about was looking at the phone I’d had couriered over to the hotel while I was getting dressed.

I guess it was a good thing I was still in the habit of keeping spares ready to go, a holdover from the days when I routinely partied to the point that my phones didn’t have a very long service career, and I was really glad I opted for the cloud backup. Otherwise Jessica’s number would’ve been lost with the phone she destroyed in the shower.

“We need to talk.”

I thought about that before I sent it. Was it sending the wrong message? I really just wanted to figure things out. I wanted to apologize for everything. To know there was still a chance.

More than anything, though, I just wanted to talk with her. I was feeling a strange new sensation in my chest. In the pit of my stomach. An ache that I was having trouble explaining. Heartache. I was actually feeling broken hearted at the idea that she might never want to see me again, even if I did sort of deserve it for the way I’d treated her, if not directly then I’d certainly been an asshole to her indirectly because I was still having trouble getting rid of some of the habits of my past.

Habits that led to the Incident. Habits that led me to lose Jessica, the first girl I’d truly been interested in since the Incident. The first girl I wanted to have a real relationship with, and this time it wasn’t partially because she threatened to hurt herself if things ended.

Yeah, so maybe this wasn’t as big a cluster fuck as what led to the Incident, but this was still a pretty big cluster fuck in its own right and it was all my fault.

The message went through and I stared at my phone waiting for a response. Held my breath hoping, praying for a response. A response that never came, though at least looking down at my phone had the side benefit of hiding my face from all the idiots trying to take my picture.

Including a couple of outlets that hadn’t been interested in me or the band in the better part of a decade. I guess it took a good embarrassing incident to get them to crawl out of the woodwork. The fucking vultures.

They kept following me and I kept right on ignoring them until I found myself standing in front of the back entrance to the arena. And immediately I found myself in a different sort of trouble as some of the fans who’d been waiting the night before were still camped out by the buses. No doubt waiting for a chance to see someone in the band.

Not that it was likely. Those buses were fortresses that were designed to cater to our every need for a couple of days without resupply if need be. I was sure the married ladies in the group were busy getting busy with their wives. If the bus was a rockin’ and all that.

And Gareth. Well, Gareth was probably sitting back wondering where the hell I was. He probably had no idea that I wanted to punch him right in his smarmy face. Sure it wasn’t exactly a fair thought, I might as well want to punch a shark for eating fish or punch a wolf for killing cute woodland critters. 

Gareth wasn’t being malicious when he sent me that text asking when I’d be done. Gareth was just being Gareth, and he was operating under a false idea of who I was. An idea I’d done nothing to stop on this new tour.

Yeah, that was as much my fault as it was his, but that didn’t stop the urge to punch from rising every time I thought about walking onto his bus and seeing him smiling at me.

I was going to have to get control of that before I reached the buses, but first I needed to make sure I could reach my bus in one piece in the first place. Because the crowd gathered around the outside of the chain link fence were starting to notice the walking commotion that was me walking with a crowd of paparazzi looking for a good story.

I’d learned over the years that there were gradations to how dedicated and crazy a fang could be. There were the ones who liked our music and thought the girls, and guy, were hot. Maybe they bought the posters and tore them down when they moved onto the next big thing. Maybe they gave our new music a download which I appreciated, but they weren’t die hard fans.

Then there were the moderately crazy fans who joined the fan club for early access to concerts. They downloaded all of our albums and maybe they still had that poster from when they were younger rolled up somewhere that their spouse couldn’t see it because they couldn’t quite bring themselves to throw it away. 

They were our bread and butter. They came to the concerts and bought the merch and God bless them, every one. Especially since the crazy was never very strong with them.

Finally there were the true crazies. The ones who wrote fanfiction about the group on our fan club forum. At least that was my understanding from the horror stories we heard from our social media guy who had the unenviable task of trying to moderate that shit.

These were the ones who would get into fights if we flicked a pick or a drum stick into the audience. They were the ones who charged the stage. They were the ones who posted pictures of the hair doll they created from putting together locks of leftover hair collected by venue workers who cased the green room when we were done and sold their findings on eBay.

I really wish I was joking about that last one. It took a cease and desist order to get that crazy to stop selling her wares on various craft sites.

And that was the level of crazy I was facing down now as these fans turned and saw me approaching. I saw the hunger in their eyes. They were regarding me the same way a shark might regard a nice wounded fish that was limping along leaving a trail of blood, only in my case it was a trail of “news” organizations and photographers.

I had no doubt these girls, and a few guys to be fair, were the craziest of the crazy if they were still waiting outside so long after the concert was over and their chances of seeing anyone from the band were so vanishingly small. We weren’t even supposed to still be here, so anyone standing in that crowd either didn’t have anywhere to be or they were crazy enough to call off work for something as silly as watching a tour bus. 

Well those chances of seeing someone in the band were going way up.

I winced as more of them turned towards me. As they started dashing towards me in a mad stampede. This was it. This was how I was going to die. A broken heart from the one girl I’d ever had true feelings for running away from me. Humiliated on the Internet in the worst way possible. And finally trampled to death by a group of rowdy fangirls who had lust in their eyes that made it terrifyingly obvious they planned on enjoying themselves thoroughly before I went down.

At least that would provide some interesting pictures and copy for the vultures behind me who were looking for something juicy.

I turned back to see if there was any way to escape, but of course the crowd of vultures had closed in around me. They scented blood, though of a different variety than what the fangirls were after. No, they were looking forward to the impending blood bath and they weren’t going to let me get away.

Damn it. Paparazzi on one side and crazy fans closing in on the other. I squeezed my eyes shut. This is not how I imagined this day going when I started. This is not how I imagined it would end, though I’d always strongly suspected.

Squealing tires brought me back to reality. I opened my eyes and was surprised to see a black limo with tinted windows screeching to a halt in front of me. Right between me and the crazy fans. If the crazy son-of-a-bitch driving the thing had cut it any closer he would’ve risked running into some of the equally crazy fans dashing towards me.

As it was they crashed against the other side of the limo with a muted thud and screamed out in frustration as they realized their chance to get me and rip me to pieces, hopefully metaphorically but you never knew when there might be a love knife hidden away in a crowd of crazy like that, had disappeared.

Briefly. Some of them were already trying to climb the car or go around it. I had seconds.

The door on the side facing me flew open and Gareth was there gesturing frantically for me to get inside. No words were spoken. They didn’t need to be. Both of us knew what it was like to get caught in a crowd like that, and neither one of us wanted to repeat it. 

I dove into the limo and stuck my hand out to give the news types a final one-fingered salute before slamming the door shut. I was pushed back against the leather seats inside as the driver hit the accelerator.

“Damn that was close,” I said.

“I’d say. Seems like you’ve had quite an evening,” Gareth said.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, and it’s all thanks to you, you asshole.”

Gareth blinked and then he gave me a one fingered salute of his own, though he was grinning as he did it.

“That doesn’t sound like a grateful woman who just had her ass saved by her lead guitarist,” Gareth said.

“Hey, he’s not the only one who helped out with this rescue,” a familiar voice said.

I turned and grinned at Jake. Of course he was the crazy bastard willing to nearly drive a limo into a crowd of crazed fans. He knew better than anyone else just how bad things could get in the middle of one of those crowds, which made me appreciate him jumping in like that all the more.

“So what happened anyways?” Gareth asked.

So I explained everything. How the night had been going so well. How I was really starting to feel something for this girl which got a raised eyebrow from Gareth who was always a heart breaker that even eclipsed my record of broken hearts, but he took it in stride. I told him about the text message coming at the single worst moment possible and how Jessica found it and it set her off in the worst way. I ended with how that all turned into me being humiliated in the middle of a hotel lobby with people taking pictures of me nearly naked since I had no way of letting the hotel know I was locked out of my room short of going down to the front desk.

“Damn Ivy. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“How you were feeling about that girl?”

I had a moment to think about that as the limo pulled around to the other side of the staging area and they let us in. I noticed a couple of the security guys out there were looking nervously at the other side of the parking lot where the rescue had taken place. 

I had no doubt that some of the girls who’d gone for me were making a run around to the other side in the hopes that they could get in before the gates were closed, but those dudes moved so fast that the girls didn’t have a prayer.

It was always interesting to see the fear a crowd like that could inspire. It was like a zombie horde, and I was so used to it that I didn’t blink an eye unless I was out there completely exposed like I’d been a minute ago. I still had a bad case of the shakes.

We got out of the limo and stepped into my bus where I immediately pulled out my guitar. That always helped me think. The strains of the song I’d been working on earlier in the day picked up and I noticed Gareth nodding right along with. I always appreciated it when he liked something I was putting out on guitar. I was good, but he was an acknowledged deity of the instrument after all.

“I guess I was afraid,” I said.

“Afraid? What are you talking about?”

“Well there was the whole Incident to think about. The last time I got serious with a girl she ended up pulling a Yoko and splitting the band up for a decade. I was afraid of something like that happening again.”

Sure that was part of the reason, but it wasn’t the main reason. And Gareth wasn’t making it any easier.

“That’s crazy. Anyone could see this girl is different from she-who-shall-not-be-named,” Gareth said. “Besides, if you feel like you’ve got a good thing going with a girl you don’t have to keep it from me. You’re like a sister. No, we’ve been together long enough that you are a sister to me. We’re the last people who should be keeping shit from each other.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I guess I worried you’d think you were being abandoned or something. We were the two single ones in the band on this tour. I know I’ve felt left out watching the other girls with their perfect relationships and here I am with nothing because I thought it would be more fun to fuck around the last time around than find something real.”

Gareth snorted. “If you think it’s all sunshine and rainbows with them then you’re crazy.”

“What are you talking about?”

Gareth shrugged. “Relationships are about ups and downs. Good with the bad. It’s not like they’re all lovey-dovey all the time just because they have their wives with them. You have to learn to roll with the punches if you’re going to be in something long term. Which, I might add, is a big part of the reason why you won’t see me in anything long term any time soon thank you very much. I get the highlights and then it’s how d’you do and see you the next time I’m in town, but we both know that’s a pleasant fiction.”

I blinked in surprise. Aside from the last bit about showing women the door when he was done with them that had been a surprisingly profound bit of wisdom. There was going to be good and bad. Well there’d certainly been plenty of both tonight with Jessica.

The only problem was I didn’t know how I was going to track her down and prove to her that the good could outweigh the bad. That I wasn’t the girl she thought I was. At least not anymore.

I was still picking at my guitar, lost in thought, when Gareth interrupted.

“So what’s that you’re working on? Doesn’t sound like any of the old standards.”

“It’s not,” I said. “I think I’ve finally got something worth writing about here.”

“Fair enough,” Gareth said. “I’ll go get my guitar and we can work on it. What are we calling this one?”

I looked up at him and grinned. Things might’ve gone to shit with Jessica, but at the very least she’d given me this gift. I was finally in a head space where I could start writing again.

“I’m calling it Jessica’s Song.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

28: Pre-concert PR Blitz

 

I heard the closing strains of a damn catchy song as I stepped into the elevator and breathed a sigh of relief. Another day over at the office. Another day of seeing Rachel give me disappointed looks out of the corner of her eye because she thought I should be out there with Ivy and not here in a cubicle wasting my life away.

Never mind that actually focusing on my career was probably far better than going off on tour chasing some asshole rock star who was just using me as a semi-permanent booty call anyways. Not that I’d ever been able to quite convey that to my boss.

I wasn’t going to embarrass myself by going into the details of why things never worked out with me and Ivy. Details that I knew she desperately wanted to hear but was always too polite to ask.

I found myself wondering who that was but then I caught the announcer and suddenly I wasn’t curious anymore. Suddenly I couldn’t get away from the elevator fast enough.

“And that was the surprise new smash single from Sleepwalker who will be swinging back around to our city for a second…”

I didn’t hear the rest. I tuned it out. I did not need to know anything about Sleepwalker or what they were doing on the second leg of their tour. I had a pretty good idea of exactly what Ivy was doing: any pretty girl who stood still long enough for her to work her bullshit seduction routine. The poor things, but that wasn’t my problem. The only thing I could do was make sure I wasn’t that girl again.

I’d finally stopped getting text messages a month ago. I still wasn’t sure if I was more disappointed or relieved that she’d stopped. Every time she messaged me it came up as an anonymous number since Alice had deleted her from my phone book but hadn’t actually blocked her no matter what the poor tech-unsavvy dear had told me at the time. I was always tempted to respond.

I was proud of myself that I never did. I could kick myself that I never did.

As I walked through the apartment doors I wanted to scream out in frustration. My ears were assaulted with the same strangely compelling sound I’d heard in the elevator.

“Alice, we have a rule!” I shouted as I made my way back to my room where I could close the door and be free from that song. Mostly. The walls weren’t exactly all that thick in our cheap apartment.

She’d been surprisingly understanding of my “no Sleepwalker” rule since the incident, but maybe she thought I wouldn’t know that new song was theirs or something. Either way I needed to get away from it. I needed to get away from anything that would remind me of Ivy and what she’d done to me. I needed to not think about her because that led down a path where I remembered all the wonderful things she’d done to me right along with all the terrible things.

Remembering those wonderful things made me want to dig out that number and send a message. It always sent me into a spiral of weakness where I had to put my phone in a drawer until I’d cooled down. I hated that she could still do that to me a couple of months after she’d broken my heart by revealing herself to be exactly what I’d thought she was all along.

This was one instance where I hated every day how right I’d been.

“Oh no you don’t,” Alice said just before I reached my room. I turned and raised an eyebrow. What the heck was she going on about?

“What? I know that’s a Sleepwalker song and I’d rather not have any reminders of Ivy,” I said.

“You need to come in here and see this,” Alice said.

“See what?”

“Ivy was just in playing an acoustic version of her song for the local news and she’s about to do an interview.”

“An interview? Isn’t local news a little small scale even for a fading star like her?”

