
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Whisky Lullaby
 
    
 
   Book 1
 
   Tennesse Series
 
   By
 
   Lexy Timms
 
   Copyright 2015 by Lexy Timms
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\1Summer Covers2015\BookCoverBD\Whisky Lullaby E-Book Cover.jpg] 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\1Summer Covers2015\BookCoverBD\Whisky Lullaby Facebook Cover Art.jpg] 
 
    
 
   All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
 
   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to an actual person, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.
 
    
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   Copyright 2015 by Lexy Timms
 
   


 
   
  
 

Tennessee Romance Series
 
    
 
   Whisky Lullaby
 
   Book 1
 
    
 
   US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/
 
   UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/
 
    
 
   Whisky Melody
 
   Book 2
 
   Coming December 2015
 
    
 
   US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/ 
 
   UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/ 
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\1Summer Covers2015\BookCoverBD\Whisky Lullaby 3D Image of Book Cover Black.png] [image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\1Summer Covers2015\BookCoverBD\Whisky Melody 3D Image of Book Cover Black.jpg] 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



[image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\1Summer Covers2015\BookCoverBD\Whisky Lullaby 3D Image of Book Cover Black.png]
 
   
  
 

Find Lexy Timms:
 
    
 
   Lexy Timms Newsletter:
 
   http://eepurl.com/9i0vD
 
    
 
   Lexy Timms Facebook Page:
 
   https://www.facebook.com/SavingForever
 
    
 
   Lexy Timms Website:
 
   http://lexytimms.wix.com/savingforever
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Contents
 
   Tennessee Romance Series
 
   Find Lexy Timms:
 
   Description:
 
   Songs Featured in Whisky Lullaby
 
   Musical Terms of Note
 
   Prologue
 
   Chapter One
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Chapter 4
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Chapter 8
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Chapter 11
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Chapter 13
 
   Chapter 14
 
   Chapter 15
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Excerpt from THE BOSS
 
   Description:
 
   The Boss Excerpt Chapter 1
 
   The Boss Excerpt Chapter 2
 
   The Boss Excerpt Chapter 3
 
   The Boss Excerpt Chapter 4
 
   More by Lexy Timms:
 
   Coming Soon:
 
   Find Lexy Timms:
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



[image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\1Summer Covers2015\BookCoverBD\Whisky Lullaby 3D Image of Book Cover Black.png]
 
   
  
 

Description:
 
    
 
   From Best Selling Author, Lexy Timms comes a new adult rock star romance. 
 
    
 
   Hot lead singer, Logan Murphy of Whisky Lullaby, has secrets he doesn’t want his fans, or band mates to know. 
 
    
 
   In walks Ashley Slater, with her Juilliard upbringing and classical sweetness that Logan can stop thinking about.
 
    
 
   Just kicked out of the band, Logan’s step-brother, Charlie, doesn’t seem to have a worry in the world, except wanting what Logan wants.
 
    
 
   Follow their journey in this rock star romance as the world tilts in a new direction.
 
   
** Whisky Lullaby is book 1 in the Tennessee Romance series. All your questions won't be answered in the first book. It may end on a cliffhanger. 
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Songs Featured in Whisky Lullaby
 
    
 
   Little Lion Man by Mumford and Sons
 
   The Cave by Mumford and Sons
 
   Stubborn Love by The Lumineers
 
   Home by Edward Shape & the Magnetic Zeros
 
   Bridge by Boy and Bear
 
   Rolling in the Deep by Adele
 
   Rather Be by Clean Bandit
 
   Eleanor Rigby by the Beatles
 
   Clair de Lune by Claude Debussy
 
   Autumn by Antonio Vivaldi
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Musical Terms of Note
 
    
 
   Accelerando- Italian word that means to play faster, music will pick up speed at an increasing rate.
 
   Accompaniment- A part of an additional performer to support and enhance a musical piece.
 
   Air- A tune or melody for an instrument.
 
   Aria- A song performed in an opera.
 
   Allemande- A German dance from the Baroque era performed in 4/4 time and of moderate speed and tempo. 
 
   Anthem- A short vocal composition for a full choir. A song full of pride and soul. 
 
   Arabesque- Elaborate piano pieces of the early 19th or 20th centuries in the style of Claude Debussy.
 
   Ballad- A folk song with four pieces from the 14th and 15th centuries.
 
   Beat- The pulse of the music.
 
   Brass- Brass section of the orchestra that features instruments such as trumpets, trombones, tubas and French horns.
 
   Brio- An introduction to a piece that is played with brilliance and fire.
 
   Cello- A member of the string instrumental family, and provides one of the deepest tones from a string instrument.
 
   Chord- the Simultaneous sound of two or more notes.
 
   Clef- The five lines used in musical notation.
 
   Duet- A musical piece for two performers.
 
   Fiddle- A folk instrument with an earthy tone.
 
   Fuocoso- To play with passion, fiery.
 
   Grave- To play slow and solemn.
 
   Harmony- The flow of two or more notes in a song.
 
   Hymn- A song of praise.
 
   Interlude- Music between acts.
 
   Jig- A lively dance.
 
   Metronome- A device that helps a musician time beats.
 
   Note- A single sound of music.
 
   Octave- The interval of an eighth, which jumps from a high note to a low note, or vice versa.
 
   Quartet- Composition for four musicians.
 
   Rhapsody- A work free in form and inspiration.
 
   Sonata- Music that is to be played rather than sung.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Prologue
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Fuocoso. It’s the Italian word for fiery. To play with passion. 
 
   Only the best musicians know that it isn’t enough to simply sing an elegant harmony or string together notes to create a beautiful song. To achieve the absolute nirvana, the ultimate in creative highs, you must feel your music with all your heart and soul. A song isn’t born from a set of lips. In the hallowed halls of the heart, mixed with love, sorrow, heartache and Spitfire, that is where the song is born. The deepest yearning of the heart can make a poet out of any of us, but when the ache of love and sorrow ravages the soul of the musician, it heightens the depth of their song. It takes the listener through the lows of their despair and the echelon of their joy. 
 
   Lonely is the artist who sings a song that no one else understands. You might as well speak another language. Your razor-sharp lyrics fall on deaf eyes. The world is blind to the passion and the creativity that pours from you. But when there is another soul who understands… When a song touches another heart as deeply and significantly as it has touched your own, it creates a connection. A spark is ignited that no one can extinguish. 
 
   It doesn’t matter what walk of life you come from, what music you prefer, or what tiny blip of the map you’re from. Music transcends barriers. It breaks down walls, blends genres and translates languages. The strum of my banjo and the melody of my songs come straight from the heart, deep within my soul – my inner being I’m still finding. 
 
   When was the last time you felt something that real. That raw? 
 
   For me, it’s every single time I’m on the stage.
 
   -Logan Murphy, lead singer of Whisky Lullaby
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   Tennessee State University
 
   3500 John A. Merritt Boulevard
 
   Nashville, TN 37209
 
   Miss Ashley Slater
 
   291 7th Avenue
 
   New York City, NY 10001
 
    
 
   Dear Miss Slater, 
 
   Congratulations! You have been accepted to Tennessee State University. On behalf of TSU’s Admissions Committee and the entire University staff, I am pleased to extend this offer of admission. Welcome to Tennessee State University, home of the Tennessee Tigers! We were impressed with your application and you will make a fine addition to our music program. We expect that your creativity and intellectual strengths will be given an environment where it can flourish and grow. Here at Tennessee State University, you can expect hard work, a busy class roster, and a thriving student population. More importantly, you can expect to find opportunities for advanced learning, plenty of room for growth and an award-winning music program which you will make a proud addition to. 
 
   Enclosed you will find a packet of documents which we think you will find informative. Please send back your intent form as soon as you can. This will initiate the process of enrolling in the Fall 2015 semester. 
 
   We look forward to seeing you in the fall!
 
   Kind Regards, 
 
   Dean Paul Schaeffer 
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Chapter One
 
   Little Lion Man
 
    
 
   Ashley Slater’s pink manicured nails tapped nervously against the cracking leather seat of the taxi. Her legs bounced with anxiety as she peered out her window. It was as if she was stepping into a whole new world. Brushing her hands against the material of her skinny jeans, she tried to calm herself as the taxi came to an abrupt stop outside the administration building. It seemed like just yesterday she received her acceptance letter from Tennessee State University. Her parents were so proud. While it wasn’t Juilliard like they had planned, Ashley was attending TSU with a full scholarship. 
 
   Nashville would certainly be different than the life she was used to in New York. She had left the hustle and bustle of Manhattan, the bright lights of Times Square and the cool hot spots in SoHo behind her. She had never ventured south of the Mason-Dixon Line before, so she was unsure of what to expect. She knew one person on the entire campus – her cousin Kaylee, who she had only met once before at a family reunion. Butterflies swirled in Ashley’s stomach as the driver announced the cost of her fair from McGhee-Tyson Airport. 
 
   “That’ll be thirteen fifty, Miss…” the driver said in a raspy voice. His thick southern accent sounded foreign to Ashley’s ears. 
 
   “Pardon?” Ashley asked, broken from her thoughts. 
 
   “Thirteen fifty… for the ride,” the driver restated, sounding agitated that he had to repeat himself. 
 
   “Oh yes… Sorry,” Ashley said, feeling embarrassed as her face burned. She began to rifle through her purse and pulled out a crumpled twenty-dollar bill. “Here. Keep the change.”
 
   The door of the cab creaked open as Ashley stepped out, the sole of her Chuck Taylors hitting the hard pavement outside the cab. She cast a nervous glance at her surroundings. The cab driver popped the trunk of the cab as he went around to the back of the vehicle to retrieve Ashley’s luggage. Looking around at the bustling campus, Ashley couldn’t help but feel like she had stepped into a whole new world. 
 
   Nashville’s going to be so different than New York City. She knew her eyes were big and wide. Thankfully her sunglasses hid the newbie-in-town expression.
 
   The campus was jumping with activity. A couple of athletic guys tossed a football haphazardly through the crowd of people. A group of sophomore girls chattered loudly and one of them narrowly avoided getting hit in the head by the football. Packs of students roved across the quad, and a rag tag band of musicians sat on the steps of the administration building. They played on guitars and banjos and seemed more of a folk rock group. 
 
   We don’t have many of them up in NYC. They played a song she faintly recognized. It was “The Cave” by Mumford and Sons. Ashley loved Mumford. She took comfort in the fact that maybe she had something in common with someone at this school. Five minutes ago, she didn’t think it was possible. 
 
   “Here ya go, Miss…” the driver said as he stacked her luggage on the curb. The pot-bellied driver pulled out a large black case, which held her precious cargo inside. 
 
   “Be careful! Please,” Ashley exclaimed as the man proceeded to drop the cello to the ground. She tried not to sound bitchy when she said it, but the contents of the case were more precious than life itself. She tended to be more than a little vigilant when it came to protecting her antique Cello.
 
   The taxi driver didn’t even notice her concern as he let the large case fall.
 
   “Are you kidding me?!” Ashley cried as she caught her instrument mid-air. “This is a vintage 1922 Cello from Prague!” 
 
   “A wha—?” The driver glared at her with broad, clueless eyes.  
 
   “Never mind. Just… never mind.” Ashley rolled her eyes as she collected her luggage off the sidewalk. 
 
   She steadied her cello as she cast a heated look at the driver. Raising his bushy eyebrows in surprise, the cab driver quickly muttered, “Err…. Sorry there, Miss.”
 
   Before Ashley could reply, she and her cello fell crashing to the hard pavement. 
 
   Everything happened so quickly, like a blur. 
 
   The palms of Ashley’s hands seared with pain as they clashed against the hard cement. One of the students who was haphazardly passing the football across the lawn had crashed hard, right into Ashley, sending her petite frame falling to the ground. Her cello hit the ground with a loud thud. 
 
   “My bad,” the brawny sophomore said, not even bothering to apologize to Ashley or help her up. 
 
   “Jesus,” Ashley griped as she glared up at the boy, shocked he didn’t bother to offer a hand to help her. “No manners!” She’d grown up in the Big Apple, ignorance and rude jackasses should be second nature to her by now.
 
   As she watched the boy run away with his football in his hands, Ashley could feel the burn of embarrassment warm her rosy cheeks. If this is any indication of what’s to come, maybe I should just hop right back in the cab and go home now. 
 
   The music that had been playing suddenly stopped. 
 
   Ashley could sense before she heard a set of approaching footsteps. She covered her eyes to block out the sun. She couldn’t see who it was thanks to the glare, but suddenly she no longer had a need to shield her eyes. Someone’s large frame effectively blocked it out for her. 
 
   Oh, great. Mortification Station, here I come. 
 