“Fading? Have you been under a rock Jessica?” Alice asked.

“When it comes to anything to do with Sleepwalker yeah, pretty much,” I replied.

“Well you need to come see this interview or I’m never letting you borrow any of my clothes ever again and that’s final,” Alice said.

I let out a frustrated growl, but I also let her pull me back into the living room where I plopped down in front of a TV that was playing commercials at the moment.

“Great, they’re having a sale at Downtown Pizza. Why don’t we go there instead of sitting here listening to this stupid interview?” I said.

“No way. You need to see this.”

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” I replied. “I thought I made it clear I don’t want to see anything to do with…”

I stopped and stared at the screen. I couldn’t help myself. She sat there with some local news anchor who I vaguely recognized from billboards around town but I couldn’t remember her name if my life depended on it. The anchor was staring at Ivy with a look that I’d come to recognize during my brief time with her. A mixture of being star struck and maybe a little turned on at the same time.

Well okay then. Who knew the news anchor swung that way? She was pretty enough and that was definitely going in the old fantasy file. Or maybe she was just curious. Maybe it was just Ivy.l

It was the sort of effect Ivy had on women regardless of their professed sexuality. It was certainly the effect she had on me. Damn did she look so fucking good sitting there with that easy grin on her face and an acoustic guitar slung over her shoulder.

“So we’re back with the lead singer of Sleepwalker, Ivy Thompson!” the girl said. “You just heard her doing an acoustic performance of the chart busting number one single, “Jessica’s Song,” which they’ve released while on tour. A tour that has had a second leg added thanks to that song’s popularity. They’re in town tonight only for a limited engagement downtown!”

I blinked. “What did she say the name of the song was?”

I decided that I was going to ignore the fact that she was in town right now. She was downtown, which meant she was probably somewhere that was a decently short walk from our apartment. I tried not to think about how I could be at her bus’s front door in under twenty minutes if I really wanted to.

“Jessica’s Song,” Alice said.

“So is that her mom’s name or something too? Because that’s going to make things really creepy on top of heartbreaking.”

Alice grinned and shook her head. I sighed. I didn’t figure there would be any important woman in her life named Jessica. No other woman but me, that is. I suddenly found myself wishing I had heard that song even as I was kicking myself for making that wish.

Still, I felt something towards Ivy Thompson that was very different from the usual anger I’d been feeling. Hope. If she was writing songs about me then maybe there was still hope, though I was also thinking I was a silly little girl who’d grown up drinking the pop culture happily-ever-after Kool-aid just a bit too much if I actually thought a happily ever after was in the offing for me right now.

“So can you tell us a little more about where you got the idea for Jessica’s Song? There have been a lot of rumors, you even had an ex-girlfriend try to sue you saying it was about her, but that got thrown out and the mystery endures.”

Ivy laughed and shook her head. I definitely did not notice the way her hair flew this way and that as she shook her head. I wasn’t paying attention to the way her teeth seemed to shine a pearly white. I definitely wasn’t looking at the way her smile seemed to create laugh lines that gave her a little bit of distinction that was missing from some of those early Sleepwalker posters that I totally hadn’t been obsessing over in the couple of months since our brief and totally doomed romance.

No, I wasn’t paying attention to any of that because I was still totally pissed off at Ivy Thompson. I still wanted to reach through the television screen and punch that pretty face, didn’t I? 

I guess not really. Punching the screen would just result in a broken television and maybe a broken wrist. It’s not like either Alice or I could really afford to replace the thing right now on what we made. It’s not like I could afford a trip to the emergency room considering how crappy my insurance was.

I steeled my resolve. I was not going to moon over this girl just because she happened to look gorgeous sitting across from that simpering bitch who was doing just about everything but ripping her clothes off and jumping on Ivy to try and catch her interest. Honestly, this is what passed for professionalism with journalists these days? It was disgusting. I had half a mind to write a letter of complaint to the news room, but of course what would I say? That I was pissed off the traffic reporter who was hired for her looks was mooning all over a woman I had a brief fling with a couple of months back and could you please fire the airheaded bitch because she wasn’t even that good at reporting traffic in the first place?

Yeah, I’m sure that would be good for a few laughs in the news room.

“Oh the lawsuit? Yeah, that was interesting. She made the mistake of filing that in the same court where she tried to go after half my stuff back when we broke up,” she said. “The judge threw out this one in record time. I didn’t even know the legal system could work that fast, but apparently Her Honor had a long memory for frivolous suits.”

“This would be the same woman who threatened to kill herself if you broke up with her and then was arrested multiple times for stalking you after the breakup?” floozy reporter asked.

Ivy winced. “I see someone has been going through my official autobiography. I forgot my ghost writer put that story in there.”

I leaned forward with sudden interest. This was a new wrinkle to the Ivy Thompson story that I wasn’t previously aware of. She’d been in a serious relationship with a girl? A girl who threatened to kill herself if Ivy called things off? A girl who sued her for half of her stuff when they broke up and stalked her to the point she got arrested? 

Now that was a chewy bit of gossip that I hadn’t latched onto because the only Sleepwalker related information I’d allowed myself in the past two months was mooning over those aforementioned posters and daydreaming about the magical twenty-four hours we’d shared and what might have happened to keep it from blowing up in my face.

“What’s she talking about, Alice?”

Only Alice didn’t have a chance to answer. Ivy shook her head but a grin was back on her face. I was amazed that she could think about an experience that must’ve been extremely painful for her and laugh like that. I tried to imagine what it would feel like if I was trapped in a relationship with that level of crazy. It seemed like one hell of a nightmare scenario.

I wondered how the hell a girl could do that to her. My eyes narrowed and my fingers flexed without me even realizing it. Like I was preparing to claw the eyes out of some girl I didn’t even know.

Weird. I forced myself to unclench my hands from the old-fashioned catwoman claws, but it took some doing.

“Yeah, it was none other than. I guess she’s still so self-absorbed that she thinks everything I do is about her. Truth be told I’ve spent the past ten years or so trying to forget about her. She really screwed me up. Really screwed the band up,” Ivy said.

“So can you tell us any more about who this mysterious Jessica is? Word on the street is you haven’t dated much since that incident. Has that changed? Is the great Ivy Thompson, the most eligible rock goddess bachelorette in the world, finally spoken for?”

Traffic Floozy was leaning forward and she even licked her lips as she said that! Talk about unprofessional! I couldn’t believe they even let this girl on camera when her only qualifications were looking good in a low cut top and a short dress. It was obvious she was drooling all over Ivy. Why didn’t the station manager or whoever the hell was controlling things step in and put a stop to this ridiculous behavior?

“Well I wish I could say I was spoken for,” Ivy said. “But I’m afraid that this song’s namesake doesn’t want to have anything to do with me.”

Traffic Floozy’s eyes went wide. “Wait, so you’re actually finally going to say something about the girl you wrote the song about? You’ve been mysteriously quiet about it this whole time.”

Ivy leaned back and took a deep breath. Let it out. I tried not to think about how good she looked in her own low-cut top, particularly when she took a deep breath that showed off the goods like that. I tried not to remember what she’d looked like when she was on top of me, her lips pressing down and…

“Jessica! Pay attention!”

I snapped out of my reverie and smiled at Alice. A good thing she could tell when I wasn’t paying attention, because I suddenly didn’t want to miss a moment of this interview. I also had to shift on the couch just a little because I was starting to get flustered.

“Well I didn’t need to come clean about who the song was about because I figured it would be painfully obvious to everyone who was in the know exactly what the song was about.”

“But it isn’t?”

Ivy shrugged and sighed again. “Let’s just say that song was a desperate cry and an apology all wrapped up into one, but I don’t think it’s being heard by the person who needs to hear it even though the rest of the fucking world loves it.”

Traffic Floozy had a moment of panic as she looked around. “Ivy, you can’t say that on the air!”

“Then delay me or something love, because I’m going to say whatever the fuck I want on here. You can bill me for the fucking fine later.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The look on Ivy’s face was so delicious. The look on her face was so mischievous. It was obvious she was enjoying this, and I couldn’t help but enjoy the moment right along with her. Particularly since it was a moment that came at the expense of Traffic Floozy. 

It suddenly occurred to me that Ivy knew all along that Traffic Floozy was trying her best to flirt with her and not doing a very good job of it. This must be her way of getting a little dig back at her.

“Anyways. Everyone in the world loves the fucking song, but unfortunately Jessica seems to be ignoring it. At least she’s ignoring my texts. That’s why I decided to come on this local news circus. I’m hoping that even if she isn’t paying attention to her text messages she’ll see this broadcast. Or her friends will. What the fuck ever. I’m desperate at this point.”

“Well I guess you’re hearing this now,” Alice said. She nudged me in the ribs with her elbow. “See what a good friend I am pulling you in here to see that someone’s been trying to get ahold of you? Good thing I blocked her number, huh?”

“You didn’t block her number,” I said.

“What do you mean? Of course I did?”

“Nope. I’ve still been getting her texts.”

“And you’ve just been ignoring them?”

I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m still pissed off about how things went down.”

“But what about the interview? What about all that stuff about the girl who broke her heart? I didn’t realize you’re the first girl she’s actually gotten with since… you know.”

“Actually, I don’t know.”

And I didn’t get a chance for Alice to tell me either because Ivy’s voice pulled me back to the TV. Mainly because it sounded like she was calling me out directly.

“Jessica, if you’re out there then this is for you and just for you. I’ve made some terrible mistakes with women over the years and I don’t want you to be one of them. If you come to the concert tonight there’ll be tickets waiting for you and your friend.”

Ivy grinned and laughed just a little. “I think Gareth might enjoy seeing you again, Alice. Believe it or not she hasn’t been up to her usual adventures ever since that night. You know what I’m talking about.”

For a moment I had a hard time hearing anything because Alice was squealing and kicking her feet against the couch. I put a finger to my ears but it was too late. By the time she was done shrieking my ears were ringing up a storm.

I glanced back at the TV but they were back to the anchor desk where they were chatting about the concert that night and trying to pretend that Ivy Thompson hadn’t just gotten a couple of nice FCC fines levied against the station while at the same time using an interview as an excuse to pick up a girl. 

I wondered if Traffic Floozy still felt like a serious journalist now, but I didn’t have much time to think about it because Alice was pawing at me and looking like a little kid who desperately wanted mommy to buy her a toy.

I knew what she wanted, and to be honest there was a part of me that wanted it too even though I was still reluctant. Sure I got distracted by the sexy with Ivy, but there was still the matter of everything she’d said that night. Of that text she got from this Gareth guy who was supposedly so eager to see Alice. How could I know whether or not this was all just more lines designed to get us to the concert so they could get in our pants and leave us behind like they did last time?

Then again I was the one who technically did the leaving last time. I was the one who’d been ignoring her text messages and on a couple of occasions even her phone calls. At the end of the day which one of us was it who was making the bad decisions here? The woman was on local television pouring her heart out to the local metro area and I was sitting here thinking about whether or not I wanted to go see her after she did that?

Even if it did just turn out to be another ploy, something I wasn’t discounting entirely because fool me once and all that, all checking it out would mean is maybe losing a night at a concert. I could get out my earplugs and deal with that. And if it turned out that she was sincere with the whole apology thing…

Well, probably best not to think about that. Not until I was actually at the arena.

“We’re going to a concert tonight, aren’t we?”

“You bet your ass we are!” Alice said.

I turned to her and grinned. “Looks like it’s time to break out the bottom drawer again!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

29: Crazed Fangirls

 

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” I asked.

Alice shrugged. “I figured you would’ve looked Ivy up. Done your research. Figured out just how fucked up her past was thanks to trusting a groupie.”

I sighed and leaned back against the cab. I wouldn’t go so far as to say this changed everything, but it certainly painted Ivy in a new light. I had no idea she’d been in a relationship with a girl she met on tour. A girl she stood beside through what sounded like some fucked up stuff because she wanted to do right by the girl. A woman who’d ultimately betrayed her, broke up her band from the stress, and gone after her for half her stuff even though they hadn’t had any sort of formal arrangement going on.

Alice filled me in on the juicy details on the ride over.

Talk about a sordid story. It really made my heart go out to her. It also made me wonder if maybe she’d been a little more sincere than I gave her credit for when we were together and she invited me to go on tour with her. That was a big step, considering. I’d assumed she was a womanizer and all that stuff about wanting to settle down was just part of the array of tools she deployed to get into unsuspecting or naive girls’ pants, but knowing the back story made me wonder if there wasn’t more to it.

It made me wonder if I hadn’t made a terrible mistake by completely abandoning her. Twice.

“Alice, in the future I want you to be right behind me whispering any relevant Sleepwalker information in my ear at all times. I want you to remember that when it comes to this band I know absolutely nothing, and I need someone there to translate and fill me in on relevant info that will keep me from making a complete ass of myself. Again.”

Alice nodded. “Got it. So do you think that was true what she said about Gareth pining for me all this time? He never tried to get in touch with me or anything.”

I shook my head. “I just don’t know. I don’t know what to think about anything that comes out of Ivy Thompson’s mouth, but I’m going to find out one way or another tonight.”

The cab pulled up to the arena. Nothing but the biggest for Sleepwalker. Especially now that they were riding high on the strength of this new single, “Jessica’s Song,” that I hadn’t even heard in its entirety yet. Sure Alice had tried to play it for me when we were getting ready in the apartment, but I nipped that one right in the bud. If I was going to hear this song then I wanted to hear it for the first time in person with her playing it.

That seemed only fair considering she wrote the damn thing about me.

I looked out at the crowd gathering and I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck. There was a crowd gathered there and they were all holding up signs. Those girls definitely hadn’t been there at the last concert. At least they hadn’t been there when I walked in, though to be fair I’d arrived a little late because I was busy having a dinner date with the woman who ended up being the lead singer for the damned band, but I was pretty sure Alice would’ve said something about an angry crowd like this if they were there before.

“That’s new,” Alice said.

Okay, so they were definitely new. What did their signs say? I stepped out of the cab and got a good look. And immediately wanted to turn right back around and hop into the cab but it was too late. The guy was already speeding off. I guess Alice took it upon herself to pay him.

The signs were all about me. “Where are you Jessica?” “Who is Jessica?” “We know you’re here!” “You can’t have Ivy!”

Okay, so those signs were definitely going from a little crazy to downright hostile. It was enough that I didn’t want to go through the crowd. I was suddenly terrified. All of the crazy visions I had of women at one of these concerts ripping me apart were suddenly hitting me again, and it was all I could do not to turn and go running. Of course the movement would probably draw their attention which would be even worse.

“Well there’s something you don’t see every day,” Alice said.

The crazies were milling around in front of the arena entrance. Milling around right in front of the Will-Call ticket booth. Damn it. Ivy mentioned she was leaving tickets for me, so of course I would have to go to the ticket booth to get my tickets. And of course the craziest of her fans would be picketing that booth in an attempt to keep me from getting into the concert and having a chance with Ivy. 

I’m sure in their crazy minds preventing me from making it to the concert was also preventing me from getting in the way of whatever fantasy world relationship they’d constructed for themselves.

“We’re going to have to find another way in,” I said. “I don’t care if it’s talking to security or something, but there’s no way I’m going near that crowd of women.”

“I think you’re being crazy Jessica,” Alice said. “It’s not like they know what you look like or anything. How could they?”

“There she is!”

A girl was pointing at me with her mouth wide open screaming and it was hard not to make a comparison to a cheesy old zombie movie or that one about the pod aliens taking over the world. As she screamed all the other girls staring turned to look and then they were moving towards me en masse.

I didn’t stop to think. I didn’t stop to wonder how they knew who I was. Maybe it was the way we stood there gawking at the crowd. Maybe it was the way I grabbed Alice by the arm and sprinted away as fast as my legs could carry me. Yeah, that was a pretty damn guilty sort of behavior.

I wasn’t sure where we were sprinting to. I just knew we needed to get the hell away from that crowd of crazy concert goers before they really and truly ripped us to shreds. I needed to get in there to see Ivy, damn it, and I wasn’t going to let a bunch of girls who merely fantasized about getting with her ruin my chances of maybe actually getting with her again.

We ran up the steps towards the arena. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. Maybe I was still trying to get as close to Ivy as possible. I needed to at least hear her out. I needed to know if I’d made a terrible mistake by turning her away.

Meanwhile behind us there was a giant cry being taken up. It seemed the crazies were forming the core of the group chasing me, but once other fans realized what was going on they started after me as well. Yeah, I could definitely see a girl who threatened Ivy to stay in a relationship coming from a group of these nutters.

We reached the entrance when we were barred by a ticket holder of all things. She stood there with a scowl on her face.

“No ticket, you’re not coming in,” she said.

“Are you serious? Those women are chasing me! I’m Jessica, the one from the song, and they’re going to kill me!”

The girl looked over my shoulder and then back at me. And she smiled. No, what she did wasn’t a smile. That was a full on grin. A big wide grin that said she knew exactly what she was doing by quite literally leaving me to the wolves. She must be a fan too. She must have her own fantasies about Ivy that were never going to come true, but at the very least she could make sure they also didn’t come true for the one girl near the arena who had a chance.

Damn. Sleepwalker fans really were crazy. I’d had a taste with Alice, but it was nothing compared to how deep this insane rabbit hole could actually go!

I turned to the crowd. I figured this was it. I figured this was the way I was going to die. It would probably make the news tonight. The world finally finds out who “Jessica” from “Jessica’s Song” is after she’s ripped to shreds by some crazy Sleepwalker fans. Talk about a headline. Traffic Floozy would probably be all about it considering how she was hanging all over Ivy earlier during that interview.

I suppose in a way it was appropriate. Ripped apart by the very people I’d looked down on for so many years right when I was on the verge of maybe joining their ranks, depending on how tonight went. I guess I knew how tonight was going to go now, though, and it was going to be with me in a morgue or a hospital room. Maybe both depending on how bad the beating was and how long it took for the killing blow to do its work.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I heard Alice let out a terrified shriek. I felt something slam into me. From the side.

Huh. That was odd. There was that crazy ticket bitch behind me keeping me from getting into the arena and relative safety. There were the crazy wannabe groupie bitches and the less crazy outer circle of fans who knew “Jessica” was going to be here tonight and probably figured the crazies were onto something.

There shouldn’t have been anyone off to the side unless maybe one of the girls had decided to pull a flanking maneuver to keep me from escaping. Not that I figured an angry mob had that sort of thinking ability. Besides, some of the girls in that angry mob had been beasts, but they definitely didn’t look strong enough to lift me up and carry me like a football player running a touchdown.

I opened my eyes. The pavement flew past me underneath in a blur and the disappointed cries of that crazy crowd was coming from somewhere behind me and to the right. Definitely not where I was expecting. I was expecting them right on top of me starting the beating or the ripping or whatever it was they were planning. I knew it didn’t seem like it was going to be particularly pleasant, whatever happened.

Only it wasn’t going down like that. No, there was a strong dark arm wrapped around me. I turned to look in the other direction and Alice was looking just as surprised under a similarly beefy looking dark arm attached to a very muscular body that was carrying us away from the angry crowd as though we weighed nothing. I tried to twist around to look at our rescuer, but he grunted and squeezed and I figured it would be better to keep movement down to a minimum.

We ran like that for a couple of minutes and then our rescuer put us down in front of what looked like a side entrance with a bunch of security people forming up. I looked over my shoulder and realized they might be needed. Our rescuer had been ridiculously fast, especially considering he was carrying two of us like we were so many sacks of potatoes, but the angry crowd had apparently followed and it looked like they were gaining ground.

Damn.

Finally I turned to look at my rescuer and I blinked in surprise. I recognized the guy. I didn’t know his name, but I sure as hell recognized him. From the way Alice was staring she recognized the dude as well. The guy had been sitting outside Ivy’s bus when Alice and I made our early morning escape. Ivy told me his name, but I couldn’t remember. Most of my memories of that night were tied up in how pissed off I was with Ivy.

“You!” I said.

“Me!” he replied in a deep voice and with a huge smile on his face. 

He extended a hand and I took it. The guy was strong, but then again I don’t know why I should be surprised that he was strong after he’d just pulled that strongman number with me and Alice.

“Jake,” he said. “Ivy hoped you might show up and thought there might be some trouble, so she sent me out there to keep an eye on things. Good thing too.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the crowd of women approaching, but they slowed down as they got closer to Jake and his security team. There was something about the way those guys looked that made me think they were maybe a little more skilled than your conventional event security that was provided by the arena. They had a look in their eyes that said they’d been to this war zone before, surrounded by crazy women trying to get through to rip someone to pieces, and it wasn’t fazing them in the least.

It was actually kinda comforting to be in the middle of a group like that. Especially after being convinced I was on the verge of meeting my maker.

“So what’s the plan now?” I asked. “There’s not a chance we’re going to get through those crazies to get our tickets.”

Not that I thought there was much of a chance of getting through into the arena even if we did manage to get our tickets. I thought about that crazy bitch who left us to the crazy fan girls. I’d have to go around the entrances trying to find some older guy who wasn’t an obvious Sleepwalker fan, and by the time we got around to that we probably would’ve been pulled apart whether or not we had security keeping an eye on us.

Something told me that crowd of crazy was only going to multiply exponentially with every passing moment.

Jake laughed again. He seemed to do that a lot. He actually seemed like a pretty cheerful guy for someone who’d probably seen some shit if he was running security for Sleepwalker.

“Tickets? You don’t need tickets to get in there if you’re with us,” he said. “In fact I’m going to escort you right to front row center where my guys can keep an eye on you.”

I breathed a sigh of relief at that. If this is how the crowd acted when we were outside the arena I didn’t even want to think about how bad it would be when we got in there and were in the middle of the crowd. I could only hope that people wouldn’t get as rowdy inside the arena as they did outside.

I felt like Cinderella going to the ball as we made our way through the backstage parts of the arena. I wondered if we were going to go through the area where the band was getting ready, I thought I could hear the sound of electric guitars being tested somewhere in the distance, but unfortunately we didn’t see any of the band.

Or maybe that was fortunately. Being in the arena, knowing she was around here somewhere, thinking about everything she’d said on the interview earlier and what an idiot I’d been, if I did happen to see Ivy backstage there was a good chance I’d jump her right there and then she wouldn’t be able to get anything done because she wouldn’t be able to take the stage.

I could see that headline just as clearly as I could see the one about getting ripped to shreds, though this one was a little more pleasant. For me at least. “Thompson Misses Concert Banging Love of Life.” Love of her life? Maybe that was taking things a little too far, but a girl could dream right?

Amazing how quickly I went from hating to hoping.

Finally we passed into the arena proper under the watchful eyes of Jake and her security people. We moved up to a seat front row center. They’d apparently changed the configuration of the concert for this second leg of the tour because there wasn’t a giant phallic stage thrusting out into the middle of the crowd where the band could walk around and interact with people.

We took our seats and I breathed a sigh of relief. What a night. Going from having no idea Ivy was in town to coming down to the arena and nearly getting ripped apart to sitting front row center where I was finally going to hear this song she’d written that seemed to be tearing up the charts. 

Talk about one hell of a roller coaster of an evening, and it wasn’t even over yet.

I looked over to Alice and grinned. She did the same, reaching out to take my hand. She gave it a squeeze and we both turned to the stage staring with the sort of anticipation that was usually the sole domain of crazy fan girls.

I suppose that was another big change from the last time I was at a Sleepwalker concert. I might not be as crazed as some of those girls I’d seen out in front of the arena, but I was definitely feeling like a crazed fan girl. I was about to see Ivy Thompson and I couldn’t wait. My body was on fire thinking about that moment when she was going to pop out on stage with her guitar in front of her looking every inch the sexy rock goddess that she was.

The lights went down. The crowd started screaming all around us, and I was screaming right along with them. I couldn’t wait for Ivy to take the stage.

Alice had fulfilled that old middle school promise at long last. I fucking loved Sleepwalker. One member of Sleepwalker in particular. I just hoped she was still willing to love me back.

I was about to find out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

30: The Concert

 

I was so fucking nervous. I hadn’t been this nervous about a performance since the first time I went out on stage years ago. Back then I’d been terrified that the crowds would decide they didn’t like us. I’d been terrified they would boo us off the stage and it wouldn’t matter that we’d already had a platinum album tearing up the charts. 

I’d been in that weird fucked up headspace that was the unique domain of creative types where I was convinced that everything I’d done up to that moment was a sham and the live performance was going to be the moment where the world finally realized that the emperor had no clothes. That the biggest band in the world at the time wasn’t as great as they seemed.

Of course that was a crazy thought back then even as it was a crazy thought today. The crowds had loved us. We went on to a few successful years of touring before the Incident pulled the band apart and I found myself unable to write something new. Before I learned that the world only cared about you if you had something new and shiny to show them.

Well that had changed a little. This tour had showed that the world still cared about us even if we were only playing the old stuff. The crazy success of Jessica’s Song, the first creative piece to come straight from my heart in over a decade much the same way that Jessica was the only girl to go straight to my heart in as much time, was proof that I still had it. Everything was looking up for Ivy Thompson and Sleepwalker.

That didn’t stop the nerves. That didn’t stop that nervous feeling from threatening to drive me to distraction. Because it didn’t matter if there was a screaming crowd of thousands of women waiting to see us. No, there was only one girl out there in that crowd who mattered. 

Assuming she was even out there. I hadn’t heard anything from Jake even though I’d put him out there to keep an eye on the crowd and make sure nothing bad happened. She was the only thing that mattered, and I was getting opening night jitters the likes of which I hadn’t felt in over a decade thinking about her hearing her song in person.

“You okay?” Gareth asked, coming up to me and putting a hand on my shoulder. 

I reached up and patted his hand. Gareth might be part of the reason I’d found myself in this situation in the first place, but at the end of the day he was a good guy who only wanted the best for me. He was a brother, and one thing about having brothers was you fought from time to time. You also made up, and you always had each other’s back.

Besides, Jessica’s Song was probably the success it was because of the help he’d provided. If he’d been the one to chase her away with a text that was as much my fault as his then he’d also have a part in reeling her back in with that song.

“Just a little nervous,” I said. 

The crowd roared off in the distance. We’d be going out there pretty soon. I’d find out one way or another if Jessica was out there, and the anticipation was killing me. No opening act to break the ice at this one. There hadn’t been time to arrange it for the second leg of the tour.

Not that it was necessary. Venues our manager had to beg and plead with the first time around, before we realized just how well the tour was going to sell out, were begging us this time around thanks to the added mojo we got from that song. It was nice, and it was also pretty damn fun making sure everyone who’d nearly turned us down the first time around had to grovel just a little bit to get our attention this time around.

“Hey Ivy!” Talia said, walking up behind me and slapping me on the back. “You ready for the big performance?”

I took a deep breath and fought down the shudder that was threatening. Damn. I hadn’t been this psyched out for a performance since forever. I imagined walking out there and seeing Jessica there. I imagined walking out there and not seeing Jessica. Both thoughts were terrifying, but the latter was far more terrifying than the former.

“I suppose,” I said.

“Well it’s all about you in the opening,” Emma said, coming up beside me. 

I was surrounded by the band, and it felt good. Sure we’d hung out and we’d been together a lot on this tour, but it hadn’t been like the old days. It had been everyone for themselves for the most part, with the exception of Gareth coming around to my bus of course.

It was different now, though. Suddenly it felt like we were the four musketeers again. And yes, before you go correcting me there were, in fact, four musketeers by the end of the book. D’Artagnan totally counts. Go read the book or watch a movie sometime. The one with Kiefer Sutherland and Tim Curry which was a little cheesy but really you can’t go wrong with Tim Curry and dear God my mind was babbling and going at a thousand miles a minute and I needed to get these nerves under control.