   As the person reached out a helping hand to lift Ashley to her feet, her eyes met a handsome, friendly face. Shocked silent by the warm chestnut brown hue of his eyes, Ashley Slater decided she had laid eyes on the most gorgeous man she had ever seen in her life. He had a toned physique and light brown hair that poked out of a tan skully hat. His black Boy & Bear concert t-shirt stretched taut across his toned chest. What struck Ashley most though, was the kind look in his eyes, like looking right into his soul. 
 
   “Don’t mind Charlie,” he said in a raspy voice with a deep southern twang. 
 
   “Charlie?” Ashley asked, sounding confused and disoriented. 
 
   “Yeah, the goon who just barreled you down. That’s my stepbrother, Charlie.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes zoned from one brother’s face to the other. She wondered how one brother could be so damn rude and the other so unbelievably polite.
 
   “What’s your name?” the stranger asked, his brows raised once he had let his eyes run down and then up the length of her to assess she was all right. 
 
   Blushing, she blinked and stared at his chest. “Ashley Slater.”
 
   The boy laughed. 
 
   Ashley wasn’t sure if she should be embarrassed or amused. While her mind waged war with her emotions, Mr. Handsome pushed his hand forward. 
 
   “Logan Murphy,” he said as he held his hand out. 
 
   Before she had the chance to thank Logan or even shake his hand, someone else distracted him. Logan’s music ensemble began to play again and in the blink of an eye, Logan left Ashley’s side to resume the song he was singing, Little Lion Man. She smiled at Logan as he sang the familiar lyrics. She absolutely adored that song. Even after the radios had overplayed the song, airing it every half hour or so during prime listening times, she still got excited every single time it came on the radio or her iPod.
 
   She stood finally and checked her palms to make sure they were all right, all the while listening to Logan. She decided he had a voice like velvet. Picking up her cello, she watched Logan’s hands carefully pluck at his banjo. His fingers manipulated the strings masterfully, causing warmth to awaken in her. As a musician herself, there was something about watching other musicians who felt the heartbeat of the tempo as deeply as she did. 
 
   For a moment, Ashley lost herself in the music. Closing her eyes, she let the rhythm ease her mind. As the song progressed, her heart quickened, and excitement raced throughout her body. There was nothing quite like the thrill that good music gave her. 
 
   The moment was short-lived. 
 
   “ASHLEY! Oh, em gee! Is that you?!” a shrill voice called, causing a migraine to form in Ashley’s head and instantly breaking her from the moment of reflection.
 
   Turning her head, she laughed as she took in the sight of her cousin, Kaylee, dressed in light blue denim and a fluorescent orange TSU t-shirt. Bouncing up and down on her high heel pumps, Kaylee could only be described as a blonde burst of energy. Teetering precariously down the stone path with a bright pink backpack on her right shoulder, Kaylee couldn’t hide how psyched she was to see her cousin. They had only met once before, but Kaylee acted as if they were very best friends. 
 
   The two girls couldn’t be more different if they tried. Honestly, they were like night and day.  Where Ashley was more introverted and reflective, Kaylee was loud and outgoing. Even their appearances contrasted. Ashley had beautiful long raven waves, while Kaylee had adorable shoulder length blonde hair with platinum highlights.  It didn’t matter. They were family.
 
   Ashley hugged her cousin and smiled, happy to see a familiar face. 
 
   “How was your flight?!” Kaylee asked with an excited look upon her face. 
 
   “Not bad. A little turbulence.” 
 
   “Ugh… Turbulence!” Kaylee groaned. “I wouldn’t fly if the airline paid me!” 
 
   “Well, it was either that or a 14-hour drive down from New York.” 
 
   “Oooh, road trips! I love those!” Kaylee insisted. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure a solitary road trip isn’t nearly as fun.”
 
   “True that. I’d make my own party, though! So what’s going on?” Kaylee asked, as if she didn’t see all of Ashley’s luggage on the curb. 
 
   “Well, maybe you can help me find our dorm? I want to get this stuff off the sidewalk.” Ashley looked down at all of her belongings strewn across the pavement. 
 
   “Oh, yeah. Duh! Look at all your stuff!” Kaylee replied simply as she looked down at Ashley’s suitcases, backpack and now dented cello case. “C’mon, I’ll show you to our suite.”
 
   “Suite?” Ashley replied with a surprised tone of voice. Fancy! She smiled. Finally, my spoiled cousin’s benefits’ll rub off on me! She didn’t come from a meager upbringing, but she wasn’t spoiled by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
   Kaylee was another story entirely. She was a daddy’s girl, and she took full advantage of it. “Yeah! My dad splurged to make sure we had enough space,” Kaylee said in a bubbly tone of voice, which made her head bobble as she spoke.
 
   “Sweet!” Ashley followed her cousin down the long path towards McCarron Hall, lugging her suitcases and cello behind her. Kaylee carried her backpack without offering Ashley any help.
 
   “It’s just over here. We’re right in the middle of all the action,” Kaylee explained as she danced around the hordes of students.
 
   Ashley followed Kaylee into the lobby of McCarron Hall. They weaved their way through the crowds of students. Some were making their way to who knew where. Others were slumped in overstuffed armchairs chatting and laughing loudly with friends. There was a big screen TV on the wall, and several juniors were playing a raucous game of baseball on a Wii. The room erupted into rowdy cheers, applause and boos as a burly looking student hit a grand slam. 
 
   Kaylee pressed a manicured finger on the up button on the elevator panel as she impatiently waited for the lift to come.
 
   “Is it always this loud?!” Ashley leaned a bag on the wall by the elevator. 
 
   “What?!” Kaylee yelled over the noise.
 
   “Is it always this loud?!” Ashley repeated. 
 
   “Oh, this?!” Kaylee shouted.  “This is nothing! Wait ‘til you see what the weekends are like!”
 
   Oh, hell, Ashley thought as the noise level in the room threatened to shatter her ear drums.  She liked music. This… this was definitely not a melody of any kind.
 
   The elevator dinged and Ashley stepped forward, ready to embrace and ready to run from her future all in the same moment.  
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   Rock Star Royale
 
   1700 Roosevelt Parish Avenue 
 
   Nashville, Tennessee  
 
   Dear Mr. Logan Murphy,   
 
   We, the esteemed council gods of the Rock Star Royale, welcome you and your bandmates of Whisky Lullaby, to attend an audition for the 12th annual Rock Star Royale. Popularity is high, the competition is steep, and acceptance is not guaranteed. Bring your A game, your best songs and get ready to perform. To get to the big show, you’ll have to impress the judges!  
 
   We look forward to seeing Whisky Lullaby in action! Below you will find all the details for your appointment. Don’t be late.  
 
   Band or Artist Name: Whisky Lullaby 
 
   Genre: Modern Folk Badassery (artist’s definition – not ours) 
 
   Band Members: Logan Murphy, Charlie Murphy, Gavin Leary, Chris Brierson, Dale Malloy and Zip Culbertson 
 
   Please note: All band members must be present at the audition. If all six members of Whisky Lullaby are not in attendance, you will forfeit this opportunity. Replacements are fine. No shows are not.
 
   Appointment: September 30, 2015, 1:00 PM sharp  
 
   Please pay your registration fee of $500 at the front desk of Pressley Hall before arriving for your audition.  
 
   We look forward to seeing you!  
 
   Best,   
 
   Lee Banes, Rock Star Royale Council God and Lead Singer for the Hammerheads 
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Chapter 2
 
   Head Full of Doubt/Road Full of Promise
 
    
 
   Logan Murphy lowered his banjo to his side as he glared up at the red rust horizon. Brushing the sweat from his brow, his fellow bandmate, Dale, gave him a knowing look. 
 
   “Meet up at the Cave tonight?” Dale asked as he nudged Logan in his side. 
 
   Logan laughed, but it was delayed. Dale had clearly broken him from his thoughts. 
 
   “Don’t think on it too much. Go do what you gotta do. We’re not going to be stuck here forever, you know.”
 
   “I know... It’s fine. I’m fine,” Logan stammered, trying to assure more than just Dale. It sounded as if he was trying to reassure himself, too. 
 
   “Aye,” Zip, another bandmate spoke up, catching Logan’s attention. “Heard anything on the Royale?”
 
   “We ain’t gonna get in,” Dale said flatly as he sucked on the end of his cigarette. He blew smoke through his lips as he rolled his eyes in a petulant manner. 
 
   “You don’t know that,” Gavin insisted, as he ran his fingers through his long blonde hair. 
 
   “Actually, I did hear something.” Logan rested his banjo in its case. Reaching into his jean pocket, he pulled out a piece of paper that had been folded into four quarters. 
 
   “What’s that?!” Dale asked loudly, as if he didn’t know. The excitement clearly written all over his face. 
 
   “We got in…” Logan said with an unreadable expression. “But there’s a problem…”
 
   “Problem? What problem?” Zip demanded to know. 
 
   “Yeah? What’s the problem?! We got in!” Dale belted out.
 
   “Imagine that. A folk band taking the Rock Star Royale by storm!” Gavin said as laughter boomed from his mouth. 
 
   “Well,” Logan began as he eyed the familiar piece of paper. He could probably restate the letter word for word. He had read it over fifty times. As the excitement wore off that his band had finally landed an audition with Nashville’s hottest college music competition, Logan was struck with sticker shock. “Shit, man…” Logan griped as he rubbed the back of his head with one hand. 
 
   “What? What is it?!” Gavin frowned. “You look like you’re about to have a stroke!” 
 
   “What’s your problem, dude?” Zip gave Logan a look as if he thought Logan was insane. 
 
   “There’s a catch…” Logan began. “We have an audition, but only if we can pay the registration fee.”
 
   The other band members began to chat amongst each other loudly. 
 
   “How much can it be?! We can pool the money together!” Gavin clapped his hands. 
 
   “Right! I’ve got some cheddar stashed away.” Zip reached into the back of his jeans pocket. 
 
   “I’m working part time at the Cave now, I can throw loot in,” Dale said, sounding confident that he could help out. 
 
   “How much is it?” Zip butted out his cigarette on the side of the grey boulder he sat upon. His face was the only one to match Logan’s. Unsure, untrusting and hopeless.
 
   “Yeah, what’s the damage?” Gavin asked. “Fifty bucks. Hundred?”
 
   Logan laughed as his eyes scanned the number again. He had read the letter at least a hundred times, not fifty. He didn’t know why he expected the number to miraculously read different. There it sat in big bold numbers – five hundred bucks. He thought he was going to be physically ill. He wanted this so bad and knew it would never happen. He dryly watched the faces of his fellow band members. “Five hundred bucks.” 
 
   “Holy shit!” Zip barked as he choked down air. 
 
   “Are they insane?” Gavin shook his head. 
 
   “That’s how much we’re payin’ in rent!” Dale complained. 
 
   “Like I said,” Logan explained. “It’s a problem.” 
 
   “We can try to pick up some gigs at the Cave…” Gavin suggested, always refusing to be beat down. 
 
   “Open mic night guarantees some good tips…” Dale offered quietly. He didn’t look very hopeful. 
 
   “Not $500 good…” Logan mumbled and stared down at the letter in his hands. 
 
   “No, but every little bit adds up,” Gavin rebutted. “I’m not throwing the towel in just yet.” 
 
   Logan looked his bandmate squarely in the eyes. There was a spark of hope in Gavin’s eyes that Logan had allowed to fade from his own. Damn that spark’s contagious! Logan wondered if he should just let his instincts guide him instead of listening to the objective, but boring, voice inside his head. 
 
   “If we had another roommate, we could probably make this work,” Gavin said bluntly as he cast a look over at Logan. 
 
   “Yeah!” Dale shouted. He shot a look at Logan as his brows pressed together. “Logan, why’re you still living with the parents, anyway? The rest of the band lives together. We need our lead there, too.”
 
   Logan sighed heavily. He had his reasons for not moving out sooner. He didn’t voice his concerns out loud because he didn’t want to be perceived as weak or troubled. Girls talked about their problems. Men took care of business. “It’s not going to help us cover the cost of the competition.” Simple math equaled easy answer.
 
   “Dude! It would be the best! It’s a three bedroom flat. It’s huge. Zip’s hardly ever there. You’d have the back room all to yourself.” Gavin tried egging his best buddy on. 
 
   “Ass-wipe!” Logan called out, chuckling. “I’ve been to the apartment before! We practice there three times a week!” 
 
   “We’d be able to pull together the money for the competition. Less rent with one more living there.” Dale grabbed his phone and tapped into it. He held it up to show the others the Facebook update: ROCK STAR ROYALE… HOPE YOU’RE READY FOR WHISKY LULLABY!
 
   “Did you really just make that public?” Logan rolled his eyes but smiled anyway. “We haven’t even made our minds up yet.”
 
   “It’s decided!” Gavin let out a whoop. “Pack your bags, Murphy! You’re movin’ in!”
 