Cool. Calm. Collected. Ready to go out there and dazzle, but first I would enjoy this moment with the group.

The point is we were together. It felt like old times. It felt like we were about to have fun and rock this, and I couldn’t wait. I was giddy. The crowd was roaring and then a PA was walking through telling everyone to get in their places.

Of course the girls, and one guy, were going to have to wait for just a little bit before they hit the stage. This was going to truly be the Ivy show for the first little while. I closed my eyes as I stood on the edge of the stage. I allowed the screams of the crowd to wash over me as I stepped out. It was completely dark, but there were plenty of lights flashing throughout the arena as girls held up their cell phones which had replaced lighters well before my career as a rock star started.

Which was too bad. I still had good memories of going to concerts with my dad where we were surrounded by people holding up lighters. I’d always dreamed of that moment with my own music, but I suppose it wasn’t going to happen now.

None of that mattered now, though. What mattered was that the lights flipped on and the crowd really went wild. I let my guitar fall loose, the strap feeling comfortably familiar tugging on my neck, and I held up my other hand. The screaming reached a fever pitch, washing over me like a wave of humanity trying to knock me over with the force of the massed sound, but I let that wave break over me just like I had so many times before.

Besides, my attention wasn’t on the crowd. No, it was on the front row and the seats I’d reserved for Jessica and Alice. I looked straight to that spot, I had it memorized from prepping before the arena opened to people, and my breath caught as I saw the two of them sitting there. Smiling up at me.

God she looked beautiful. I wanted to jump down from the stage right now and pull her up in my arms, but I still wasn’t sure exactly how she felt about me. I still wasn’t sure if she was more likely to slap me or hug me if I approached her, so I figured it would be a better idea to test the waters first.

Luckily I had just the thing. I walked over to the chair that’d been set out on stage. It was alone in the center and it was a departure from our usual concerts where things were driven by massive electric guitars.

No electrics right now, though. Just an old fashioned acoustic with a mic on it that was ready to go. Ready to launch into Jessica’s Song.

I sat and the crowd went silent. I plucked a couple of notes from the song and they started screaming again, but started quieting down as I stopped playing. I looked up and grinned at Jessica, held her eyes as I launched into the song. As I poured my heart out. As I played a piece of music that encompassed so much. My past leaving a trail of broken hearts across the country. My experience with the Incident and how it tore the band apart for almost a decade. How I couldn’t write anything new until I found her. Until she unlocked the music trapped inside me, as ridiculously cheesy as that sounded.

I played the song effortlessly. All the nervousness I’d felt walking out on stage and getting ready to see her melted away. I felt right with the world again, and I realized I was feeling right with the world precisely because Jessica was right there in front of me. Smiling.

It was an amazing feeling. I almost felt drunk. Of course I’d had a bit before the concert for good luck, but not enough to account for this sudden incredible feeling. I finished playing and the crowd was silent.

Huh. That wasn’t the reaction I expected. Usually the crowd was screaming at this point, the song was that damn popular, but I could’ve heard a pin drop.

I turned and looked up at the monitors and it became obvious what was going on. Why it was suddenly so quiet. Jessica was up there on the screen, and she must’ve realized she was up on the big screen because she was blushing and it was pretty damn obvious when she was up on the jumbotron.

I turned back to her. I leaned into the microphone and figured it was time for an apology.

“Jessica, I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. I don’t want you to be one of them. This song is for you. It’s all for you. You’re the one and only for me, and I really would like it if you’d give me a third chance to prove myself.”

There. It was out there. I poured my heart out to her in front of all of these people. I’m sure plenty of those people were recording everything on their phones and this was going to be all over the Internet in a matter of minutes. Everyone seemed to be obsessed with who Jessica was and what the story was behind the song for some reason. 

Well they knew now. Plus I figured that kind of video getting out on the Internet would be much better than me clinging to a cheap hotel towel which had been the big topic for the past couple of months.

Those people recording this were also about to see the final step of the drama. Whether or not it was a happy ending or I was going to reap what I’d sown from my past life leaving a string of broken hearts around the country. 

I held my breath in anticipation.

Jessica smiled. She stood and moved towards the stage with a huge grin on her face and I let a breath out. I moved forward and reached a hand down. Her hand clasped in mine and it was so warm. So inviting. It reminded me of the feeling of her body under mine as I pulled her up on the stage and smiled down at her.

“So do you accept my apology?” I asked.

Jessica looked at the crowd surrounding us. She looked back to me. A huge grin split her face and she didn’t answer in words, but she did jump and wrap her legs and arms around me. I barely managed to catch her and go stumbling back as her mouth descended on mine and then we were practically making out on stage in front of thousands of fans.

Thousands of fans who finally erupted in a deafening cheer that was so much more intense than anything we’d heard at any other venue.

 

 

 

 

 

 

33: Backstage Again

 

I held myself in Ivy’s arms as the crowd erupted around us, but I didn’t care about any of that. No, the only thing I cared about was that I was in her arms. Was her lips pressing against me. Was her body pressing against me and making me feel like everything was right in the world.

And this time around I wasn’t going to let her go. No, I’d almost lost her because I was afraid of who she was, afraid of what might happen if I got involved with someone famous like her, but I’d realized that bullshit didn’t matter. 

All that mattered was Ivy. All that mattered was that we communicated with each other and made sure we were on the same page and there were no secrets like a dark past and a crazy ex that would’ve explained so much.

We might have to work up to being that close, but I knew we’d get there. Everything just felt too nice. Too right. This was too incredible for it to be anything but the real thing. I could finally enjoy being in Ivy’s arms without worrying that she was going to leave me for another girl because I finally had the full picture.

Finally she pulled away and spun me around to the crowd. “Everybody, I want you to meet Jessica!”

Once more the crowd roared in delight and it felt weird. I wondered if this is what she experienced every time she got up on stage. I wondered if she always got a high like what I was getting feeling all that adulation rolling off of the crowd. 

A girl could get used to that sort of thing, even if I was just getting a little bank shot adulation. I’m sure most of them were out there cheering for Ivy. Maybe even screaming because it looked like she was finally off the market. Those crazy girls out in front of the arena were still fresh in my memory even if things had gone impossibly well since nearly getting ripped to pieces.

Ivy moved me up to a microphone and gestured towards it. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I leaned into the thing. “Um, hi everybody?”

More screaming. Ivy wrapped her arms around me and I closed my eyes. That felt good. A girl could get used to being held like that. Only all too soon that perfect moment was over. She pulled away and I saw people stepping onto the stage to either side. The rest of the band stepping up ready to perform. My time on stage was coming to a close, but I knew this was far from the end of my adventures.

“I’ll see you after the show Jessica,” Ivy said. “I’m so glad you came.”

I couldn’t believe it as I stepped down from the stage. A part of me hoped we were going straight back to her tour bus for a little fun, but it’s not like they were going to stop the concert just because Ivy reunited with the girl who was the inspiration for the song that made this second leg of the tour possible in the first place, no matter how much I would’ve enjoyed it if they did.

I also couldn’t believe the reception I got back down in the crowd. I’d been prepared for something along the lines of what I faced when I was out in front of the arena, but instead the girls around us were smiling and patting me on the back and generally being very supportive. It was a different experience, but I liked it.

There was something else I was liking about the show. Other than Ivy in her tight miniskirt prancing around up on stage, that is. I found myself actually enjoying the concert. Actually enjoying the music. It had been a convoluted road to get me here, but how I felt when the lights went down stayed true even now that I’d had my reunion with Ivy and it went so well. 

I sang along to songs I’d tried to avoid for years. I found myself blushing and screaming right along with everyone else when Ivy looked down at me, though there was definitely something a little more special than usual about the way Ivy looked at me.

In short it was the perfect concert. It was an experience I never would’ve expected from Sleepwalker, and I loved it. I wanted more of it. More than anything, though, I wanted time with Ivy.

When they were halfway through the first encore Jake came up to us and Alice and I were spirited along the front of the stage while the band played on right next to us. I noticed Alice giving Gareth the eye on more than one occasion, and he seemed to be returning the attention in kind. 

I wondered if maybe there wasn’t something brewing between those two crazy kids, though I was far more preoccupied with my own Cinderella story for the moment, as selfish as that felt.

And then finally it was happening. We were standing at the same backstage spot where we’d been a couple of months ago, only so much had changed since then.

“You two again?”

I turned at the sound of a familiar voice and smiled. It was the same security guard from before who’d almost stopped us from getting into the real backstage area. I couldn’t forget the way his domed head sloped down to his shoulders with absolutely no neck in between. He smiled for a moment, but only until Alice and I made to go into the backstage area, the real backstage area, again. Then he stepped forward with his arms out and a frown on his face.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Alice asked.

“Do you have backstage passes?” he asked.

That brought both of us up short. We didn’t even have passes to get into the concert, let alone backstage passes. We’d been rushed through the arena with Jake watching us closely and presumably our passes were still waiting for us back at the will-call booth with a horde of crazed fan girls surrounding it patrolling for any sign that we were coming back. Not that there was a chance I was going to try and go back to that booth and get those tickets now.

“You’re not serious? You know who I am, right? I’m Jessica!”

“Sure you are. Lots of girls have been Jessica since that song came out,” he said.

“But I am Jessica! Jake, tell him I’m Jessica!”

Only when I turned around Jake was nowhere to be found. Somehow he’d melted into the crowd without me realizing it. The guy must have catlike reflexes, though again I don’t know why I was surprised that he was light on his feet given the performance he’d pulled out in front of the arena when he lifted me like I was a sack of potatoes and did a dead run with me and Alice safely tucked under his arms.

I just really wish he’d stuck around for at least a minute to let this guy know who we were. As it was it was seriously starting to look like we were running through the same song and dance as last time, only this time around there was no Ivy around to pull us backstage considering I could still hear her singing onstage. Not to mention that even though the girls around us in the front row had been supportive, I couldn’t help but feel that there was a chance of us running into more crazies the longer we stayed out in the open like this. I felt an itch between my shoulder blades, almost as though someone was going to do their best to land a punch or a knife there.

I turned back to the guy and blinked. He was grinning. And he’d stepped aside and was motioning for us to go.

“I’m just fucking with you,” he said. “Of course I’m going to remember anyone Ivy wants backstage. Nice seeing you again Jessica.”

I breathed a sigh of relief I didn’t even know I’d been holding in. I wanted to smack the guy, but at the same time I was so happy at being let in that I also wanted to jump up and hug him. It was a conflicting set of desires that were warring inside me, and so I decided to split the difference and just smiled at him as I made my way backstage.

“I thought he really wasn’t going to let us in for a minute there,” Alice said.

“Oh I don’t think there’s any worry of that, love,” a voice said from behind us. 

I felt a chill, but not for long. That was a male voice. Not Ivy.

And from the way Alice’s face lit up she’d realized that voice was for her. We both turned at the same time and there was Gareth, guitar still slung over his shoulder, walking towards us with a smile on his face. A pretty damn huge smile. 

Of course he’d be happy to see Alice, though. He didn’t get the big moment on the stage pulling her up like I’d gotten with Ivy, though he had been making eyes at her all night long.

Alice didn’t waste a moment, either. She sprinted the short distance between the two of them and jumped into Gareth’s arms, wrapping her legs around her and pressing her lips against his. Odd that he was back here. I thought I could still hear the band playing out on stage.

Alice came up for air a moment later. They stared at each other with something approaching what I imagined Ivy and I looked like at the beginning of our romance, and I found myself wondering if Alice might not be able to tame the infamous guitarist of Sleepwalker after years of being a happy bachelor.

I didn’t even hold a grudge against him for that text message. He probably didn’t even know what he was doing, or that I would see it. He was probably just doing business as usual behind the scenes with Sleepwalker, and it’s not like I could hold that against him.

Of course not holding a grudge against him didn’t make things less awkward between us. He turned to me and that smile faltered just a bit. He put Alice down and then he was walking towards me with his arms outstretched. 

I felt a moment of panic as I wondered what the hell he was up to. Why was he reaching out like he was going to try and hug me? Alice was the girl for him in this friendship duo. I wasn’t even into dudes. I had nothing on offer for him, and yet he was walking towards me.

He wrapped me in a hug and I found myself being spun around in a most disorienting way. When he put me down he was smiling again, but he was still looking at me as though he expected me to smack him or something. Weird.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I blinked. “You’re sorry? What are you talking about?”

“That text. I nearly screwed things up and, well best not to dwell in the past, but I am sorry.”

This time I wrapped him in a hug. Talk about a surprise getting an apology like that, but I’d take it.

“Apology accepted, but it wasn’t needed.”

“You might not need it, but I did,” he said. “Particularly since it seems we’re going to be seeing a whole lot more of you around here soon!”

I didn’t know what he was talking about, but that made me feel good. It had the sense of something he’d already talked over with Ivy. I thought back to the offer she made in the hotel right before things really went to hell, and found myself hoping against hope that an offer like that might be on the table again.

“Well that was something to see,” a voice said from behind me.

This time I did feel goose bumps. I felt fire running from the top of my head where my hair was standing on end down to the tips of my toes that were curling in a sympathetic memory to the way they’d curled when the owner of that voice was on top of me in the back of a tour bus, in a hotel room, filling me with an indescribable pleasure that went so far beyond anything I’d experienced with a woman before in my life that there really was no way of classifying it. I closed my eyes and let the sound of that voice wash over me. A voice I’d hated and loved depending on the moment and my mood over the past two months.

A voice that I desperately wanted to hear again. A voice that filled me with the most incredibly naughty thoughts as I slowly turned around and saw her standing there. No guitar slung over her shoulder, but she still looked every inch the rock goddess regardless. That tight body. The confident way she held herself. That cocky smile on her face.

Yum.

“What are you talking about, Ms. Sexy Rock Star?”

“Oh just you getting so chummy with the lead guitarist for Sleepwalker. Seems a little odd for someone who supposedly hates the band.”

I moved closer to her. Closer. So close that she was leaning in as though she expected me to move in for a kiss or something, but I had other plans. I waited until she was almost on top of me and then I put my finger up to my lips in a shushing motion. She blinked and the confusion was plain on her face.

“Shh, don’t tell anyone. I wouldn’t want it to get out that Sleepwalker’s number one hater just became their number one fan.”

Ivy cocked an eyebrow at that. “Number one fan, huh? How’d we manage to pull that off?”

This time I did lean in close to her. Wrapped my arms around her and once more I was luxuriating in the feel of her body against mine. Enjoying how fucking incredible she felt.

“Well let’s just say that the lead singer decided to do a little up close and personal persuading to change my mind.”

“Really now? That’s interesting. Maybe she should try that approach with more girls who hate her music…”

“Shut up,” I said. 

I leaned in and kissed her, losing myself in the feeling of our bodies pressed together. When I came up for air we were both smiling like a couple of kids discovering love for the first time. “Besides, I hear that girl’s wild and crazy days are behind her.”

“Definitely, I hear she fell in love with one incredible girl.”

What could I say to that? Nothing came to mind, so I settled with pulling her into another thorough kiss. One of many kisses we’d share throughout the rest of our lives. Pretty good for an accidental groupie, huh?
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1: New Boss

 

I didn’t intend to start the day questioning my sexuality, but the girl I saw hopping onto the elevator certainly brought my professed heterosexuality into question!

To say she was stunning would be the understatement of the century. Of the millennium. I knew, objectively, that there were beautiful girls in the world. And that was how I’d always thought of pretty girls when I looked at them. Objectively. It was always in a “oh wouldn’t it be nice to look as good as her” mix of admiration and envy. It was never with the sort of eyes that sent a bolt of fire running straight down to the core of my being and made me seriously reconsider everything I’d ever thought about the way the world worked and which way my sexuality leaned.

I mean sure there was the occasional experiment back in college, but who didn’t do that? Experiments were just that: experiments. Not the foundation of a relationship.

But damn. Looking at this girl with her perfect face. Brown hair that spilled down past her shoulders. The sort of body that would make a goddess sit up and take notice. Looking at her was making me want to lay one hell of a foundation, if you catch my drift.

I shook my head. What was I thinking? This was just some random pretty girl making her way through the lobby at my building. It’s not like anything was going to happen. It’s not like I was going to go up and chitchat with the girl or try to get her phone number or anything.

Still, it was nice to dream. Even if it was only for a moment.

Then she disappeared behind an elevator and I was brought back to the boring mundane reality of my existence. People in suits and business appropriate dresses making their way through the lobby to take the elevator to whatever floor they slaved away on at Zeidner Corp. I was up on seven which was pretty low on the totem pole.

And I’d just missed an elevator because I was so busy staring at that pretty young thing who didn’t look like she could even be out of college let alone working here. When I was already running late. I sighed. Christine was not going to be happy.

“Damn it Nicole,” I muttered to myself as I jabbed at the up button on the elevator with perhaps a little more force than was strictly necessary. “Are you never going to get it together?”

A lady standing next to me gave me a funny look, but I ignored it. I didn’t recognize her and it was a big company filling an entire damn skyscraper, so it’s not like she was an immediate concern. No, my immediate concern was being at my cubicle by 7:45am on the dot because, as Christine was so fond of saying to the people she was berating in the morning, “on time is late.” Never mind that the business day wasn’t supposed to start until promptly at eight. What was a little wage theft when they were getting around those pesky laws by making everyone salaried?

I sighed again as the elevator opened to take me up to my own personal daily hell. This definitely wasn’t how I’d imagined life going when I graduated and got a job here five years ago.

The doors swished open on our floor and I quickly made my way to my cubicle. Mercifully Christine’s office was obviously dark. It wasn’t unusual for her to show up anywhere from fifteen minutes to a half hour late, she definitely didn’t hold herself to the same punctual standards that she expected of her employees, but it also wasn’t out of the ordinary for her to show up early just so she could get in some yelling before the work day had actually started.

Either way it looked like I was going to be safe sliding into my chair and powering up my computer. The elevator dinged and I resisted the urge to prairie dog out of my cubicle and see who was coming through. The clicking of heels was more than enough to let me know exactly who it was. I stared with a quite slow-moving panic rising inside me as the ancient computer, nothing but the oldest and cheapest for our department, booted up at a speed that would make a glacier seem positively speedy in comparison.

Finally it booted up and I hit my password and even managed to pull up a spreadsheet before the clicking stopped at my cubicle. I turned around with the biggest smile I could muster on my face, though it was difficult when I got a good look at Christine and her usual morning expression carrying her usual morning cup of coffee that she refilled religiously, making her office smell like a cut-rate coffee house thanks to her bad breath. She had a scowl in her eyes and her lips were puckered up looking like a cat’s asshole.

Not a good look, but then again there really was no such thing as a “good look” when it came to Christine.

“At least you can make it in on time,” she said finally after inspecting my cubicle. I knew exactly what she was doing. Looking for anything that she could use to rain down terror. Sometimes I left some paperwork out overnight just to give her something to yell about, it was a quiet form of protest that wasn’t likely to provoke the sort of reaction that being late would, but I hadn’t had time this morning since I was already running late because I was mooning over some hot young thing who was probably a good five years younger than me anyways if she was still in college.

“Good morning Christine, good to see you too,” I said.

Her scowl deepened, but it’s not like she could do anything about it. Everything I said had been perfectly delivered in a pleasant and cheery tone. Never mind that in my head I was thinking how that phrase meant “go fuck yourself Christine, and I hope you get fired.”

Finally she finished her inspection of my cube and she was moving along. No doubt taking stock of exactly who was already in and who was running a little tardy. If the tardy ones were lucky they’d just get a stern email threatening them. If they were unlucky and Christine was feeling particularly salty this morning then they’d get called into her office to get chewed out which was never a particularly fun experience. I was just glad I’d avoided it for one day.

No, instead I could get directly to work. I fired up the corporate logging software that made sure all our work was accounted for and started pushing numbers around. The facts and figures that made the world go ‘round at ZeidnerCorp weren’t going to generate themselves, and God help us if we didn’t get work done in a timely manner.

A message popped up in the window. I smiled when I saw it was from Amber.

“How’s dragon lady this morning?”

“Off doing her usual inspection of the department looking to see if anyone’s running late,” I said. “I take it you got here on time?”

“You bet I did. Damn she’s such a bitch.”

I shook my head and minimized the chat window as I heard clicking moving towards my cubicle again. I dreaded the day Christine realized that people could hear her coming because of her fondness for heels, but it’s not like I was going to say anything to her either. She moved past, a clicking shark sniffing the water for blood, and I brought the window back up.

“She’s really in a foul mood today. Usually she’s in her office gulping down her coffee and surfing the net by now.”

“Must be something irritating her,” Amber sent back.

I frowned. Something irritating Christine usually meant something was going to be irritating me. Sure enough she came clicking back past my cubicle and I heard her stop at the door. I closed my eyes and did a quick five count before turning to smile at her with the best and most insincere smile I could muster.

“How can I help you Christine?” I asked.

“How is the work coming along on the Johnson merger?” she asked.

“I should have that ready for you by the end of the day today which will give you enough time to look it over before it needs to be turned in,” I said.

When I first started this job I figured that would be enough to get Christine to jump for joy. I’d learned the hard way that it didn’t. From the smile that came to her face, smiles were never pleasant on her face, I knew that I was about to get some of that same feeling. I braced for it.

“Well isn’t that nice? Since you seem to have so much free time you won’t mind going ahead and reviewing some of the numbers for me, will you? Then when you’re done with that I have a couple of other things that are ready to be sent up but need to be reviewed first.”

I bit back a couple of comments that were forming in my head. She was the one who was supposed to give final approval for everything that was done in the department. That was a big part of her job, aside from assigning stuff out which she’d started foisting off on me six months ago. She’d never been this brazen before about trying to get me to run approvals. Damn it.

“Whatever you say, Christine,” I said.

As soon as she was gone I was back at my computer typing furiously, but it wasn’t for any sort of analysis. No, I needed to vent to someone, and Amber was the only person I could vent with even though she was on the other side of the floor. It was set up in a big square with Christine’s big glass office in the center. That glass on all four sides was part of the reason we knew she was in there playing games on social media most of the time instead of actually doing any work.

Lord help us all if she ever decided to actually check the chat logs for her department. Lots of heads would roll that day. Lots more than usual, at least.

An email popped up and I looked over more on instinct than anything else. Answering that ding was almost a Pavlovian response on this floor. If it was from Christine and it was urgent and you didn’t answer it right away then you could be in deep shit.

I sighed when I saw who it was from. Not Christine. It was from someone who should be a shining beacon out of this shithole. A headhunter. The only problem was there was at least one person who’d been canned for responding to a headhunter using their work email. So I deleted it like I always did, might as well have a record of being loyal for the IT people to look at, but not before looking at the email.

It was familiar enough. I’d seen it enough times that it was burned into my head. This lady must not be very good if she was desperate enough to keep pinging people, and on their work email no less, but I’d seen her name and email, Janet Yeager, often enough that it was memorized. I’d even forwarded one of her mails to my personal account in my early days before I knew that was strictly verboten around here.

I sighed. I was sorely tempted to respond today, but no. Better a crappy job than no job, right?

Whatever. I got back into the groove of things and tried not to think about Christine. Of course not thinking about Christine and how unfair it was working under a dragon lady of epic proportions naturally set my mind to thinking about other things, and it seemed that the one thing on my mind more than anything else was that girl I’d seen in the lobby. I wondered what she was doing here. She could’ve been going anywhere. Sure there were young people who worked here, I was still technically in that “young” category even though I’d been with the company for five years since graduating, but there was something about her that kept pushing her to the forefront of my imagination. An imagination that was going to some particularly not safe for work places the more I thought about her.

I was in the middle of thinking about a particularly wild frat party I’d gone to my junior year where I made out with a girl to get the crowd going, though to be honest I’d been a little excited at the excuse to have some fun with a friend who I thought was pretty damn hot. Only in my imagination it wasn’t the girl from my memory I was kissing. It was that girl from the lobby.

Well now that was odd. Not that I was thinking about girls considering my experience. Just odd that it would come up now. Sure I hadn’t exactly dated much, work took care of most of my spare time, and so it felt a little odd that I was suddenly thinking of any sort of dating, let alone dating a girl.

I was pulled out of my reverie by a ding, but not the sort of ding that meant I had a message from Amber or someone else on the floor. No, this was the sort of ding that immediately filled me with a sense of dread because it meant an email, and an email usually meant Christine needed something.

I hated it when Christine needed something. Why couldn’t that girl from the lobby need something? Yeah, I’d love taking care of her needs. Only the hot thoughts of the sort of fun I could have with her if I’d had more than a moment of staring at her dumbfounded from the other side of a closing elevator door were dashed when I saw the message. From Christine.

Damn it.

“In addition to your work on those approvals I’m also going to need you to go over the schedule for the next month and make sure we’re not missing anything,” she said.

I rolled my eyes and this time I let out a small groan. She expected me to do scheduling for her on top of everything else? That was her job, damn it. She was sitting in there playing games and having a grand old time collecting her huge salary and meanwhile I was sitting here doing her job and not getting paid anything extra for it. It was pissing me off. It was enough to make me do something drastic.

Like open my chat window with Amber and shoot off a message complaining. Hey, I wasn’t going to do anything too crazy. Talking back to Christine could be a career limiting move. People still told the story of poor Patrick, a guy who’d given her the finger in the middle of a meeting and walked out after he’d had enough of her bullshit. She’d given him a bad reference even though that was against company policy and the poor guy ended up having to move across the country to get a job considering how tight-knit the community was.

Tight-knit enough that Christine’s counterparts thought she walked on water. Not tight-knit enough that they knew what a raging bitch she could be. Mostly because she kept everybody strictly under her thumb and no one ever got out to spread stories at other companies.

“I can’t believe she’s trying to make you do that bullshit,” Amber said.

“I know, right? I’m already doing her damn job. Isn’t that enough for her?”

“Nothing’s ever going to be enough for her. Remember Patrick?”

I hadn’t actually known Patrick, his epic departure happened well before I started working here, but I thought of him on the regular.

“I have to do something about this, but I’m not sure what,” I said.

“Maybe if you try something other than flipping her the bird in the middle of a meeting?” Amber sent back.

I sighed. She did have a good point, even though something told me this was going to end in disaster even as I flipped back over to my email and started drafting something. The fact was there just wasn’t a chance I was going to be able to take on anything else without working even more ridiculous hours than what I was already being forced to endure. We’re talking the sort of hours you hear about medical interns or young lawyers who think they’re going to make partner pull. Not the sort of hours someone pulls when they’re stuck in a department with no hope of advancement because they’re stuck in a Catch-22 with a boss who will ruin their career whether they work hard or quit.

Damn it. I was starting to get mad. I was starting to feel something I hadn’t felt in awhile. Backbone. Just a little, but it was enough to make me draft a response.

“Christine, I would love to take this on but if you’re going to do that then I’ll have to request that you do the approvals or take some of the other work that you’ve given to me as I won’t be able to do all of it in a timely manner.”

I hit send and immediately regretted it. God that was a stupid move. I found myself wishing we had one of those email systems where you could recall an email as long as it hadn’t been opened yet, but of course that wouldn’t have mattered in this case anyway. No, the response came back almost immediately.

“My office. Now.”

A feeling of dread came over me as I stood and made my way towards the giant glass ice cube in the center of the floor. I suppose whoever designed the damn thing thought it was supposed to look all cool and modern, but for everyone who worked here it had become a symbol of the constant terror that was this department.