   Logan swallowed hard as his stomach twisted into knots. He knew he deserved to live his own life, but he had responsibilities, too. Logan couldn’t shake the feeling that no matter what he chose, someone was bound to get hurt.
 
   In that moment, Logan Murphy decided he was going to live for himself for once. “All right, I’m in…” Logan said with a sheepish grin on his face. “There’s one other problem though…”
 
   “What?” Gavin rolled his eyes. “Damn, do you always have to be full of doom and gloom?”
 
   “We need a replacement for Charlie,” Logan remarked with a serious look on his face. 
 
   “So let’s recruit somebody…” Dale shrugged like it was no big deal. 
 
   “Yeah, buddy!” Gavin yelled loudly as he slapped his friend on the back. “I say we scout out the cheerleading squad!”
 
   The group nodded in agreement, but knew it had nothing to do with musical ability.
 
   “So when are you moving in?” Zip started cleaning up, practice clearly over. 
 
   “Tonight,” Logan said seriously. There was no sense in waiting. “I just have to break the news to my mother.”
 
   Zip jumped off the school steps where he had been chilling. He stood barely an inch away from Logan’s face. “Shut the front door!” 
 
   Dale, looking dimly as always, raised his eyebrows. “Wait, what’s happening here? Did hell freeze over? Logan’s moving out of his momma’s house?”
 
   Logan shrugged his left shoulder, playing off the jab from his friend, preferring to let the happiness of the situation envelope him. Sometimes, even for an eighteen year old as responsible as Logan Murphy, it felt good to be a wild and carefree kid. 
 
   The only problem was, Logan Murphy was not a wild and carefree kid.
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Chapter 3
 
   Welcome Home
 
    
 
   Kaylee led the way down the long hallway towards suite 3J. Her heels clacked loudly against the brightly polished white linoleum floors. Ashley, following quite a bit behind her cousin as she lugged her stuff, gawked at her surroundings. It was impossible not to be intimidated by the experience. Both male and female students wandered the halls without a care in the world. A muscle-bound jock strolled toward them wearing nothing more than a crisp white beach towel and a pair of flip flops. He sauntered down the hall winking at a few of the girls that gawked his way. 
 
   Kaylee recognized the face and rolled her eyes heavenward. Geesh! This guy thinks he’s what women want? 
 
   “Char-lie…” Kaylee crooned as towel guy strolled past. 
 
   “Babes!” Charlie called out as he planted a loud kiss on Kaylee’s cheek. 
 
   “Have you met my cousin yet?” Kaylee asked as she giggled and then looked back at Ashley. 
 
   Ashley, meanwhile, kept moving her eyes to the floor, the ceiling, the end of the hallway. She’d look at anything just to keep her eyes from zoning in on Charlie. 
 
   “Oh, yeah… I think we met earlier… Hey new girl,” Charlie said with a chuckle. “I kind of ran her over on the lawn.” He winked at her. “She kinda fell for me.”
 
   Oh, hell. Mortification Station part two. “Yeah, you never did say sorry,” Ashley snapped saucily as she shot him an irritated look. 
 
   “I totally did,” Charlie defended himself with a flippant tone of voice. 
 
   “Seriously, Char?” Kaylee grilled him. 
 
   “Babe. I totally did. I said ‘My bad’. I was totally polite.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Ashley perked up, sounding unimpressed. “Not quite the same thing. Your stepbrother Logan helped me up.” 
 
   “That’s Logan.” Charlie straightened as if the name only meant trouble. “Always the do-gooder.”
 
   “Ugh, do-gooders,” Kaylee complained in a facetious tone. “Always making the rest of us look like jerks.” 
 
   Ashley wondered if Kaylee realized how vapid she sounded. What’s wrong with a do-gooder? They looked out for others. Maybe they didn’t like being shown up. Meeting Logan had been the high point of Ashley’s day so far. “I happen to like do-gooders.” She arched an eyebrow. “Logan had the courtesy to make sure I was all right.”
 
   Charlie stared at Ashley with deer in the headlight eyes. Shrugging his shoulder, he quipped, “My bad.”
 
   Ashley covered her face with her free hand as she shook her head in disgust. Her cello rested against the wall and she had three suitcases balanced together by her left hand. Is this guy for real? 
 
   “You going to accept the apology or be rude and keep staring at my chest?” Charlie flexed his pecs and set his hand on his hips, giving Ashley a better view.
 
   She nodded her head quickly as her eyes darted away from his chest. I wonder if Logan looks that good without his t-shirt. She pushed the thought aside. She was here to play her cello, not daydream about hot boys’ chests.
 
   “Awww! So cute! You guys are friends already!” Kaylee gushed in a high-pitched voice as she stared at Ashley and Charlie. 
 
   Ashley wanted to take a pin to her cousin’s head to see if it would pop. “Oh, yes. Kaylee. The best of friends.” She didn’t try to hide the sarcasm in her voice. Charlie looked like mischief. Only trouble could come out of that.
 
   “Well, come on. Our suite is right down here. 3J,” Kaylee said as she strolled further up the hallway, her heels clacking loudly against the bright linoleum floor. 
 
   “My home away from home!” Charlie pronounced loudly. 
 
   Groaning louder than she meant to, Ashley grabbed her stuff again and followed her cousin up the hallway. “I foresee a lot of nights out in my future,” she mumbled.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
   “Out here is our living room,” Kaylee explained non-chalantly with a wave of her hand. “It’s nothing to write home about. My dad installed the 44-inch flat screen on the wall. We have HBO, Cinemax, Starz and Netflix. Oh! Plus, thanks to Charlie boy, Daddy sprung for an Xbox gold account.” 
 
   Charlie laughed loudly as he held up a hand for Ashley to slap, “Sa-weet! Am I right?” 
 
   Ashley stared at Charlie’s hand and forced herself to stop rolling her eyes. She needed to be more discrete. Deciding she needed to play nice, she met Charlie’s hand with her own, giving him the high five he wanted. She slapped it hard, leaving his palm red. She laughed as Charlie shook off the pain. 
 
   Nothing to write home about, huh? This is nicer than my living room at home. She gazed around the surprisingly spacious room. Weren’t dorm rooms supposed to be compact? My uncle’s wrapped around Kaylee’s little finger. He clearly shelled out a lot of cash for his princess’ comfort. 
 
   “How do you get any studying done with all this electronic goodness?” she asked as she eyed up the TV, the Xbox, and all the various other devices strewn around the living room. 
 
   “Huh?” Kaylee replied dumbly, clearly not understanding where her cousin was coming from. “It’s just a smart TV, an Xbox and an iPod dock. Totes not a big deal, cuz.”
 
   “It puts my cell phone to shame.” She knew she sounded miserable, but this was ridiculous. Way too over the top. 
 
   “You watch TV on your cell?” Charlie asked in a condescending tone. 
 
   “Well yeah… Mom doesn’t believe in having TV in the house. She thought it was a distraction.”
 
   “From what?” Charlie stretched his arm over the back of the couch, inviting her to join him.
 
   Ashley stayed standing. “From everything.”
 
   “And to think that your momma and my momma are sisters,” Kaylee said with a laugh. 
 
   The differences were certainly remarkable. Ashley moved past the neatly arranged sofas and followed Kaylee into the kitchenette. Charlie got up and followed too, still dressed in only his bath towel.
 
   Lifting an eyebrow saucily at him, Ashley asked, “Don’t you want to put on some shorts or something?” 
 
   “Am I making you uncomfortable?” Charlie smirked, a lame attempt at flirting.
 
   Kaylee laughed loudly. Apparently everything Charlie did was a hoot. 
 
   Without a blink, Ashley replied in a firm tone of voice, “Yes. You are… and that’s not a compliment.” 
 
   “Hooo! We’ve got a firecracker, Kay!” Charlie clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “All right ladies, I’ll be right back with some clothes. Don’t want to get kicked out or whipped by the freshman.” 
 
   “Thank bloody goodness,” Ashley mumbled under her breath, not loud enough for her cousin, or her dim-witted boyfriend to hear.  She watched in surprise as Charlie turned, not out of the suite, but into a bedroom just down the hallway. Hopefully to Kaylee’s bedroom. 
 
   Oh, you’ve got to be shitting me. Ashley groaned. 
 
   Kaylee appeared completely unaware. “So! We have a little kitchenette. No stove, but there is a micro fridge, a heavy duty microwave, and all the mac and cheese you can eat.” 
 
   “Yum…” Ashley replied, not knowing if her cousin knew mac and cheese was her go-to food of choice. She could be offered a prime rib or a hot bowl of macaroni and cheese, and Ashley would always choose the latter.
 
   Kaylee continued, “We have three bedrooms but no bath. You still have to use the bathrooms down the hallway. The back room is for studying or playing your thingy, so obviously, that’s all you.” 
 
   Is it sound proof?  Ashley nodded.
 
   “My room’s on the right, yours is on the left. The bathroom is down the hall. I would get some flip flops because those showers are gross!” Kaylee warned. 
 
   “Noted. Flip flops, disgusting showers.” She turned and reached for the handle of her cello case and her suitcases. “I’m going to unpack, I guess.” When Kaylee squeezed past her to go find Charlie, Ashley shrugged and followed. 
 
   She set the suitcases down so she could open her dorm room door and caught her breath as she straightened. Dorms were usually cramped, but her bedroom had space. A twin size bed sat tucked away in the corner by a set of windows. Crisp white linens covered it. Ashley assumed her Aunt Delilah must have freshened up the room before she came. Aunt Dee was famous for her southern hospitality, almost as well as her Southern Comfort. 
 
   “Awesome!” Ashley exhaled a breath of deep relief. It felt great to have a space of her own after traveling for so long and so far. This, by far, was the best part of her day.
 
   “All right, girl.” Kaylee popped her head in. “Quiet hour is eleven, so no playing that violin thingy after then.” She winked and disappeared shouting, “Charlie, ready or not, here I come!” 
 
   “It’s a cello, but thanks,” Ashley whispered before turning to start unpacking her things. 
 
   It wasn’t home, that was for sure. But it could be the start of something amazing. She pushed her shoulders back.
 
   Whatever would come, Ashley Slater intended to make the best of it.  
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Chapter 4
 
   Dust Bowl Dance
 
    
 
   “All right, Logan! Later, man!” Dale called out as his buddy got up to leave. 
 
   Logan slapped Dale’s hand and bid him adieu. “See you around nine at the Cave.” 
 
   “Word,” Zip called out, and he packed his cigarette against his hand. 
 
   Not giving his friends another look, Logan climbed on his black Harley, his banjo case strapped to his back. He sped off, leaving the serene campus quad behind him. He took a lot of heat from his friends for still living with his mother and his stepfather, but he knew it was all in fun. If they knew the real reason he was reluctant to leave, he was sure they wouldn’t be so quick to judge. Logan knew they were right, though. It was time for him to beat a path of his own, and with the opportunity of the Rock Star Royale coming up, it was too delicious to resist. The question was, how was he going to tell his mother?
 
   “Gently,” Logan whispered to no one. “Very gently.” He continued home in silence, the wind his only music.
 
   His Harley revved loudly as it flew down the old dirt road where he grew up. It was an hour ride from campus, sixty-six minutes by bike, but Defeated, Tennessee might as well be a galaxy away. The tiny country town was no man’s land. It seemed a land of broken dreams to Logan. It was easy to see why, too. No one ever left. No one ever “made it”. Even the ones with the best intentions and the brightest talent, somehow fell short. It was a looming reminder over Logan’s head every time he strode down Dust Bowl Road. 
 
   Was it a fool’s errand to think that he could actually be the one to make something of himself, when all the others had tried and failed? Logan had to forcefully shake these thoughts from his mind as he rode home from campus. With his friends at school, Logan was confident, self-assured and felt like he was building something important with the band members of Whisky Lullaby. Then when he went home, the spark that rested within his soul threatened to burn out when faced with the cool winds of hostility inside his mother’s house. 
 
   Logan’s stomach churned like a maelstrom just thinking about stepping inside. Some homes welcomed you. The Murphy house came with a warning. You could hear Logan’s stepfather’s demands from far down the country road. His mother’s house felt more like a war zone.
 
   Bringing his bike to a full grinding halt outside 24 Dust Bowl Road, Logan could hear the grating sound of his stepfather’s voice. 
 
   “Sally! We’re out of beer. Again!” the man’s voice screamed from the kitchen. The pure sound alone grated against Logan’s nerves and set him on edge. 
 
   Logan hated listening to his stepfather berate his mother. Asshole. “If you wouldn’t drink all the damn beer, you might have some left over, dumbass,” Logan spat through his teeth as he climbed up the rickety porch steps of his mother’s worn down white paneled house. The storm door groaned open as Logan cross the threshold, anxiety burning in his stomach. 
 