I sighed as I opened the door. I thought I might make it through a morning without yelling at her. Not for the first time I thought back to a voicemail I got a couple of weeks ago from a head hunter asking if I was interested in other opportunities in the area. I hadn’t responded because I knew Christine would torpedo any chance I had with another department as soon as they called to verify employment.

“Glad you could make it Nicole,” she said. “I was worried you wouldn’t have time to talk with me what with your busy schedule and everything.”

“What do you want Christine?” I asked. Surprisingly there was some heat to my voice. She arched an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I kept waiting for the explosion, but nothing. What was going on here? This was nothing like the Christine I thought I knew. The one who was the terror of the seventh floor. If anything that had me more worried than usual. A mellow Christine was a plotting Christine, and I didn’t like the idea of being the one in her cross hairs while she was plotting.

“I think I’ve found an assignment that is worthy of your time. Something that a busy person like you could really appreciate, and it might help take some of that load off,” Christine said.

“Oh?” I said, trying my best to keep my voice neutral. This seemed too good to be true. Too good to be true was usually exactly that where Christine was concerned.

“Of course! I wouldn’t want to overwork my best asset, now would I? Corporate just told me we’re going to be getting a new intern. Getting ready for their last year of college. I’m sure you’ll be able to show them the ropes and find time to do everything else on your plate, right?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Sure enough here was the other foot dropping right down on top of me and making me completely miserable. A new intern? Sure in a perfect world that would mean I had someone to help me out with everything, someone to give some extra work to, but the reality was that training someone who knew absolutely nothing about our systems, bringing them up to speed, and trying to keep an eye out for mistakes would easily eat up more time than it would take me to just do the damn work myself.

Something about the smile on Christine’s face told me she knew that.

I gave the door a jolly good slam on my way out. Some of the glass rattled and I even saw a couple of people popping their heads up over their cubicle walls which was usually something to be avoided at all cost. It wasn’t safe to draw undue attention to yourself working in this department. It was just my bad luck that I seemed to draw all the attention just because I could get things done on time.

I headed back to my cubicle. It was going to be a long day, and there wasn’t a chance in hell I was getting done by five at this rate. There was already too much I had to do, and if I had to start training some idiot business major in how our system worked and get everything going tomorrow then I wanted to make sure I had as much of a head start as possible.

Oddly enough as I got to work I thought about that girl one final time. It really was a pity I didn’t get her name or number or something, as inappropriate as that would be. Then again it’s not like I was going to have any time for a social life for the near future if things kept going the way they were.

I was trapped. I needed a change. I just didn’t know how the hell I was going to pull that off.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Family Tradition

 

I sighed as I moved through the massive rotating door into the lobby. I tried to think of a time when I was actually happy to be stepping into this building. Maybe when I was younger. Like, really young. Before the accident. Before dad withdrew from the world while at the same time seeming to think that the weight of the world was now on my shoulders because I suddenly became the only heir to the Zeidner name.

I felt terrible for thinking that was worst than losing my mom and older brother in one fell swoop thanks to a private jet with a malfunctioning phalange, or whatever the hell it was. I wasn’t an aircraft mechanic. I wasn’t going anywhere near anything that flew higher than five feet, for that matter.

Yeah, maybe I’d felt good about coming in here when I was a little girl going to see daddy at work. He’d been all smiles then. These days going to see daddy at work was a chore, though. It meant that I was going to feel that weight of the world, of ZeidnerCorp, settling on my shoulders again. One nice thing about going off to college was that I could just be me for a little while and forget about everything that was waiting for me when I graduated and got out of school. Even the summers used to be a fun distraction from the bullshit, but now with this stupid internship I had a feeling the real world was about to come crashing down around the perfect college bubble I’d built for myself in a major way.

Damn.

There was a reception desk at the front with a guard, but I didn’t bother to stop there. Sure I was supposed to act just like a regular intern showing up at the building, though that was a little ridiculous considering I was going to be interviewing with the owner of the company rather than some middle manager. Not to mention that the internship was a shoe-in considering my name was on the building and I stood to inherit it when the old man finally kicked it.

I jabbed at the button on the elevator with perhaps a little more force than was strictly necessary, but it’s not like the elevator was going to feel it and I needed something to take my anger out on. I knew it was ridiculous to pull the poor little rich girl routine, but at the same time I couldn’t really help myself. Sure I actually liked all this business stuff, I was my father’s daughter after all, but at the same time it galled that no one had ever bothered to ask me what I wanted to do. No one ever checked in to see if I really wanted to take over rather than just taking my inheritance and doing what I wanted. It was always assumed that I was going to be the good little scion.

The elevator doors opened and I stepped in. Hit the button for the top floor, but it didn’t light up. Whoops. I always forgot that I needed my card to get up there. A guy wearing a cheap suit who had “middle management” written all over him stepped in right behind me and chuckled before I had a chance to bust out the card. I turned in time to see him look me up and down in a way that really annoyed me and impressed me at the same time with the way he was able to combine a dirty old man looking at a young woman with someone who thought they knew the ropes at this company laughing at the young girl obviously making a mistake.

“You need special access to get up there honey,” he said, and I bristled at his tone of voice and comparing me to bee vomit. Whoever he was, he had casually condescending down to an art form. “Are you here for intern interviews? If so they’re doing those on twenty.”

“No, I’m actually here for a meeting with Mr. Zeidner,” I said, fixing him with my sweetest smile that definitely didn’t match the cool tone. I pulled out my key fob and tapped it against the elevator controls. They beeped and I hit the button, enjoying the surprised look on the guy’s face.

I turned back to the elevator doors and my breath caught. There was a girl standing on the other side of those doors and she had me feeling weak in the knees. She looked about my age, or maybe a few years older. I wondered if she was here for the internship program or if she worked somewhere in the tower. I wouldn’t mind working under her, if you catch my drift, though that would probably annoy the man to no end. Not because it was with a woman, that was something he’d been surprisingly fine with when I finally worked up the guts to tell him, but because she worked somewhere in the tower.

He wasn’t a big fan of interoffice romance between the owner and the help unless we were talking about one of his secretaries. And unfortunately being the future owner didn’t grant me any leeway when it came to that sort of thing.

Still, this girl was nice to look at. Blonde hair cut short enough that it had me wondering if she might swing my way. A gorgeous face with blue eyes I could lose myself in. She was wearing a work outfit that looked like it wouldn’t be out of place on a runway somewhere, and the way she filled out that button down shirt and the skirt underneath that went just down to her knees and the edge of the corporate dress code policy for that sort of thing had me wanting to unbutton that shirt and see what happened as I was running my hand up her legs and…

I shook my head. I shouldn’t be thinking things like that. Not when what I should be doing is steeling myself for doing battle with the old man. Still, that girl was just so fucking gorgeous. She had a casual beauty that said she didn’t even realize how hot she was, and I fucking loved that. I wanted to pull her into the elevator with me and kick old condescending cheap suit with his bad cologne out so we could have a little fun.

I moved back up her body one final time and my heart skipped a beat. She was staring at me. Pretty fucking intently. That was the kind of look that made it absolutely clear she was interested. And then the elevator doors were closing and I sighed.

It probably wasn’t to be anyways. Someone working somewhere in the building dating the heir to the company fortune? Even if I did manage to figure out where she worked there was a good chance she wasn’t into girls despite the way she’d been staring at me so intently that I thought my clothes were about to catch fire. And of course there was the old man’s hypocritical rule about dipping your wick in the company ink, even though I didn’t technically have a wick to dip.

“So how did you manage to get that access anyways? Are you one of the old man’s new secretaries?” cheap suit asked.

The guy reached into his pocket and handed me a card with a smile on his face that managed to be at the same time smarmy, condescending, and more than a little sleazy. It was a wonder that a man could fit that much snaky charm into one look, but I dutifully took his card even as I couldn’t believe he was talking to me like this! Then again it’s not like he probably knew who I was. It’s not like I’d spent much time at the tower since I was a little kid, and the company was big enough that I could walk these halls mostly anonymously.

“If so maybe you could stop by my office when he’s done with you. He gets tired of his secretaries pretty fast, you know, and I’d be happy to see how well you take dictation. Maybe give you some more long-term career prospects as long as my wife doesn’t find out.”

He chuckled at his own joke and winked at me. He actually winked! My mouth was hanging open. I couldn’t believe someone like that was actually working here. I couldn’t believe he was talking to me like that! If this was par for the course at the company then there was definitely going to be some house cleaning when I eventually worked my way up, and there was no doubt in my mind that I was going to work my way up. It was fucked up, but as much as I hated the way the old man was hard on me, at the same time I always saw that as a challenge to live up to. This building would be mine someday, and not just because I’d inherited it. Because I’d earned it.

Also because it was my last name on the outside, but you get the point.

“Actually my name is Erica. Zeidner. And I was going up to have a meeting with my father before I start an internship here at the company tomorrow,” I said.

The way the look froze on that guy’s face was well worth having him hit on me in that clumsy and disgusting manner in the first place. It was obvious he was seeing the end of his career flashing in front of him as he stared down at him. As I smiled up at him with my best syrupy sweet smile. I held up his card as the door opened on his floor.

“And thank you so much for giving me your card! It’s going to be so helpful when I tell my dad all about the nice things you said about him.”

The guy eyed the card for a moment and it was clear he was debating whether or not it was worth it to try and snatch it out of my hands. Not like it mattered. I’d already memorized all the pertinent details just in case he tried something like that. Instead his shoulders slumped and he stepped off the elevator. He turned to stare as the doors closed.

“Have a great day sir!” I said just before his face disappeared behind the doors.

I let out a sigh of relief and fell back against the wall giggling. I had to admit that had been fun. It was too bad the old man wasn’t going to give me an undercover assignment so I could do more stuff like that. Really get in and figure out how things in the company worked from the bottom up. Maybe root out some managers who’d gotten a little too complacent in their petty positions of power.

No, I figured I could look forward to a job up in administration on the top floor. I really would be nothing more than a glorified secretary, learning how board meetings worked by sitting in on them with the old man and making sure I soaked up all the things he’d learned over the years. Though I definitely didn’t have to worry about some of the other things that his secretaries did.

The door opened onto the top floor and I made my way to his office, squaring my shoulders and preparing for battle as I breezed past his latest secretary, some pretty little blonde thing that reminded me of the girl I’d seen down below, though of course this one would be into the gentlemen if she was working for dear old dad. She raised her hand as though to stop me but I ignored her. The less I thought of the string of mistresses he’d had since the accident the better.

“So glad you decided to join us,” dad said as I stepped into his office, an expansive room that made up a good portion of the top floor with a large floor to ceiling window that looked out over the city. Off to one side was an equally massive conference room with the same view that was separated from his office. Right now the glass was clear, but I knew it could frost over at the flip of a switch to give them privacy.

Amazing the little technical marvels people came up with.

I glanced down at my watch and grimaced. I was only five minutes late, and it’s not like he was one to talk about being late anyways. He’d famously shown up to my graduation thirty minutes after I walked onto the stage, and I’d heard it was the same with meetings here.

“I’m just learning from the best,” I said.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I figure around here everyone waits for the owner, right?”

Dad blinked and then a huge smile split his face. Now that was interesting. He hadn’t done much smiling since the accident a few years ago. He held up a finger and wagged it in the air.

“You’re already learning. I like that. But remember that only works if you’re meeting with someone who’s lower on the totem pole than you, and I’m as high on the totem pole as you can get these days.”

I sighed and took a seat. “Right. So what’s going on with this internship anyways? Am I going to be licking stamps with Barbie out there, or are you actually going to let me put my degree to use?”

“Is that what you want to do?”

I paused and thought about that for a moment, wondering if this was a trap or something. Ultimately I shrugged and decided I might as well be honest.

“Not really. I’d rather be in the trenches. I just had an interesting encounter on the elevator with a gentleman who thought I was going up to be your latest secretarial sacrifice, and he said some things that he’d never say to the owner’s daughter. Makes me think interesting things could happen if I was out in the wild where no one knew who I was.”

Dad cocked an eyebrow. “Now that’s interesting. Did you get his name?”

“Even better,” I said. I dug into my shirt pocket and pulled out the card. Slid it across the table. “He basically propositioned me in the elevator. He’s a walking sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen.”

Dad pocketed the card and turned back to me, suddenly serious. “I’m going to be honest. When you were coming in this morning I had to potential internships ready to go. One was licking stamps and one was really getting into the weeds and seeing how the company works.”

“I’ll take the weeds, please,” I said.

Dad smiled and pulled out a manila envelope that he slid across the table. I picked it up, ripped it open, and dumped the contents out on his desk. The thing that most drew my attention was the name badge. It had the ZeidnerCorp logo on it, and a picture of me that he’d gotten from somewhere, but that wasn’t my name. At least it wasn’t my last name.

“Erica Smith? That’s the best you could come up with?”

He shrugged. “I figured it’s be easier if you only had to deal with one name change. Are you sure you want to do this? You’re going to be treated no different than a regular intern, but I expect you to keep your eyes open.”

“Open for what?”

“I’m not sure. If I knew then I wouldn’t be sending you out into the world to look at things with a fresh set of eyes, would I?”

“Fair enough,” I said. I picked up the badge and looked down at it. Erica Smith. This was going to be interesting, to say the least. “So where am I going to be doing my undercover boss routine?”

“I was thinking we’d start you in Statistical and Data Analysis,” he said. “Seems like that would be right up your alley. They’re down on seven. I have a feeling posting you there will be interesting, at least.”

I locked eyes with him and suddenly wondered what he was up to. What I was getting myself into. Usually when he said things were getting interesting that meant nothing good, but it’s not like I was going to find out unless I went down there and threw myself to the wolves. Besides, if he thought this was “interesting” then I figured it would be the perfect opportunity to get out there and prove myself.

“Fine, I can do interesting,” I said. I stood, but he held out a hand that stopped me in my tracks and I sat back down. It was like he was using the Force to move me around with his hand waves. “Something else?”

“You might be going down there as Erica Smith, but you need to remember that you’re Erica Zeidner,” he said.

I rolled my eyes and suppressed a sigh. I was starting to hope we might go the entire meeting without launching into this, but apparently I’d hoped in vain. His own eyes narrowed at my eye roll but he didn’t say anything. That brief scowl was more than enough to get the message across. Supposedly that scowl was enough to liquify the bowels of unsuspecting junior executives, but I’d seen it often enough that it didn’t bother me.

Much.

“You’re representing the Zeidner name out there. That means no wild partying. No carrying on. I don’t want a repeat of some of the things Lilith has been telling me about from your school,” he said.

“I told you not to have her following me around anymore,” I said.

“And I told you that I’m not going to have my only daughter who also happens to be a tempting target since she’s the daughter of a billionaire, out there completely unprotected.”

“The only reason you have her following me is so you can keep tabs on me and make sure I’m not besmirching the family name,” I hissed. Damn. That was more anger than I usually let creep into my voice when I was talking to the old man, but this happened to be an issue I felt very strongly about. I hated that he had that dark-haired harpy following me around everywhere keeping tabs on what I did. It was ridiculously hard to get laid when there was some creepy older lady following you around, though she’d never gone so far as trying to get into my apartment or anything.

Though there were times when I wondered if she ever slept. The woman was like a vampire with the hours she kept. Had just about the same complexion and personality as a vampire as well, come to think of it.

It was a pity that we were getting into this now. Things had been going so well. When he opened with the smiles and it seemed we were on the same page with regards to where I’d be posted in the company I almost thought we were sharing something close to a father/daughter moment.

Of course it would all turn out to be so much bullshit. I stood again, not bothering to listen as he droned on about how he expected me to comport myself as the daughter of the owner of the company and the granddaughter of the founder. I’d heard this lecture so many times before that I could recite it in my sleep.

“Right, this has been fun, but I have to get ready if I’m going to be starting the job tomorrow.”

To his credit he at least stopped the lecture and grinned. He knew when he was pontificating, it was one of the things he did best, and he was usually pretty good about stopping when I called him on it.

“Right. Well just remember who you are, and best of luck to you in the new internship.”

Best of luck in the new internship. An internship where I was Erica Smith, anonymous college girl looking to make her way in the world and not Erica Zeidner, billionaire heiress who had whatever she wanted. Though at the end of the day I’d be going back to my penthouse apartment and takeout from some of the best restaurants in town rather than back to a hole in the wall apartment and the best ramen that could be bought in this city on the meager amount of money they gave interns.

Still, it felt like this was going to be fun. I could finally get a chance to be me, truly me, and not the last name. I was surprised at how excited I was at starting this new gig tomorrow.

And as I made my way back down to the lobby I found myself thinking about that girl again. I’d only seen her for a brief moment on the other side of the elevator doors, but what a compelling brief moment. I wondered where she worked and if maybe I’d see her in the course of my time as an intern. It didn’t seem likely given how big the building and the company were, but a girl could dream.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: First Day

 

The doors opened on the seventh floor and I smiled, readying myself for another glorious day in paradise. Sarcasm definitely fully intended. Still, I had a job to do. Even if I’d barely gotten home before midnight the day before because I was working so late trying to take care of that job.

I figured I needed to be happy and chipper for the new recruit, whoever he or she ended up being. I glanced at my watch. It was twenty ‘til. Plenty of time for me to sit at my desk and have a moment to myself before Christine arrived. Besides, I figured it would be a little while before the intern showed up. It’s not like whoever it was had any way of knowing the unofficial attendance policy on the seventh floor.

I stepped into my cubicle and managed to suppress a shudder at the familiar surroundings. My ancient computer in one corner with the monitor situated so it could easily be seen by someone walking past, a requirement from Christine because she wanted to make sure no one was screwing around. Not that anyone could screw around on the computer if they wanted to considering all games and access to any website that wasn’t strictly work related was strictly restricted.

There was one major difference to the usual soul-sucking decor in my cubicle. A girl. Sitting in my chair. I raised an eyebrow. What the hell was this? I cleared my throat and the girl whirled around. Immediately anything I was about to say caught in my throat because holy shit, it was her. It was the girl from the elevator yesterday who had me in a funk all day long because my thoughts kept drifting to her.

Thoughts and daydreams were about the only thing Christine couldn’t strictly control on the seventh floor, and so I spent a lot of time doing that when I wasn’t in a mood to work. That had been another big part of the reason why I didn’t get done until close to midnight.

The girl seemed just as surprised to see me. I suppose that was a good sign. I wasn’t the only one looking like a complete idiot, at least. Her eyes ran up and down my body and for some reason that look felt more intimate, more sensual, than any lover’s caress I’d ever felt. That was the kind of look that made me feel like I needed a cigarette when she was done. Fuck!

“You!” we both said at the same time.

I blinked. Of course I recognized her, but it didn’t seem like she would have any particular reason to remember me. We’d just had that brief moment in front of the elevator, after all, and it’s not like I was anything special to look at. Definitely nothing compared to the runway model meets business attire goddess who was sitting in my chair.

“I’m sorry, but can I help you? Are you starting on this floor?”

“You could say that,” the girl said. She held her hand out. “I’m Erica. Your new intern!”

I took her hand in a daze, and it didn’t help that taking her hand sent an electric fire dancing from my fingers down to the rest of my body, particularly to between my legs where that electric fire turned into a raging atomic maelstrom of arousal. Fuck! If this girl was my new intern and this is how I reacted to seeing her then we were in for a bit of trouble. Briefly I thought about asking Christine to reassign her to someone, anyone, but of course I wasn’t going to do anything of the sort.

For one I didn’t think that would end well at all. Christine thought she was punishing me by giving me this intern, though I guess the joke was on her since giving me this intern was going to be anything but a punishment. It was sure to be absolute torture every moment I had to be working close with her given how I’d already reacted to her presence, but it wasn’t going to be anything close to punishment.

Secondly, and more importantly, I had no intention of letting this girl get away from me. No, that reaction yesterday in front of the elevator was telling me something, and I felt like her showing up in my cubicle like this today was the universe trying to tell me something. What it was I wasn’t sure, but I was going to roll with this and see what happened.

“I’m Nicole, a definite pleasure to meet you Erica,” I said.

Erica glanced back at my chair. “Sorry for taking your butt rest there. My marching orders said I was supposed to be working with Christine, but then when I got down here this morning there was a note on her door saying I should come looking for you?”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. That got a raised eyebrow from this Erica girl. I made a quick decision in that moment. I wasn’t going to be dishonest with this girl. Not completely, at least. I figured if she was going to work here then she should probably know enough to tread lightly around Christine.

“Sorry,” I said. “Christine has a habit of pushing her work off on me. That’s how I inherited you. Though it’s not a problem at all!”

I hastened to add that last part after an odd look came across her face. The last thing I wanted was for the poor girl to think there were two people in this office who thought she was a burden to be foisted off on someone else. I’d be crushed if I felt like I wasn’t wanted when I went to my first internship, and I was not going to do that to this girl.

“Well this looks like it’s going to be an interesting experience,” Erica said. Then she shifted gears, or at least she tried shifting gears without realizing she was just moving on to a different version of the same problem. All fucked up roads led back to Christine’s dictatorial management style on floor seven. “So what brings you in this early anyways? I got in early to impress the new boss, but what’s your excuse?”

I sighed again and glanced at my watch. “I suppose you should know this as well. If you’re not here on time then you’re late, and Christine considers “on time” to be fifteen minutes before you’re supposed to be here. Not sure if that will hold true for you as well, but it’s probably better if you don’t find out.”

“Damn,” Erica said. “This Christine really sounds like a dragon lady.”

“You have no idea,” I said. Then my eyes went wide. I heard the elevator door opening followed by the telltale click-clicking of Christine’s high heels making their way across the tile floor. My eyes went wide and it was obvious from the look on Erica’s face that she could tell something was up. I hated that I was looking so worried in front of her like that, but I couldn’t help it. I just hoped Christine was in a good mood this morning, because I really didn’t want this poor girl to have to put up with her bullshit on the first day in.

“That her?” Erica asked.

I nodded and turned to face the door to my cubicle. Christine appeared, and my jaw very nearly dropped. I found myself wondering who this woman was and what she’d done with the sour faced bitch who usually ruled floor seven with an iron fist.

The woman standing before us couldn’t have been any different from the usual Christine. She had the same bun, the same clothes that didn’t fit quite as well as they used to, the same makeup that was way overdone, but there was one huge difference. The scowl that was usually on her eyes was gone and the puckered expression that bore so much resemblance to a cat’s asshole plastered on the front of her face was gone, replaced by a wide smile.

I wondered if the pod people invasion had finally started and Christine was the first one they got. That made more sense than the idea that she had suddenly decided to grow a heart and act like a genuine human with real emotions.

“Good morning Nicole! Wonderful to see you!” she said, positively beaming. I was immediately on guard. Her acting nice in front of the intern was an explanation I could almost understand. Maybe she wanted to make a good impression or something. Her being nice to me, though? Particularly after that incident yesterday where I actually dared to show some backbone? Well that was way out there.

“Um, good morning?” I managed to stammer, and for a moment I saw a flash of something. A flash of the old Christine everyone on this floor knew and hated. It was a flash of irritation that was almost comforting because it was familiar, because it meant that I wasn’t going crazy and I hadn’t inexplicably stepped into a parallel mirror universe where Christine’s evil twin was the nice one.

Still, it was disheartening at the same time. The old Christine was still there. Lurking under the surface. Waiting.

She turned to inspect Erica for a moment, though it wasn’t the kind of inspection we’d shared. No, she was staring intently, almost as though she was searching for something. I didn’t know what it was or if she found what she was looking for, but no sooner had her eyes returned to Erica’s face than she was stepping forward with her arms outstretched for a hug! I watched in stunned silence as she wrapped Erica up in a hug.

“And you must be our new intern Erica!” she positively beamed. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to have the opportunity to work with you!”

The opportunity to work with her? Wait a minute. Did that mean she was going to pull the new intern away from me? Damn it. Yesterday I would’ve jumped for joy at the possibility, but today, now that I knew who she was, it was the last thing that I wanted. It was a selfish, jealous desire, but I wanted Erica all to myself! I definitely didn’t want to share her with Christine. That would be throwing her to the wolves.

“Actually I’d already been working through assignments for Erica, and so you don’t have to…”

Christine’s hand went up in an obvious silencing motion, but I plowed right on. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight even as I thought how ridiculous it was that I’d showed backbone twice in as many days. That was usually the sort of behavior that got someone fired. I was starting to wonder if maybe I did enough work for her that she couldn’t afford to fire me, but I also knew that was a dangerous line of thinking.

No one was irreplaceable in this department. People who started thinking like that usually learned the hard way that it couldn’t be farther from the truth.

“And I was planning tours of the floor and the facility, really let her dig in and see how things work around here. I know you didn’t have much…”

This time Christine actually turned to fix me with a glare. A glare that Erica wouldn’t be able to see from where she was standing, I might add. Clever how Christine managed to pull that off. What the hell was her reasoning for suddenly acting all nice like this? Why did she care what a simple intern cared about her?

“Since you can’t understand a gesture I’m going to ask you to please shut up,” she said, menace and some of the real Christine bubbling to the surface. Behind her Erica cocked an eyebrow again, but otherwise there was no reaction. Damn. She was a cool customer. If I’d been thrown into a new workplace and the first thing that happened to me was getting thrust in the middle of an office catfight I think I’d have some sort of reaction.

Christine turned back to Erica. “Now as I was saying. I was hoping we could have a meeting and go over all the fun we’re going to have with your internship.”

All the fun they were going to have with her internship? The hell?

“What about that sign on your door that said I needed to come see Nicole here?” Erica asked. “That didn’t seem like you had anything planned for me?”

I braced myself for the explosion. I had to admit that the girl had balls for standing up to Christine like that on her first day, but there was enough of the old Christine percolating just under the surface that I figured a little talkback from an intern of all things would be enough to set her off. She did tense for a moment, but otherwise there was no reaction. No blowup. She just gritted her teeth and that smile stayed plastered on her face.

“Yes, well about that…”

“Oh it’s perfectly okay Christine,” Erica said. “I know you’re probably very busy with all the work you do to keep this department running.”

I resisted the urge to laugh at that. If I didn’t know any better I’d say Erica was having some fun with Christine, but of course that was impossible. Still, I was in the know enough to think that was pretty damn funny, even if I wasn’t about to show any outward sign of just how funny I thought it was. This Erica girl might have some blessed star watching over her and keeping Christine from getting really mad with her like she would with anyone else, but I didn’t have any such blessing.

“I’m sure it would be a much better use of everyone’s time if I stayed here with Nicole and learned the ropes while you focused on running the department.”

As she said that she looked at me. Fixed me with an intense stare that had me wondering if maybe there wasn’t another reason why she was suddenly so interested in sticking with me. I found myself daydreaming about a forbidden office romance for the briefest of moments, but then I viciously stomped down on that notion. It was ridiculous. Not to mention that it would be terrible for me to get involved with an intern I was supposed to be supervising, assuming I actually got to supervise her. And that wasn’t even taking into account that it was probably just wishful thinking that she’d be interested in me in the first place!

“Are you sure about that? I think you’d get a much better idea of everything that happens here on floor seven if you were in the big office,” Christine said.

Erica’s eyes darted to me again and then she turned back to Christine with a smile. “That’s quite all right, but thank you for your dedication. I think I’ll have plenty to learn from Nicole here.”