   “Oh, look!” Floyd yelled out loudly from the kitchen. “The prodigal son has graced us with his presence.” 
 
   Floyd was not a big man, but he had a personality as tall as the Empire State Building.  At one point long ago Logan would have said he thought Floyd was a good man. That point had long passed, though. After he lost his steady job at the oil fields in Oklahoma, he was home more often, and started drinking. That was five years ago. Floyd was now a full-blown alcoholic, and a mean drunk. All semblance of the man Logan remembered as a kid was gone. Just a devil remained. 
 
   Logan rolled his eyes at his stepfather’s comment. For someone who was complaining about not having any beer, Floyd sure seemed to have an abundance in his system. “Yup. I’m here. You can all rest easy now.” Logan’s voice was rampant with sarcasm as he gave his mother a wink. 
 
   “Hey sugar,” Sally said in a raspy voice that sounded nothing like the saccharin sweet voice of her youth. Decades of cigarette use had eroded it. Sally planted a kiss on Logan’s cheek as her son glared towards Floyd with animosity. 
 
   “Hey, boy!” 
 
   Logan heard Floyd loud and clear, but only glanced his way and didn’t reply. A cool look escaped from Logan’s eyes. All of the warmth that had been visible earlier was now gone. 
 
   “I said, hey boy!” Floyd called again as he rubbed a hand over his balding scalp. 
 
   Logan noticed his mother’s pretty face grow nervous. He sighed. Here we go again. “I know you ain’t talking to me, old man. Ain’t no little boys here.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Chill out and sober up, before you go and get the girls all upset.”
 
   The girls, referring to his mother and his younger sisters, Kelly and Tammy. Logan was fiercely protective of his mother and his sisters, and he hated how he had to continuously fight against his stepfather and his stepbrother to keep the peace. 
 
   “What did you say to me?” Floyd shot up straight as an arrow, popping his head out of the refrigerator. Fury burned in his dark beady eyes. “Don’t nobody talk to me like that in my house!” 
 
   “Your house?!” Logan hissed, clearly leaving his calm demeanor at the door. “My daddy built this house! You were a replacement! A bad one at that. Couldn’t even wait a year ‘til you moved in. He was supposedly your best friend! Some friend!” 
 
   “Logan, no!” Sally pleaded with her son to hold his tongue. She didn’t deny that he spoke the truth, she just didn’t want another fight to break out. 
 
   “No, Momma. Somebody’s got to stand up to him,” Logan said bluntly as he broke free of his mother’s grasp. 
 
   “That boy ain’t got no sense of responsibility. He’s a two-bit piece of shit that’s never gonna amount to anything.” He threw an empty beer bottle at Logan, who easily ducked it. “Git outta here, boy! Pack yer shit!” 
 
   “Don’t worry, I planned to anyway,” Logan mumbled, shooting his stepfather a look of pure hatred. He turned to leave and then looked back at his mother. “I wish you would wake up. You don’t deserve this and my little sisters can’t grow up like this. None of us deserved this.” 
 
   Floyd emerged from the kitchen with a pair of scissors in his hands. He snorted at Logan. “You’re too busy playing with that damn fiddle of yours to pay attention to anything ‘round here. If your lazy ass could work a full-time job we wouldn’t be drowning in debt.”
 
   “Floyd! It’s not his responsibility to hold up this family! It’s yours!” Sally spat out, a spike of courage growing seemingly out of nowhere. 
 
   Floyd raised his hand. “Woman, if I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it!”
 
   Logan stepped between them. “Go ahead, try and hit her. See what happens.” He’d rather go to jail than let that bastard of a man touch his mother.
 
   Logan’s sisters had come downstairs. His mother sat on her chair, unable to do anything. Logan turned around and motioned the girls to go back up. 
 
   He felt a tug at his back and heard the zipper on the bag still hanging on his back unzip. He tried to spin around to stop Floyd from getting what was inside.
 
   For a drunk person, Floyd had fine motor-control. He pulled the banjo out with one hand and slipped his fingers through the scissors with the other. In one quick motion he attacked the strings and snipped the chords before Logan had a chance to rip the banjo from his hand.
 
   Logan shuddered as the painful twang echoed in the kitchen.
 
   Floyd smirked.
 
   “Are you crazy?! What the hell!” Logan rushed forward and ripped his banjo from his stepfather’s grasp. He couldn’t breathe or think. His body went on automatic as he shoved the instrument back into its case. He zipped it up and slid it over his shoulders again. This was it. Never again. “I’m sorry, Momma. I have to go.”
 
   “Logan, no. Please don’t.”
 
   “Git the hell outta here! You’ll never amount to nothin’, stupid finger twiddling lazy shit!” Floyd raised the scissors. “Want me to cut you up like that banjo?” 
 
   Logan stomped to the door. “Tell the girls I love them.” He shoved it open without bothering to look back.
 
   Sally rushed out the front door as a light wind swept her hair and the hem of her dress. As Logan’s motorcycle revved loudly, Sally stroked a tear away. “It’s okay. Go. You’ll prove Floyd wrong. I know you will.”  
 
   Logan didn’t turn to look back or acknowledge he had heard her. He would. He’d make himself into something bigger than anyone. Or die trying.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Ashley neatly put away her belongings. She placed her clothing in the barren drawers of the bureau and set some family photos by her desk. Over her bed she hung posters of some of her favorite bands including Clean Bandit, Florence and the Machine, and Mumford and Sons. Near the door, she hung a poster of Beethoven’s Fifth with all the chords and transitions. On the bed, she ditched the sterile, lily white blanket for something with a little more character. Quickly, she smoothed the green and purple paisley comforter across the mattress, and plopped down two purple pillows she had brought from her bedroom at home. 
 
   “Almost like home,” Ashley said to herself with a smile.
 
   Flicking on her iPod, she danced around the space, happy with her newly found independence. As she found her voice and sung along to the lyrics, her cell phone vibrated. She turned the iPod speakers down. It was her mom calling.
 
   “Hey, Mom. I’m here!” 
 
   “Hi, honey. You were supposed to call me when you got in. I was worried.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, as soon as I got here, Kaylee had me busy.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure. That girl is a social butterfly! I think you two will get along well. Just be sure to keep up on your studies. You don’t want to lose that scholarship.” 
 
   “I know Mom…” 
 
   “Did your father call?”
 
   A lull fell over the silence. It was an uncomfortable topic for Ashley. Their separation, and then, ultimately, their divorce had been difficult. It had all come so seemingly out of the blue. She couldn’t understand how her mom never figured out her dad had a mistress all those years. She wondered if her mom even knew that her ex-husband had a second family. And while Nora and Ashley lived paycheck to paycheck, David’s other family lived like the upper crust on Park Avenue. It was a lot for Ashley to swallow. 
 
   “Ashley honey…” her mom repeated. “Did your father call?”
 
   She sighed. “He hasn’t. I don’t think he will. I think he’s still upset about Juilliard.”
 
   “Ahh, honey. I’m sure he’s pleased. You picked a good school. At the end of the day, it was your choice, not his.”
 
   “Yeah, it was my choice.”
 
   “I’ll miss you while you’re gone, but I’m glad you’re getting a different experience outside of New York.” 
 
   “I miss you too, Mom,” Ashley assured her.
 
   “Maybe you should try to give your father a call.” 
 
   Ashley sighed. She didn’t get why her mother cared so much. Not a cent of this college experience was coming from her father’s pocket. Ashley earned her education with scholarships and hard work.  “All right, I will in a bit.” She didn’t want to disappoint her mother. 
 
   “Give me a call tomorrow, after you’re done with your classes! I can’t wait to hear about them!” The enthusiasm in her voice was genuine.
 
   Ashley smiled. “Okay, Mom. Bye… Love you.” She hung up the phone as she reluctantly looked at a photo that sat on her bureau. Growing up, she had always been something of a daddy’s girl. She adored her father. David Slater was the type of father other kids dreamed of having themselves. He was playful, supportive, strong and funny. Although, Ashley was an only child at her parents’ townhouse, she was not David’s only child. Across town from their midtown townhouse, her father had another family – a beautiful wife, twin babies and even a golden retriever. The thought made Ashley sick to her stomach. She felt like everything her father had every told her was a lie. 
 
   Despite the battery acid feeling that swarmed in her stomach, Ashley picked up her iPhone again and dialed her father. She tried his cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail. Rolling her eyes, she pressed the end key and hit the number for his house. His mistress’ house phone. 
 
   Well, technically Corinna was his wife now. She waited for someone, anyone to pick up. After fifteen rings, the call went to voicemail: “Hi! You’ve reached the Slater Family! David! Corinna! And the boys! We’re not here right now, leave us a message and we’ll call you back! Bye!” The sugary sweet message made Ashley want to puke. 
 
   Stifling her sick feeling, Ashley managed to find some composure as the loud beep sounded in her ear. “Hey, it’s Ashley. Just wanted to let you know I arrived. Call me or… whatever. I have my cell.”
 
   She hung up the phone and dropped it down on her bureau. Giving her father’s photograph another glance, she placed the frame face down, so that she didn’t have to look at his face again until she was good and ready.  
 
   She moved away from the desk, dragging the chair with her. Pulling out her cello from the case, she decided that rather than bottling up her fears, she was going to release her anxiety through the intricate composition of Bach on her strings. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Look what the cat dragged in…” Dale nudged Zip as Logan strolled through the front door of the apartment with his banjo strapped to his back. Logan had an unreadable expression on his face, and he looked like he was in desperate need of a beer. 
 
   “Oh, shit…” Gavin shook his head. “Yo Dale, pop open a beer for ‘em.” 
 
   “Logan! Back so soon?” Zip didn’t get up from the couch but nodded at Logan. 
 
   “Yeah, looks like you have a new roommate for definite,” Logan said in a dry voice. 
 
   “Shut up!” Gavin laughed, trying to act like he didn’t see the dark look in his buddy’s eyes. 
 
   “You told your mom?” Dale handed Logan a tall, cold can of beer.
 
   “Yup and her grease monkey husband.” He popped open the can and slugged half of it back before dropping down onto the sunken plaid couch that had clearly seen better days. 
 
   Gavin followed suit, giving his friend a nervous look. “Wanna talk about it?” 
 
   “Hell no!” Logan took another swig of his beer, effectively dropping the subject and his dreary attitude. “But you can restring this for me.” He opened his bag and passed Gavin the banjo. 
 
   “What the hell did he do to it?!” 
 
   “Snipped it with a pair of scissors.”
 
   “Jackass! Mother-fucking jackass!” Gavin shook his head. “No worries. I’ll get you fixed. Have another beer while I do it.”  
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Chapter 5
 
   What He Wrote
 
    
 
   Ashley hadn’t realized how exhausted she was until her head hit the pillow last night. She slept soundly, a rarity for her, not even getting up once to use the bathroom. The sun had already peeked its bright rays through her sheer curtains. As her paisley blankets rose and fell, her alarm clock squawked loudly, effectively alerting her from a deep sleep. 
 
   “Already?” she griped as she sat up in bed. Rubbing her face, she shielded her eyes from the blinding light shining through the window. She stretched as a ferocious yawn ripped from her mouth. She felt well-rested but disoriented, only then remembering where she was. 
 
   “What time is it?” She looked around her room in confusion. Reaching for her cell phone, she glanced down at the face, and nearly jumped out of her skin. The clock read 8:01 A.M.
 
   “Shit!” Throwing her blankets off her body, she scrambled out of bed and hurried to get dressed. Her first class started at 8:30 and from studying the map last night before falling asleep, it was located clear across the campus. 
 
   “Crap! Crap! Crap!” she muttered as she rushed into the tiny kitchen. Kaylee and Charlie sat on the barstools sipping coffee, looking utterly put together. Kaylee wore jeans and a cute pink t-shirt. She looked like she’d just come from a modelling gig. Charlie too, except he just had jeans on and his muscular bare chest seemed chiseled to perfection. Ashley pretended not to notice.
 
   “I was going to wake you up, but…” Kaylee said as she watched her cousin rush through the suite. 
 
   “Next time you have my permission.” She looked around for her backpack. She’d grabbed it when she left her room, right? 
 
   “I figured you didn’t have class yet. You’re supposed to be the responsible one, remember?” Kaylee laughed. 
 
   “My brain must’ve forgot.” Ashley ran back to her bedroom and rolled her eyes. Not the right morning to be funny. She ran the warm faucet water onto a dry wash cloth. She quickly scrubbed her skin, promising herself to a fresh shower after class, when she had more time. She ran a brush through her long hair, pulled on a pair of skinny jeans, a cute pair of brown boots and an ivory top. Thankfully she’d picked her clothes out last night before going to bed.
 