A shiver ran up and down my spine at that. Why was a shiver running up and down my spine? I’m sure she meant that in a purely professional capacity. Thinking there was any sort of double meaning to what she said was just so much wishful thinking on my part. Wishful thinking that was going to get me in trouble if I did wind up supervising her. That was still very much up in the air. I expected Christine to lay down the law and make it clear that this new Erica girl was going to do whatever she said. That was just like the old Christine.

So color me surprised when her shoulders sagged and all the fight seemed to go out of her. The smile was still there on her face, but it didn’t seem as intense as before. Almost as though the work of keeping that smile plastered on her face for so long instead of her usual scowl was too much for her. It was obviously draining her.

“Well then, I suppose Nicole will have to do. For now.”

I blinked. Did that really just happen? Did she really just let the new intern pick what she wanted to do? Again, the pod people theory came to mind and I found myself actually looking around Christine to see if there were any tentacles or something sticking out somewhere, but nothing. She turned to glare at me, oh yes the old Christine was definitely there, barely under the surface, looking for something to get angry at. But for some reason she didn’t seem to want to get angry here.

She was going to take that out on someone this morning, though. I’d have to make sure and get the warning out. As soon as Christine was clicking her way out of my cubicle and across the floor I found myself letting out a huge relieved breath.

“Well that wasn’t so bad,” Erica said, looking at me as though she was waiting for some sort of reaction. As though that big sigh wasn’t enough.

“Yeah? Well I don’t know who that woman is or what she did with Christine, but something’s going on there.”

Erica tapped her lip and followed the sound of Christine clicking over to her office. I could hear the glass door opening and then it slammed shut with enough force that the entire glass cube that contained her personal domain rattled. Oh yes, she was definitely very annoyed.

“So is she like that a lot?”

“The smiles or the rattling glass?”

“Either or?”

“Let’s just say that’s the first time I’ve seen her smiling without malice since I started here.”

I clapped my hands together and did my best to smile. It wasn’t that difficult to smile around this girl, though. She was just so captivating. I didn’t find myself thinking about girls like that very often, but there was just something about her.

And I realized that even though I was relieved that I was going to get to work with her directly I was also slightly terrified. I was definitely going to have to work to keep it under control. I’m sure the last thing this girl wanted during her internship was her supervisor hitting on her. I was going to have to work hard to keep things professional, as much as it disappointed me that I was going to have to maintain that detachment.

“Right, so let’s get you set up with a chair and see about getting you a computer or a laptop or something,” I said. “We don’t have any spare cubicles right now, so we’ll have to double up and be a little cramped for awhile, but don’t worry. I’m sure Christine will fire someone soon enough and we can move you.”

I was only half joking about that, but she seemed to take me seriously enough. She arched an eyebrow again and her lips parted ever so slightly and I found myself wondering what it would feel like to have those lips brushing against mine, but I chased those thoughts away as quickly as they appeared in my traitorous imagination.

“Oh don’t worry,” Erica said. “I’m sure I won’t mind working close with you.”

I stood there dumbfounded for a moment. Had she really just said that? That couldn’t possibly just be my imagination. Then I took hold of myself and headed to the supply closet with Erica in tow, and the entire way I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched.

I liked that feeling, dangerous as it was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Blowing Off Steam

 

This internship was going to be pure torture. I felt my heart jumping into my throat when it turned out this Nicole girl I was going to be working under for the next couple of months was none other than the very same girl I’d seen when I was getting onto the elevator with the Pervatron 5000 yesterday. This definitely made this whole internship thing a hell of a lot more interesting than I thought it was going to be.

And it seemed like there was so much going on here. So much under the surface that I was just beginning to understand. I still had no idea what the hell was going on with this Christine lady. Nicole seemed terrified of her, but then she blows in with smiles treating me like I’m a long lost best friend or something.

It was almost enough to make me think she knew who I was, but of course that was impossible. Dad had presumably gone to great lengths to make sure not even a hint of a rumor that his daughter was somewhere in the building would get out. What was the point of sending me out to anonymously survey his domain if he didn’t pull something like that? And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a leak somewhere.

“So if you look at the column there, we just have to make sure it matches the numbers in this column over here. Otherwise it means someone from up on ten is trying to pull a fast one by massaging their numbers, and that’s the sort of stuff that gets people investigated by the feds for fraud.”

I shook my head and glanced over Nicole’s shoulder again. Tried to concentrate on what she was trying to teach me about what they did in this department rather than concentrating on how nice she smelled. On the view that I had where I could almost see down her shirt as I leaned over her. I wondered if she was doing that on purpose, because it was driving me wild and making it very difficult for me to concentrate on important stuff like the job at hand or what the hell was going on here on the seventh floor.

I glanced at the clock down in the corner of her computer. I was forced to look at her screen because they weren’t going to be able to get a laptop up here for me until at least tomorrow at the earliest. From the way Nicole talked it seemed like it might be even longer. I got the impression that getting supplies wasn’t considered very important on this floor which seemed ridiculous. Everyone was supposed to get the equipment to do their job if they needed it. Just one more mystery for this floor that had me wondering what the hell was going on here.

Yeah, I could see why dear old dad would want to send me down here. There was definitely something going on here, and if I wasn’t seeing it being right here on the floor then I could definitely see why things were being hidden from upper management. And I had a feeling that Christine girl was at the center of everything, but I’d have to work on that.

Of course what I’d really like to work on is this Nicole girl. She had an unassuming beauty that drew me to her. I wanted to whirl her chair around and kiss her, and I was really fucking surprised at how intense that feeling was. I hadn’t expected to find that on a boring internship of all things.

“Y’know it’s getting close to five,” I said.

Nicole turned and looked at me, a sad smile on her face. “You can go at five if you want to, but I have so much crap to do that there’s not a chance I’m going to get out of here before eight or nine at the earliest.”

I blinked. That was ridiculous! “Does everyone have to work hours like that around here?”

Nicole rolled her eyes. “Not really. Just the people who were stupid enough to get in Christine’s crosshairs.”

“Really? How’d you do that? An argument or something?”

“I wish. I just did my work. And every time she brought something new for me to do I did that too. Before I knew it I was being loaded down with a bunch of her pet projects and now with managing an intern on top of that I’m just going to have to pull some long hours,” she said. “Not that I blame you or anything.”

"I know you don't blame me," I said. "I'm still sorry you have to put up with this."

I reached out and took her hand. Gave it a squeeze. Nicole looked over at me and her eyebrows raised in surprise. To be honest I was a little surprised that I was being that forward. After all, she was technically my boss. Taking her hand felt like the kind of personal gesture that was a little inappropriate for the workplace.

Not that I cared. It's not like they were going to fire me or anything. Or, at the very least, if they did get to the point where they were going to fire me I had a feeling dear old dad would step in and take care of business. Not many people enjoyed that sort of job security.

Nicole blushed and turned away from me. Started typing at her computer again. I let out a sigh of frustration and she turned back to me for a moment, but never once in that moment did her fingers stop dancing across her keyboard.

"Come on Nicole! You're young. Why don't you get out and live a little? Your work will be waiting for you in the morning!"

"You don't understand," she said. "If I don't do this then Christine will…"

"What? She'll yell at you more?"

Nicole looked back at her computer. Back at me. A smile split her face, and then she started giggling. I blinked in surprise. Giggling was the last reaction I expected, but it was infectious. A moment later we were both giggling and I was wiping a tear from my eyes, though I still had no idea what the hell was so damn funny.

"So are you going to tell me what the big joke is?" I asked.

"It's actually more depressing than it is a joke," Nicole said. "I was thinking about how I'm going to get yelled at by Christine and treated like shit whether or not I do her work. What’s the worst that could happen if I skip a night?"

"Well she could try and fire you," I said.

Of course what Nicole couldn’t know was nothing of the sort was going to happen to her if I had anything to say about it. Sure I didn't exactly have much pull within the organization. Not yet. Not until dear old dad decided to trust me with a little more in the way of responsibility. But I would go to the mats for her. She seemed like a good person. She was fun to be around her. She was so easy to talk to.

I'll be damned if I was going to let someone like that escape the company because she happened to have a bad boss. At least I told myself I was only doing it for selfless reasons. For the company. Because the other reasons I wanted to keep her around definitely weren’t workplace appropriate. The sort of thing dear old dad frowned on. Never mind all the fun he’d had with his secretaries over the years.

"I'm not worried about that," Nicole said with a dismissive wave and a snort that told me exactly what she thought about the idea of getting fired. "She wouldn't dream of firing the person who's doing all her grunt work. Besides, if she fires me the company will have to pay out all the vacation I've been saving up ever since I started working here. That would hit her budget so hard she’d probably get fired herself!"

More giggles. It felt good to laugh with Nicole. Though what I desperately wanted was to reach out and brush her hand again. I wanted to move my hand up and brush it along her cheek. Maybe wrap it around the back of her head and pull her against me.

No, that was getting into an area that was completely inappropriate. That was the sort of thing that could get us in trouble even if it was kind of hot thinking about being the naughty intern seducing the boss. And I wasn't sure I’d be able to do anything to save our jobs if I pushed one of my father's buttons like that.

I could giver her a little push to get out there and live a little though.

"So what do you think about hitting a bar near the office? I'm sure you know of a few good places to throw down and unwind!"

"What would make you say that?" Nicole asked.

"You seem like the kind of person who might need a drink or two when you get done with a day at the job."

I hated that anyone working for the company would feel like they needed to have a drink or two after a day at the job, but there wasn't anything I could do about it. Not now, at least. I could observe, though, and report on everything I saw. I was starting to wonder if maybe this Christine lady was the whole reason dad had sent me down to visit this particular department in the first place. I'd learned very early in life that he didn't leave much up to chance.

"I know a couple of places where we could stop and get a drink," Nicole said.

"What about dancing? The place definitely has to have dancing!"

Nicole blinked. "We’re in the business district. What makes you think anyplace around here would have dancing?"

"What? Are you telling me everybody decides they don't want to go out and have a good time when they get a real job? There's no meat market for people to meet up and hook up after work? Because if that's what you're saying, then I'm never leaving college ever!"

Nicole tapped a finger against her lips for a moment and then her face lit up. I was glad to see her face lighting up. I’d freely admit that I had an ulterior motive for getting her to a place like that. Sure I was enjoying my time with her, but I was also very interested in seeing what she looked like when she let loose. I had a feeling Nicole maybe had some moves, and they were moves I very much wanted to see.

Besides, I figured just watching her would be innocent enough. It seemed like it would be perfectly okay as long as we were doing it outside of the confines of the office. Outside of this building where dad's tendrils reached out into every facet of life. Sometimes I felt like he had eyes in the walls.

"I think I know a place like that," Nicole said. "But I'm sure it's not going to be like a college bar or anything like that. There might be people looking to hook up after work, but these are old boring people with jobs who have to be back at the office first thing in the morning."

"It sounds wonderful," I said.

And so I found myself sitting at a dive bar not too far from the building. At least it was a dive by the standards of the campus bars I was used to, and that was saying something. But they did have a dance floor. I suppose I'd asked for a dance floor. I just never specified that it had to be a dance floor in a moderately classy joint.

I took a sip of my beer and looked out over the crowd.

"This is a lot more depressing than I thought it would be when I asked you to take me here," I said. Looking out at the dance floor wasn’t putting me in a mood to go out there myself. Nicole certainly wasn’t making any move out there. She seemed just fine hanging out by the bar nursing a beer.

Damn it.

"Hey, you asked for dancing. You didn't say it had to be pretty," Nicole replied right back.

I smiled and raised my beer in a salute to her and the echo of my own thoughts. I suppose the old phrase about being careful what you asked for were still true. Or maybe it was be careful what you wished for. It worked just the same in this situation.

Well if dancing wasn’t in the cards then at least I could go for conversation. Figure out what made Nicole tick.

"So what did you want to do before you got stuck working for dragon lady?" I asked.

Nicole looked out over the dance floor and sighed. A bunch of middle-aged or older people out there busting a move to songs that hadn’t been popular on the charts for at least a couple decades. Probably not since before I was born.

"Certainly not working for dragon lady," Nicole said. "I suppose it's the usual stuff. Do my job. Be good at it. Go up the corporate ladder and be recognized for my accomplishments."

She punctuated that last bit by letting out a sarcastic "ha!" I smiled and shook my head. It was a shame a talent like this was being wasted because of poor middle-management.

"You never know," I said. "Maybe something good will happen to you eventually."

"At this company?" Nicole asked. "I don't see that happening. But it's a nice stepping stone. A job you put up with for a couple of years while you frantically look for work somewhere else where your boss isn’t a total bitch!" She frowned. “Assuming your current total bitch of a boss doesn’t do her best to sabotage you when you move. People stopped telling her where they were going after she called one place and lied through her teeth to tank some guy’s job offer. I still don’t know how she didn’t get sued for that one.”

I shook my head and raised my beer one final time. They clinked together. "Here's to not working for total bitches!"

"No worries about having that experience while you're working as my intern," she said. And then she surprised me by kicking her head back and downing her entire bottle of beer. My eyes went wide as I witnessed this incredible feat of alcohol consumption. She slammed the beer down and smiled.

"Come on! The night's just getting started!" Nicole said.

I had a brief thought in the back of my head that this was the sort of thing dad wouldn't approve of, but then I decided fuck it. My entire life had consisted of doing things he wouldn't approve of, and I didn't see why that should change now that I was working directly under his thumb.

And so I waved the bartender over and ordered another round. Nicole tried to protest, but I held up a hand and told her it was my treat. The night was young, after all, and I figured there would be plenty of time for her to pick up a round or two.

I don't know what I'd expected when I started my internship at the company, but it certainly wasn't this captivating girl sitting before me. Captivating? Yeah, I suppose that was the best way to describe her. I was intrigued. I wanted to get to know her better.

Whatever. Tonight was a night for having fun, getting blasted, and toasting our new working relationship. I just needed to remember to put particular emphasis on the working part of that phrase, lest I get myself in trouble.

But damn could I have some fun getting in trouble with this girl!
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