   Sweeping the wash cloth across her face one last time, she grabbed her mascara. It was all she had time for… and maybe a touch of lip glass. She stared at her reflection in the mirror. She looked fine, smelled sweet thanks to her perfume, but inside she felt like a big gooey mess.
 
   It would have to do. 
 
   Fully dressed and beautified, she grabbed her book bag still sitting in her room and slung it over her left shoulder. She raced through the kitchenette, grabbed a bottled water and mumbled, “See ya!” 
 
   “Hey, don’t you want a Pop Tart or somethin’?” Charlie called, holding an unopened silver foil wrapper. 
 
   Rushing back, she snatched the Pop Tarts from Charlie’s hand and ripped it open. “Thanks! I’ve got class at 8:30!” She took a moment to stuff two giant bites in her mouth.
 
   “Shit, so do we, but we’re not having a heart attack.” Charlie laughed.
 
   Kaylee tutted and nodded at Ashley, her eyes still on Charlie’s. “She’s from New York City.” 
 
   A look of understanding crossed Charlie’s face. “Oh…. It’s all starting to make sense now.”
 
   Kaylee laughed as she pushed on Charlie’s chest. “Be nice, she’s family.” 
 
   “I know a thing or two about family.” Charlie snorted. “Look at my stepbrother. We’re like night and day.” 
 
   Kaylee stroked her finger down along Charlie’s stubble jawline. “Glad I found the handsome, fun one.”
 
   Stuffing another bite in her mouth, Ashley waved and raced out the door. What did Charlie mean about family? She and Kaylee were night and day different but similar in some ways as well. The mention of Logan brought a clear image of him to her mind. He was cute, but not like his stepbrother. She wasn’t interested. Plus, she didn’t have time to think about guys. She had a scholarship to keep.
 
   Shrugging it off, Ashley ran down the hall and pressed the down elevator. 
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Logan slumped down in a seat in the backrow of English Composition 101. He’d arrived right on time with a Red Bull in his hand, a marble composition notebook on the desk and a single sharpened pencil behind his ear. He didn’t recognize anybody else in the class, and figured it was a good thing. No need to make conversation.
 
   Last night, he settled into the other half of Zip’s room, tossing and turning most of the night. It took Gavin a while to restring the banjo and then forever to get it back in tune to the way Logan liked it. They practiced their songs most of the night, accompanied by enough beer to quench the nation. Zip decided that if they wanted to ace the audition at Rock Star Royale, they needed some new songs and an extra oomph. When asked what the hell he was talking about, Zip shrugged his shoulders, took a drag on his cigarette and said through the smoke, “I dunno. I’ll know when I hear it.”
 
   Breaking Logan from his momentary train of thought, Professor Belinda Cassidy strolled through the door in a black business suit, with a serious look on her face to match. “Good morning everyone.” Her cool tone of voice did not match her outfit. Logan pictured her more comfortable in a pair of jeans and something casual. She placed her briefcase on the desk along with a tall cup of coffee or cappuccino. Her heels clicked against the linoleum floor as she went to close the door. 
 
   Just as she shut it, the door flew open and an apologetic female slipped in. 
 
   “Whoa! Hey there!” Professor Cassidy jumped back. “Where’s the fire?”
 
   Logan recognized the girl. Amber, Angela, A-something! The girl Charlie had knocked down yesterday. 
 
   She fidgeted nervously and then held her hand out to the Professor. “So sorry. Ashley Slater.”
 
   The class laughed when the Prof hesitated before finally shaking Ashley’s hand. With a polite smile on her face, Professor Cassidy replied, “Pleasure. Please take your seat and remember my class begins at 8:30. Fire or no fire.”
 
   “Sorry.” Ashley ducked her head down and turned for the classroom. Quickly scanning the room for an empty seat, the only empty desk was at the back beside Logan. 
 
   Logan pulled his pencil from behind his ear and began tapping it against the desk, working out a rhythm playing in his head. 
 
   He was stunned by how beautiful Ashley was. How had he missed that yesterday? Her long hair, the curves of her body. The rose color on her cheeks made her appear vulnerable. For some reason he liked that. Not that he wanted her to be embarrassed. The thought just made him wonder if she would blush like that if she was naked. Not in class, but like, naked in a bedroom with him. Like if he unbuttoned her blouse and brought his lips to her breast. Would she blush?
 
   He straightened suddenly when she dropped down into the empty desk beside him. He tried to push the image of her naked from his mind and then realized he was staring at her.
 
   As she looked up past her long raven tresses, her eyes met with Logan’s penetrating gaze. He watched as a sweet smile creased her face, and something hidden began to burn inside of him. 
 
   “Shit!” Logan mumbled and turned his head toward Professor Cassidy, his eyes still caught in Ashley’s web of prettiness.
 
   He tried to focus on the lesson, but it was impossible. He couldn’t stop his eyes from darting over to her. Occasionally, Ashley would glance at him and give him a bashful smile. 
 
   Towards the end of class, Ashley’s eyes darted down and across the sheet of paper he had been scribbling on. With a smile he folded it up and passed it to her. She smelled unbelievable. He’d never sniffed perfume as pretty as her.
 
   Ashley took the note from him, but before she had the opportunity to read it, he leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Meet me on the quad by Old Trinity Hall at three.”
 
   “How will I know to find you?” Her breathy whisper back sent a hungry shiver down his spine.
 
   He grinned and winked at her. “I’ll be the one with the Harley.” 
 
   “Oh yeah?” Ashley whispered back and straightened when Professor Cassidy stopped talking. When the Prof resumed her lesson, she leaned over to Logan. “Where you taking me?”
 
   “You’ll see.” Logan wanted to brush his lips against her ear and then down her neck. He let out a hot breath and moved his head away before he did something killer-embarrassing right in class.
 
   A moment later class dismissed and Logan hurried toward the door, not waiting for Ashley. He didn’t want to be standing by her when she opened the note. He had no idea if she would even recognize what was on it. He chewed the inside of his cheek. It had been a stupid idea to give the girl a note. Nobody did that these days.
 
   He watched as Ashley finally unfolded the note. As her eyes scanned the page she smiled, probably at the doodles Logan had drawn. Slowly her eyes moved back and forth at the words on the page. 
 
   He’d written the lyrics for “Stubborn Love” by The Lumineers word for word. 
 
   Ashley’s face gave away nothing. He couldn’t tell if she recognized the song or if she thought he’d written them himself. He just stood at the door, waiting to see what she would say, unable to walk away.
 
   Ashley walked over to him and in the sweetest of song voices sang, “Keep your head up… My love.”
 
   Logan grinned. Fuck that, he knew he was beaming, like a little kid who’d just gotten a puppy for Christmas. He slapped the wainscoting of the door as he shot Ashley one last glance. 
 
   She winked at him as he slipped out of the room. Suddenly English Comp at 8:30 was going to be his favorite class of the day.
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Chapter 6
 
   22
 
    
 
   “Man alive!” Kaylee groaned loudly as she flopped down into a metal cafeteria chair, breaking Ashley from her thoughts. “This day has sucked ass. Royally!”
 
   “Thor’s hammer! You scared the crap out of me!” Ashley laughed. 
 
   “Thor’s hammer?” A single eyebrow rose on Kaylee’s forehead. “Never took you for the comic book type.”
 
   “I’m not. Really. But if Chris Hemsworth can play Thor, I’ll call on him whenever I can.” She pushed her half eaten sandwich away. “Why’s today sucking? It’s only half over with.” 
 
   “Spanish at 9:00 is not my idea of a good time,” Kaylee complained with a roll of her eyes. “Charlie has class at 8:30 and he never goes. And still passes.”
 
   “Well, my first class was great,” said Ashley with a grin, thinking of the note in her bag.
 
   Kaylee raised an eyebrow. “Ash, you left the dorm looking like you were ready to have a heart attack.”
 
   Ashley laughed. “I don’t like being late. Especially on the first day.”
 
   “You need to let loose and have some fun. I figured you being from New York would be upper class, not upper tight.” She stared at Ashley as if trying to read her thoughts. “What’s your first class?”
 
   “English Comp.” Ashley wasn’t giving away her secret quite so easily. Kaylee was going to have to work for her dirt.
 
   “Yawn City!” 
 
   “The class is boring, but it’s not the class, it’s who’s in the class.”
 
   “Ooooh, do you have English with Dylan McCloud? That dude is a dreamboat.”
 
   “Dreamboat?” Ashley giggled, liking Kaylee better when Charlie wasn’t around. “Are you from the 50s? Our grandmother uses that word.”
 
   “I’m bringing it back!” 
 
   “It’s all yours.” Ashley smiled and checked her watch. She had no intention of being late for another class. “I’ve no idea who Dylan McCloud is, by the way.” 
 
   “Just some human Adonis walking around campus. NBD,” Kaylee said non-chalantly. 
 
   “NBD. What’s NBD?” 
 
   “WTF? Don’t you use lingo in NYC?” Kaylee laughed. “NBD means no big deal!” 
 
   “Hey!” Ashley teased and tried to look tough and not laugh as she teased her cousin. “We can toss attitude up in New York just as well as you southern girls can.” 
 
   “So I see! C’mon! Are you going to tell me about who you had English with or are you gonna make me suffer?!” 
 
   “Make you suffer,” Ashley said with a laugh. She was glad she’d chosen TSU, and staying with her cousin. It might be a fun year after all. She brought her soft drink to her lips as she took a sip. 
 
   “Not cool, man.” Kaylee took a bite of her slice of pepperoni pizza.
 
   “Oh, fine! I’ll tell you…” Ashley drawled her words out slowly.
 
   “Okay, out with it then!” Kaylee urged with an eager look on her face. 
 
   Ashley laughed, as if she had the biggest secret in the world. Finally, she blurted out, “Logan Murphy asked me out. We’re meeting up later today.”
 
   The smile fell from Kaylee’s sunny face. 
 
   “What?” Ashley tried to figure out why Kaylee didn’t like Logan. He was Charlie’s stepbrother after all. What was it about sweet and talented Logan that her cousin clearly didn’t like? 
 
   “Nothing. It’s just…” Kaylee continued but her voice trailed off. 
 
   “It’s just what?” Ashley pressed with a serious look on her face. 
 
   “He’s got a reputation…” 
 
   “A reputation for what?”
 
   “He’s in a band and his stepbrother was telling me stories about him. Logan doesn’t let people get close to him. He’s got a groupie of gals following him because of the band. I guess they’re decently good.” Kaylee forced a smile. “Just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.” Ashley tried not to laugh. Blonde Kaylee worried about this New York girl? She spent a lot of time behind her cello, but she wasn’t immune to people. She did go out. A lot. Well, sorta a lot. 
 
   “It’s not just that,” Kaylee continued, “Charlie says Logan’s kind of a hothead. Always going head to head with his stepfather over nothing.”
 
   “You know Charlie’s parents?” 
 
   “Hell, no! Charlie’s never brought me home to meet them. We’re just keeping it casual.” She popped a pepperoni in her mouth. “You, my dear, are not the casual kind.”
 
   “Logan seems sweet.” Ashley thought about how he’d helped her up yesterday. “I think it’ll be fun.” 
 
   “Yeah, he’s good with fun. He’s not so good with serious,” Kaylee warned. 
 
   She sure seemed to know a lot about Logan. She wondered if Charlie hadn’t been Kaylee’s first choice of brothers.
 
   Ashley glanced at the clock on the cafeteria wall and jumped up. “I’m running late again!” She grabbed the wrappers from her lunch. “I’ll see you back at the dorm tonight.”
 
   “Later, cuz!” 
 
   “Bye!” Ashley slung her bag over her shoulder. 
 
   “Oh, and Ash...” Kaylee’s voice came out low. 
 
   “Yeah?” Ashley turned back to her. 
 
   “Be careful,” Kaylee said in nothing more than a charged whisper. 
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Chapter 7
 
   White Blank Page
 
    
 
   Logan tapped his pencil against the surface of his desk in Geological Science 232. He couldn’t concentrate. Every nerve in his body was a live wire. Every muscle seemed ready to jump. It had been a long time since Logan had felt this keen. He didn’t quite understand why he was so damn excited. He’d had girlfriends before. Maybe it was the band competition coming up. Or maybe it was Ashley. He’d seen her cello yesterday and knew she was a musician? Most likely on a scholarship so that made her a particularly gifted one. She was a triple threat: beautiful, talented and mostly likely incredibly smart. 
 
   Professor Litmus erased the white board and wrote the weekend assignments on the board. “Read pages 7-27 in the green textbook, do the problems in the workbook pages 12-20 and think of a mathematician to write your term paper on,” Professor Litmus rambled on in a monotone voice.  
 
   “Charlie Murphy, you still owe me an essay from last year,” Professor Litmus continued as he glared in a petulant gaze back at Logan’s stepbrother.  
 
   Logan snickered under his breath. Maybe if his brother did some work instead of trying to play footsie in the back with his girlfriend, he’d actually make something of himself.  
 
   Thump! 
 
   A foot kicked the back of Logan’s chair.  
 
   Or not. 
 
   “What’s your problem?” Logan growled.  
 
   “You,” Charlie said with attitude rampant in his voice.  
 
   “Me? What’d I do now? Is this still about the band?”  
 
   “Fuck the band.” 
 
   “Then what? What’s your problem?”  
 
   “You’re encroaching on restricted territory,” Charlie spat with a pissed off look on his face.  
 
   “Restricted territory?!” Logan stood up from his desk. Just as the words released from Logan’s mouth, Kaylee, Charlie’s girlfriend, brushed by giving him a calloused look.  
 
   “My cousin.” She glared at him.
 
   “Your cousin?” Oh shit. “Ashley?”
 
   “Sweet cheeks is off limits,” Charlie said in a voice that was designed to piss Logan off.  
 
   “Since when do I listen to anything you have to say?” His stepbrother was an idiot. 
 
   “She’s Kaylee’s cousin. Paws off!” 
 
   Logan slung his backpack over his shoulder. He had no intention of keeping his paws off. Logan was still furious at Charlie for everything in the past year. “I get that we both grew up in the same backwoods town in Tennessee, but I’m not as stupid as you are. So what… They’re cousins.” He grinned. “I won’t kiss and tell.” He took satisfaction in the fury burning in his stepbrother’s eyes. “Your chance of a threesome isn’t going to happen, they’re nothing alike.”  
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?!” Charlie demanded as he pressed his face close to Logan’s own.  
 
   “She’s different than this one.” He nodded at Kaylee. “One of these girls is not like the other one. Take it how you want.” 
 
   “I’m warning you. Leave her alone.” Charlie’s voice took on a menacing tone. “There’s a reason why she left New York. She’s fragile, and I’m trying to help her cousin protect her.” 
 
   “Fragile… You had no interest in protecting her when you tackled her on the pavement yesterday.” 
 
   “I didn’t know her then.” 
 
   “You still don’t.” 
 
   “Don’t test me stepbrother…” Charlie warned Logan with a long finger pointed in his face.  
 
   “Stepbrother?” Anger burned inside of Logan. “Lemme tell ya somethin’ stepbrother! You’re just pissed you got kicked out of the band.” Logan was growing impatient with Charlie.  
 
   “Yeah right! You were waiting for the opportunity!” 
 
   Most of the students had left the room by now, new students were coming in for the next class. Logan paid them no attention. “Yeah, you’re right. We were. When a band member steals and spends all his time getting drunk and high, we ignore that. You blame me, but you can’t get your head out of your own ass long enough to figure out why you got booted!” 
 
   “Gentlemen!” Profession Litmus called from behind his desk. “Take this out to a street corner, or at least clear out of my room.” 
 
   “I was just leaving,” Logan said as he adjusted his shirt.  
 
   “Yeah you were,” Charlie smiled smugly as he watched his stepbrother walk out of the room. “I meant what I said!” he called out. “Dad was right. You are good for nothing. Try not to take everyone down as you fall.”   
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Chapter 8
 
   Man On Fire
 
    
 
   For Ashley, the rest of the day dragged along as she tackled the remaining classes on her roster. Mondays were really nothing to write home about in terms of excitement. She couldn’t concentrate, her mind was in a frenzy ever since her encounter with Logan Murphy. Her day would have been drearier if she hadn’t spent most of it dreaming about the curve of Logan’s smile and the sexy lilt to his stare. He had that little hint of trouble that excited her.
 
   He looked nothing like the guys she usually went for, not that she had a plethora of ex-boyfriends walking around. Quite the opposite, actually. Logan broke the mold for Ashley. He was dark, mysterious. The sandy haired Jersey boy Ashley had left behind in New York City had a sweet smile. With his sun kissed skin and his messy dark brown hair, Logan was a sight to behold. He appeared to be strong and durable. Logan had a ruggedly handsome face, musician hands and a casually cool sense of style. That was all before he smiled. His beyond sexy smile was the game changer for Ashley. 
 
   The curve of his lips charmed her while the bass of Logan’s voice ensnared her like a drum. Ashley’s heart sung an aria for Logan Murphy, an aria that played in perfect tempo with the rustic twang of his banjo. 
 
   She had no idea what was happening to her. 
 
   His mouth enticed her and his eyes… those beautiful puppy dog gorgeous eyes. They told a story. They told of a sadness, a longing, a heartfelt need to be understood. His body gave no hint to that, but his eyes seemed to tell her differently. 
 
   Or so she thought.
 
   She barely knew him but damn, she wanted to.
 
   There was something about Logan that spoke to Ashley. From the way he played his banjo to the way he thrust his hand out to help her when he thought she needed assistance. Then there was that smile. Was swoon-worthy even a word? Shit. It was now. In her mind there was no word or phrase that was more suiting to that moment. Logan's smile simply took her breath away. 
 
   Ashley lugged her backpack, loaded with books, across campus to the dorms. She wanted to drop her stuff off and shower before she met Logan. She’d never been on a motorbike. What did she need to wear? Where would he take her? Did it matter? It was Logan Murphy, for crying out loud. 
 
   Hurrying across the quad, Ashley saw Kaylee sitting with Charlie on a park bench. Kaylee waved her hand in the air wildly, trying to get her cousin's attention. 
 
   No! No! No pit stops. I've got places to be! Pretending she didn't see Kaylee, Ashley made a beeline for McCarron Hall. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her cousin flop back down on the bench next to Charlie in defeat. A pang of guilt tugged at her, but was quickly replaced by the anticipation of seeing Logan shortly.
 
   Rushing up the front steps of the student dorms, Ashley's excitement threatened to come unhinged as she burst through the doors of McCarron Hall. 
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   “What do you mean he’s dangerous?!” Kaylee asked in an exasperated tone as she glared at Charlie. 
 
   Her on-again off-again boyfriend sat next to her on a park bench on the quad. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her in tightly. Charlie screwed up his face as he spoke. 
 
   “C’mon Kay… You’ve heard the stories. The rumors are not farfetched. Logan breaks girls’ hearts. I just don’t want to see that pretty faced innocent gal get hurt.”
 
   Kaylee shrugged her shoulders, worried Charlie might be more interested in Ashley than her safety. “Apparently, Ash was a heart breaker herself back in New York City. My mom told me my aunt had to get a restraining order for her last boyfriend who didn’t take the breakup too well.” 
 
   A surprised look crossed Charlie’s face. “Dang!” 
 
   Kaylee was not impressed. 
 
   Scratching the stubble on his chin, Charlie glanced at the dorms and then back at Kaylee. “You’re just going to have to trust me on this one, babe.” 
 
   “It’s sweet how protective you are of me and how your protective instincts extend to my cousin, too,” Kaylee said with doe eyes. Her hand held on to Charlie’s leg loosely, letting it slide up. She’d remind him he only had eyes for her. 
 
   Charlie winked at her. “You know I always keep an eye out. C’mon!” he said as he pulled Kaylee up off the park bench with a tug of her hands. “I’m dying for sheet time with you.”
 
   Kaylee tossed her head back as she laughed. Smoothly, she brushed her blonde locks behind her shoulders as she shook her head at her boyfriend. “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie… What am I gonna do with you?” She shot him a sly look. 
 
   With a look of trouble in his eyes, Charlie wiggled his brows. “Dirty things I hope.”
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Ashley pushed through the double doors of McCarron Hall, pleasantly surprised to see that the afternoon crowds today weren’t gathered in the lobby. There were only a few random students slumped over books in the overstuffed arm chairs peppered throughout the foyer. They seemed to be poring over their textbooks, rosters, and assignment lists with deer in the headlight glares. Ashley chuckled to herself a little. She wondered if they were students who had skated by at their hometown high school, and now that they were enrolled in college courses, they would have to actually do some solid work to get a good grade. She, on the other hand, had attended twelve years of parochial school and was not afraid of a little hard work. In fact, hard work gave her a supreme sense of satisfaction. In her eyes, accepting a handout or taking the easy way, was cheating – and in the end she only cheated herself out of the experience and the education. 
 
   She’d rushed a shower and change of clothes before realizing she still had over an hour before she needed to meet up with Logan. Classes ended early on a Monday for her. What to do? What to do? She wanted to avoid going back up to the dorm since she’d heard Kaylee and Charlie head for Kaylee’s bedroom. No need to hear that kind of music.
 
   She made a beeline for the front desk, figuring she could check her mail. Lisa, as the nametag read, was the student housing assistant. She sat behind the front desk with a friendly smile on her face. She was cute, with chin-length red hair, and freckles peppered the bridge of her nose, above which a pair of bright green eyes peered over at Ashley.  
 
   As Ashley approached the front desk, Lisa quickly discarded her copy of Spin magazine into a desk drawer, sliding it shut with a bang. 
 
   “There’s a new face!” Lisa said in a raspy voice with a faint mid-western accent. 
 
   “Hi.” Ashley tucked a strand of her thick hair behind her ear. “I’m Ashley Slater. I’m up in 3J.”
 
    “Lisa Sherman.” She pointed to her nametag. “I’m in A12. Where you from, Ashley?” 
 
   “New York.” 
 
   “Ah, the Big Apple! I had a feeling you weren’t from around here,” Lisa said with a wink. 
 
   “No twang,” Ashley replied at the same time as Lisa. They both laughed. “It’s missing from you as well. Where you from?”
 
   “A little town you’ve never heard of called Saugatuck, Michigan,” Lisa said, trying to refrain from laughing again. “Hey, I’m a senior here, so let me know if you want me to show you around campus. I know the area pretty well.” 
 
   “Thanks, Lisa,” Ashley replied. “I might take you up on that one!” She liked Lisa’s friendliness. “What’s your major?”
 
   “Psychology. Yours?”
 
   “Music.”
 
   “Cool!” She rubbed her hands together and leaned forward. “So what can I do for you? Mail? Directions? Things to Do?” 
 
   “Mail first, please,” Ashley replied politely. 
 
   “You got it!” Lisa hopped down from her counter stool. She went into a back room and came back a moment later. “Two packages on the first day of school! Aren’t you the popular one?” She handed Ashley two medium-sized boxes across the counter. 
 
   “Awesome.” Ashley glanced down at the familiar handwriting on both of the shipping labels. “While I have your attention, what’s there around here to do for fun?” She hoped to have something to mention to Luke or if things went well, a chance for a second meeting.
 
   “Well, pick your poison,” Lisa said with a laugh. “There’s loads of clubs and places to get some good grub or hang out with friends.” As she spoke, Lisa’s eyes wandered to Ashley’s messenger bag. 
 
   Ashley had ironed on patches of some of her favorite bands and musicians onto the black material. She gave equal real estate to new players such as Mumford and Sons, The Avett Step-brothers, The Lumineers and also Boy and Bear. Just as much as she did her old favorites such as the Doors, the Beatles, Janis Joplin and the Rolling Stones. 
 
   Lisa smirked broadly. “I believe I’ve just found a kindred spirit! You have great taste in music.” 
 
   “Really?” That perked Ashley’s interest. “I was beginning to think everyone here only liked country.”
 
   Lisa rolled her eyes. “One of my favorite clubs to go to here is the Cave. It’s dedicated to Indie Rock Music bands. Judging by your taste in music, I think it’s right up your alley. There’s Tribute Tuesdays, where local bands pay tribute to their favorite bands. Wildcard Wednesdays are loads of fun. Anything can happen, from karaoke to raw beat boxing. Throwback Thursdays feature local musicians who sing all the hits of the 60’s, 70s and 80s. Free Mic Fridays is karaoke night. Then Soundoff Saturdays is where one indie band performs all night long from 8 PM to 2 AM. It’s a blast! This Saturday, my boyfriend’s band’s playing. Whisky Lullaby. Have you heard of them?”
 
   Ashley couldn’t help but smile. Lisa had listed the entire week of the club in about five seconds without needing to take a breath. And then she had mentioned Whisky Lullaby. She had clearly made a new friend. “I met Logan yesterday.” 
 
   “Isn’t he the sweetest?” Lisa asked and fanned herself. “He’s so stinkin’ handsome. No wonder all the girls swoon over him.” She laughed and pretended to fan herself. “Too bad they kicked Charlie out of the band. It was fun to watch his antics.”
 
   “They kicked Charlie out?” She couldn’t picture Charlie holding an instrument other than something sport related.
 
   “Yeah… Too much booze. Kid can’t handle his liquor. Looked bad for the band.” 
 
   Interesting. “So which of the guys do you go out with?”
 
   “If you met Logan, you’ve met my man.” 
 
   The smile fell from Ashley’s face, she could feel her cheeks start burning.
 
   “Oh shit, girl! Not Logan!” Lisa burst out laughing. “You should see your face! I’m sorry. It’s not funny. It’s just… just…” Lisa sucked in a shaky breath as she laughed again. “I’m way too old for Logan! He’s like a kid stepbrother to me. I go out with Dale, Logan’s best friend. They’re always together.” Lisa snapped her fingers. “Hey, do you want to go watch them perform Saturday night? It gets kind of lonely waiting for them to come on, it’d be nice to have a drinking buddy or band-fan buddy.” 
 
   With a little reluctance, Ashley agreed. “Okay. Yeah. That sounds like fun.” Her hesitation wasn’t because she didn’t like Lisa. Quite the opposite actually. She liked Lisa a lot. She hadn’t had such a great track record with female friends though. In her experience, girls could be back stabbers, and she often preferred the company of a protective male friend over the unpredictable nature of a female companion.  
 
   “Sweet! If I don’t see you before Saturday, let’s meet down here around 5. It’ll be awesome. You’ll love the band.” 
 
   Ashley warmed to the idea. It could be a lot of fun. “Sounds like a plan.” With how good the band sounded from the street, she couldn’t wait to hear their sound quality from the inside of the club. 
 
   “I should drop these off in my room before I… have to head out again.” She felt shy to tell Lisa she was meeting Logan. “See you later.” She grabbed the boxes from the counter and made her way to the elevator. She pressed the up button on the elevator panel and took the express car up to the third floor. She banged loudly inside the dorm room, making sure Kaylee could hear that she was there. She had no intention of bumping into the two of them. She placed the boxes down on the coffee table once she was sure the room was clear. Opening up the top box, Ashley’s stomach quaked with pangs of home sickness.
 
   Slicing her key down the length of the shipping tape, Ashley broke open the box to find a notecard with her mother’s floral handwriting displayed prominently.
 
   For Ashley,
 
   Immediately, tears began to well in Ashley’s eyes as she scanned the note. Leave it to her mother to know what strings to tug on her first day away from home. Quickly, she wiped the tears away. She was a big girl, an independent woman. No tears. She removed a layer of the pink polka dot tissue paper from the box. Her mother had sent a care package.
 
   Inside, there was a variety of feel good stuff; some of Ashley’s favorite sweets including Hershey Kisses, Ghirardelli chocolates, Lindt truffles and of course, what was a care package without Werther’s butterscotch candies? Ashley loved to suck on them while she studied, and composed her music, or read. Also in the box was a hearty stack of staff paper so that Ashley could continue to compose her music. There was also rosin for her bow, new journals to write in, and an assortment of gift cards to local eateries around Nashville. 
 
   “Sweet!” Ashley said quietly as she looked down at the variety of goodies before her. “Thank you, Mom!” Ashley set the box aside and checked the writing on the other box. It was similar to her mother’s, but with a Knoxville, Tennessee address. 
 
   Inside this box was an impressive assortment of goodies including gum, Chap Stick, aspirin, hair ties, and candy. There was even a set of ear plugs with a note that read, “Kaylee snores.” Ashley chuckled as she read the note. There was a gift card to the campus bookstore, with a note that read, “In case you need supplies.” There was also a card to Vaughn’s Music Store in Nashville, with a note that said, “Feed the need for music.” 
 
   As far as aunts went, Ashley had to admit that her Aunt Dee was pretty cool. And as much as her mother had complained about how different she and her sister are, Ashley could immediately see, they weren’t so different at all. They just didn’t see eye to eye. 
 
   Ashley picked up the boxes and carried them down the long hallway to her bedroom. She put everything away in its place, took a glance in the mirror and played with her hair. It was so thick, sometimes she was tempted to cut it short. But always talked herself out of it. She made a mental reminder to herself to call her mom and her aunt later to thank them, but now she had a boy to meet. 
 
   No matter how she tried, she just couldn’t shake Logan’s sexy smile from her mind. 
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Chapter 9
 
   Follow You Down to the Red Oak Tree
 
    
 
   Logan waited under the red oak tree. He checked the time on his phone as his fingers nervously tapped against the chrome of his bike. “Two fifty-seven. She’ll be here.” 
 
   He desperately tried to keep a cool look, but it wasn’t such an easy feat when social butterflies ripped through his body. He shook his head. He didn’t get nervous. He could step on a stage in front of people and not bat an eye, but this… this waiting for a girl was a whole new thing.
 
   Thankfully, five minutes later Ashley came meandering out of the double doors of McCarron Hall. Dressed in a pair of black skinny jeans, a pair of knee high riding boots and a black lacy blouse, Logan couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. She had gorgeous hair. He wondered what it would feel like to get his fingers tangled up in it. She wore little makeup, just enough to bring out her natural beauty. The result was striking. Logan had to refrain himself from staring at her as she approached him. 
 
   Ashley strolled along the stone pathway seemingly lost within her own thoughts. He had the perfect spot to watch as she tossed her keys in her purse, and continued to walk up the path, her fingers playing with her hair and then her blouse. Suddenly, from across the quad, Ashley’s eyes met his and held his gaze as if time had stopped, just an instant, for them. 
 
   Then the moment broke and both seemed precipitously bashful, as if they had never done this dance before. 
 
   He told himself to get a grip, but something deep inside begged him not to. His heart, or whatever it was, wanted to go on a wild ride that would take his breath away and lose all coherent thoughts, like when he got lost in his music. He took a deep breath as he watched Ashley slowly walk towards him. 
 
   He leaned coolly against his bike as her lips curled upwards into a beautiful smile. Her eyes mimicked her mouth, as excitement poured from her gaze. Finally, Logan gave himself to the moment. 
 
   With a teasing sarcastic tone, Logan called out, “You’re late!” 
 
   With a musical laugh, she waved him off. “I’m right on time! I show up everywhere three minutes late. Class… dates… funerals… you name it.”  
 
   “Fashionably late. I see.” Logan raised an eyebrow and leaned forward on his bike. 
 
   “You got it, mister! By the way, you’re probably the only person on earth to ever refer to me as fashionable.” 
 
   He had a cheesy grin on his face, he knew it. He let his eyes appreciatively scan Ashley’s frame up and down, and when he had fully drunk her in, he replied, “Looks pretty good to me.” 
 
   Ashley’s mouth fell open and he heard her breath catch. She looked like she didn’t know whether she wanted to kiss him or die of embarrassment. Recovering, she pressed her lips together before nodding toward the bike. “So where are you taking me?”
 
   “I was thinking a ride, maybe some dinner and then see where the night takes us.” Logan swallowed, his mind picturing images of where the night could take them.
 
   Ashley stared down at the bike. “I’ve never been on one of those before.” 
 
   Logan smiled proudly as he reached behind him for a black helmet. “You scared?” he asked as he passed the helmet to Ashley.
 
   “A little.”
 
   He winked. “I’ll keep you safe. I promise.” He reached to help her with the helmet. “You’ll need to wear this if you want to go anywhere. Safety first.”
 
   “Safety first,” she repeated as she let him fasten the buckle and tighten the strap, securing the helmet on her head. 
 
   Logan then grabbed Ashley’s left hand, catching her off guard. Pulling her towards him, Logan double-checked the strap of her helmet to make sure it was good and secure. Unhappy with how loose it was around her chin, he pulled it a little tighter. He liked how her body pressed against the side of his as he did so. “There…” 
 
   Ashley hesitated before stepping back, watching his face closely. “There are flecks of amber in your irises, swallowed up by the chocolate brown.”
 
   He stared at her, not sure how to respond. Had she meant to say that out loud? He gave her a sexy smile, liking the way she’d described his eyes. Gently, he guided her by the elbow and assisted her onto the bike. “Straddle close to me, as tight as you can. It’ll be easier to ride, and more comfortable.” 
 
   Ashley grabbed onto his leather jacket. He could feel her anxiety and adrenaline rush through her body. “Where do I put my hands?”
 
   He pushed his sunglasses on, straightening and then reached behind him for her sexy long fingers. “Around my waist. Hold on as tight as you’d like.”
 
   He tightened his abs as she clasped her hands together around his stomach and pressed against him. He felt her warm breath just before she sucked it in sharply. It drove him deliriously crazy. 
 
   “I’m ready,” she whispered.
 
   He didn’t need to be told twice. Revving the engine of the bike loudly, he accelerated out of the parking lot leaving the quad behind them. He imagined Ashley’s hair whipping behind her as she clasped onto Logan for dear life. She was obviously not a thrill junkie, but when she laughed in his ear, Logan couldn’t miss her excitement.
 
   He grinned. He couldn’t help himself. 
 
   Logan’s bike tore through the narrow streets of the campus. People passing by on the sidewalk glanced their way as they chatted. Several young women’s faces fell when they saw Logan was not alone atop his Harley. Not Logan, but Logan Murphy of the band Whisky Lullaby. Much to their dismay, Logan had the company of a very pretty young woman. 
 
   Ashley continued to clasp onto him tightly, even as they waited at a stop light for the light to turn from red to green. “Look right,” she told him. A particularly voluptuous blonde woman gawked their way. She wore skin tight jeans and a black Whisky Lullaby t-shirt. She didn’t look happy. 
 
   “I think someone pissed in her Froot Loops this morning,” Logan commented. “Nice shirt, though.”
 
   “She has to be at least thirty-five,” Ashley whispered just loud enough over the bike’s engine for Logan to hear.
 
   They couldn’t miss the blonde’s voice as she began to complain to her friend. “What does she have that I don’t?” Blondie jabbed her elbow at the girl standing beside her. “Gina?! Are you listening to me?!” 
 
   Her friend Gina, a woman with short black hair and dark brown eyes, shrugged and said facetiously, “Better luck next time, Becky! Looks like the oh-so-delicious Logan Murphy is off the market!” 
 
   Becky glared at her friend as laughter exploded from Gina’s body. 
 
   Trying to stifle her amusement, Ashley rested her head against Logan’s shoulder. 
 
   Logan chuckled and glanced back at Ashley. His gaze met hers.
 
   There was a moment. He swore there was. 
 
   A connection. Their instincts spot on. Like a storm rippling beneath the surface. 
 
   He turned around quickly, not sure he was ready for the tempest to take control of him. Thankfully he had his sunglasses on. Maybe he’d misread it. Yeah, that’s probably what happened.
 
   Resting her chin against Logan’s shoulder, Ashley whispered softly into his ear, “Well, aren’t you the popular one?” 
 
   Her voice ticked his ear and made all the hair on his arm stand on end. There was a charge of energy he simply couldn’t shake off. Ashley was electric. A serious look took over his beautiful face and he was glad she couldn’t see it. “Other women don’t interest me, Ashley. Don’t you worry your heart on it.” 
 
   The light turned green and he revved the engine. This girl drove his mind and body crazy. He wanted to know her, be familiar with every part of her, body and mind. He tried to shake the feeling off. This might be a first date for them, but there was this feeling he couldn’t figure out. Everything fit together like a puzzle. Like two old lovers who had spent years apart, and no matter the time and the space between them, their relationship stayed the same. But they weren’t old friends and he knew next to nothing about her.
 
   Ripping down the road, Logan navigated the motorcycle across the border of Nashville and darted for the highway. He showed her landscape of the state as it changed from the inner city of Nashville to the countryside of central Tennessee. 
 
   He smiled, thanks to the noise of the bike forcing them to not have to talk. She didn’t know where Logan was taking her, but she seemed to be enjoying the adventure. 
 
   After forty-five minutes on his bike, Logan brought the Harley to a stop in the dirt parking lot of an old dining car. “It’s an old dining car from the Nashville Express line,” he told her as he pulled his helmet off. The train car gleamed brilliantly under the hot Tennessee sun. The aluminum frame appeared hot under the warm rays, and inside it appeared to be bustling and busy. 
 
   “This is different!” Ashley finally loosened her hold on his stomach as she straightened. 
 
   “It’s not much, but it’s quiet and they have really good food.” Logan parked the bike and slipped off it. “My mom used to bring my stepbrother and sisters and I here when we were kids.”
 
   “We don’t have restaurants like this back home. It’s really cool.” She sounded excited and it made him smile. “A train car restaurant in the middle of the hot Tennessee countryside? It’s right up my alley.”
 
   He slipped his hand along her elbow, savoring the feel of her soft skin as he helped her off the bike. “Sorry it’s not a five-star restaurant like in NYC,” he teased.
 
   “I wouldn’t know what the inside of a five-star restaurant would even look like,” she admitted. “I believe casual’s better.”
 
   “Really? I pegged you for one of those fancy Fifth Avenue girls. Big fancy house, nights out on Broadway…” He was pushing the envelope, trying to learn more about her. 
 
   “You’ve got to be joking!” Ashley quipped. “My mother and I live in Brooklyn.”
 
   “No accent?” Logan said with a laugh. 
 
   “It’s kind of a long story.” She glanced at the restaurant and when he didn’t move to go inside, she continued. “We lived near Princeton when my parents were together. Then my mom and I moved to Brooklyn. We’ve lived in a two-bedroom apartment since the divorce. Dad, on the other hand, does actually live on Fifth Avenue.”
 
   Logan nodded. There’s some history there. I believe I’m stumbling into some murky territory. “Someday you’ll have to tell me about it.” Not first date material, he figured. 
 
   “Sure. Someday.” Ashley pressed her lips together, a cautious look on her face. “What about you, Logan?” she asked, quickly changing the focal point of the conversation from being directed at her and putting it right on him. “You seem to be music royalty in this town.” 
 
   Logan looked back at Ashley as they walked towards the restaurant. Laughter boomed from his mouth. “This is Nashville. Whisky Lullaby, and me, for that matter, are just a teeny tiny blip on the map.”
 
   “But you are so popular,” she pressed. 
 
   “We do a lot of shows, on and off campus. We’re forever playing at the Cave. It’s a campus town.” He grinned, hearing the pride in his own voice.
 
   “I heard about that place, the Cave.”
 
   “The Cave’s awesome. I also work there part time in the stock room.”
 
   “I should check if they’re hiring.” 
 
   He stared at her in surprise. “Actually, they probably are. They’re always looking for waitresses.”
 
   “Cool. Maybe if we have time tonight, we’ll stop by,” Ashley said. 
 
   She was serious. She wanted to work. If she did, she’d be there when the band played. He smiled. “You’ll get to see me in action.” He led her to a booth and sat down across from her.
 
   “I like seeing other musicians do their thing,” she said with a wink. 
 
   “Other musicians… So you are a musician. I had the feeling you were, considering you had a case big enough to be a body bag.” 
 
   “I sing, play the cello, harp, violin and flute. I’m here mainly because of the cello.” Ashley grinned sheepishly. “I also compose my own music.” 
 
   Logan stared at her in complete bewilderment. “Holy crap! You write your own music?” 
 
   “I trained at Juilliard for years under the direction of Victor Von Chaumbers.” She grabbed a chip out of a bowl that the waitress set down on the table with some menus.
 
   Logan screwed up his face in confusion. He must not have heard her correctly. “Wait. Did you say Juilliard?”
 
   “Yeah…” Ashley said nonchalantly, as if every musician on earth got into that school. 
 
   “Uh… As in the Juilliard School? The foremost prestigious music school in the country?”
 
   “Yup. That’s the one. My mother teaches guitar there.” She grabbed for another chip. 
 
   “So if you were trained at Juilliard—excuse my stupidity—why the fuck are you here in Tennessee?” 
 
   Ashley laughed. “Well, I needed a change of scenery for one. I already had the New York life. I wanted to experience something else. So I started looking at other cities that were known for their music. It was either Philadelphia, Seattle or Nashville. Nashville won.” 
 
   “I’m glad it did,” Logan said, then realized he’d just admitted it out loud. He felt his face burn red. “So you’re saying you’re something of a musical prodigy?” 
 
   “Nah…” She shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I started with the flute when I was really little, so I took more classes, and eventually branched out into other instruments. Then came singing and composition. When it came time to pick a college, I wanted something different. I have the certifications from Juilliard. I wanted the degree from somewhere else.” 
 
   “You wanted diversity…” Logan shook his head. Was she crazy? 
 
   “Exactly! I wanted to see the world from a different perspective. Besides, if I went to Juilliard, I’d just live at home, and I needed to break out on a path of my own.” 
 
   “Well, I’d say you’re definitely doing that.” Logan grabbed a chip. “It might not be the right one, but who am I to say?” 
 
   “We’ll see.” They settled back and Logan watched as Ashley looked around the car. “It’s like walking back in time.” The dining room was divided by twenty-four booths, twelve on each side of the room. Each booth sat under a picture window and was upholstered in glittery red fabric and had its own coin-operated jukebox. The waitresses all wore poodle skirts and the waiters and the bus boys wore crisp white shirts, black ties and nice black slacks. “This is too cool,” she murmured.  
 
   “Glad you like it,” Logan said, enjoying the amusement on her face. “The food’s really good, too.” 
 
   The waitress came and took their order and after she brought them drinks Ashley turned her focus on him. “So Logan, you’re from here?”
 
   “Yup. I grew up not far from here. It’s a rundown little country town. Real quiet. There are more cows than people,” Logan said with a nervous laugh. He did not want to talk about his family.
 
   “It’s so different from what I’m used to. It looks idyllic,” Ashley said with a smile. 
 
   “Don’t be fooled by the white picket fence and serene atmosphere. Growing up out here wasn’t always such a picnic,” Logan said, scrunching his nose at the bite in his voice. He hoped he hadn’t offended her. When her eyes continued to sparkle back at him, he knew she wasn’t one to scare off easily. 
 
   “Tell me about it,” Ashley pressed. “We can compare childhood war stories.” 
 
   He scoffed. “Well… Where do I start?” 
 
   Ashley smirked and Logan chuckled at her reaction. He was figuring out that her smirks were usually followed by a snarky response or a healthy dose of sarcasm. He anticipated the onslaught. 
 
   “Wherever you feel is natural,” Ashley said with a sly smile. 
 
   Here it comes, Logan thought. The zinger.
 
   “This is not the Logan Murphy Barbara Walters Special, after all,” Ashley said as a wild grin crossed her pretty face. 
 
   She certainly had a way about her. As she gazed back at Logan, he didn’t feel judged. He suddenly didn’t feel as if she’d run away at some of the darker things he had withheld from people in the past. He felt like she would accept anything he said. He grabbed a bunch of chips and stuffed them in his mouth to avoid answering. This was uncharted territory for him. As far as he was concerned, everyone had an opinion, everyone had an agenda, and loyalties only went so far as a person’s own personal interests stretched. Except as he looked into Ashley’s vibrant green eyes, he lost himself in the warmth there. There was no judgment, no expectation, and no pressure. He didn’t want to talk about his past. Nor did she need to know. Not first date material.
 
   “Well…” he began. “I grew up here. Literally, five minutes away. I’m a military brat… but rather than moving us around, my dad decided to keep us at home and not uproot us every few years. Then, during Desert Storm, he didn’t come home. He was killed by enemy fire.” Shit, why was he telling her? 
 
   She reached across the table and slipped her hand in his. He stared down at her beautiful long fingers, well worn by stringed instruments. How had he not noticed that before? “About six months after my father’s funeral, one of his buddies came ‘round. Floyd started hanging around the house. He would treat my mother real nice, helped fix up the house. He had a kid too, Charlie. He’d buy little dollies for my kid sisters and take Charlie and me to the field for a game of catch.” 
 
   He felt anger deep inside him but he didn’t let it translate to the rest of his body. His hand rested calmly inside Ashley’s. 
 
   Abruptly, the waitress re-emerged from the kitchen and made a beeline for their table carrying Ashley’s bacon cheeseburger and his Reuben special and cheddar fries. 
 
   Ashley pulled her hand free and bit into a fry. “It sounds like Floyd helped your mom out a lot.”
 
   Logan’s gaze looked out the window. He fought over in his mind how to respond. “Let’s just say Floyd wasn’t always so nice. After he married my mother, the façade dropped. It wasn’t hard to see that he favored beer more than anything else on this earth, my mother included.”
 
   Ashley stared at him with wide eyes.
 
   He hated the pity in them. Hated it. Exactly why this isn’t first date material. “Floyd’s not a good man. That bastard’s as good as dead to me, but I gotta watch out for my family. My mother loves him, though I have no friggin’ clue why.”
 
   Ashley looked over at Logan with a sincere expression on her face. “Don’t let the actions of another man or the anger in his heart tarnish your own.”
 
   Logan smiled. “Is that a Walt Whitman quote?” 
 
   Ashley laughed loudly earning a couple of stares from patrons who sat at a booth nearby. “No. That’s an Ashley Slater original.” 
 
   “Smart girl, you are,” Logan said as he brushed a finger over the back of Ashley’s hand. Her skin was soft to the touch. The mood had changed from somber to something lighter.
 
   “So what’s the deal with your stepbrother? You guys act like you hate each other.”
 
   Logan let out a sigh. Back to somber. “He’s a complicated mess… Charlie and trouble always have been fast friends.” Logan scratched the stubble that ran along his jawline. 
 
   “Lisa mentioned he was in the band.” 
 
   “Oh, you met Lisa? She’s real cool.” Logan smiled. “Charlie’s actually a pretty diverse musician. He plays guitar, bass, and drums, and can handle back-up vocals no problem. Our band took a hit when we lost him. What do you think of Lisa?” Logan didn’t want to talk about Charlie. He’d said enough about family for today. For a year in fact.
 
   “She invited me to go with her to your show on Saturday.” She picked up her burger and took a bite.
 
   “You’re gonna give me stage fright,” Logan teased. A small drop of ketchup hung on the corner of her mouth. Logan had to fight back the urge to lean across the table and wipe it off with his finger. He swallowed hard when her soft pink tongue darted out and licked it away.
 
   “At least you don’t have to perform at a first performance workshop tomorrow.” 
 
   “You’re signed up for that, too?!” Logan asked with a hearty laugh. “I’m enrolled, as well. This is gonna be an interesting semester.”
 
   “Oh, hell…” Ashley complained with a mild laugh. 
 
   “My bandmates Dale and Zip are signed up, too.”
 
   “Mortification Station – one way ticket,” Ashley said as she lowered her face into her right palm. 
 
   Logan laughed. “I’m sure a seasoned Juilliard-trained musician such as yourself will be just fine.” 
 
   Ashley ran her tongue over her teeth as she gazed at Logan. “You’re gonna give me stage fright,” she mimicked his southern accent.
 
   They ate in comfortable silence for a bit. Logan wanted to ask Ashley a million questions but held back. Guys didn’t ask girls stuff. They just talked and told guys everything. Kinda like he’d been doing himself for the past half hour. 
 
   “So…” Ashley said as she pushed her half eaten plate toward him, offering him the fries. “Why’d you kick Charlie out of the band?”
 
   Logan lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “Wasn’t really my decision.” He shrugged. If she was hanging out with Kaylee, she’d be seeing Charlie on a regular basis. “We decided as a band. Charlie has two problems: drinking and women.” He wanted to say sex and alcohol, but held back as he considered Kaylee. “He crossed a line he shouldn’t have. It’s a shame. We’ve got an audition for Rock Star Royale next month. It could be our big break. Now we have to find a replacement.”
 
   “Rock Star Royale… What’s that?” 
 
   “It’s a huge music competition that’s sponsored by a bunch of big corporations around here. The winner gets a record deal, cash prize and loads of publicity.”
 
   “More than the celebrity status you guys already have?”
 
   He cocked a single eyebrow at her teasing. “Bigger. Bigger than that.”
 
   “Now I’m impressed.”
 
   “We’ve been trying to land an audition for two years now,” Logan explained, “and they finally took the bait. I just got the letter two days ago.”
 
   “Now I definitely can’t wait to hear you play.” She smiled, her face lighting up with excitement. “I heard you guys singing Mumford and Sons yesterday in the quad. Do you guys perform your own songs too?” 
 
   He smiled, enjoying her fascination in the band and the competition. Most girls were fascinated in what he represented. The rock star persona. It had little to do with who he actually was. “At the Cave, we stick to well-known songs. We do have some songs I want to add to Whisky Lullaby’s catalog before our audition. I’m not sure if the sound is right without Charlie.” 
 
   “I’d love to help you out.”
 
   He stared at her in surprise. “Pardon?”
 
   She blushed and he enjoyed seeing her shift in discomfort. He imagined other ways he could cause her a sweeter discomfort. He shook his head trying to clear the image from his mind.
 
   “Let me have a listen. Composition is apparently my strong suit.”
 
   She did have Juilliard training. It might not hurt to have her look at the new stuff. He’d have to run it past the band, but he was pretty sure they would say yes.
 
   “Then, maybe you can introduce a new song in each set you do. Test it out,” Ashley suggested. 
 
   “You might be on to something.” The more he thought about it the more he liked the idea. Who would have thought that a classically trained cellist from New York City would be giving the lead singer of Whisky Lullaby tips on building a song catalog? 
 
   Certainly not him, Logan Murphy.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   “Where the hell is Logan?” Dale demanded as he glanced up at the clock. 
 
   “He said he was gonna meet us there,” Gavin said as he took a swig of his soda. 
 
   “Meet us where? At the Cave?” Dale shook his head. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What the hell, man! He knows we need to get a practice in before we do a gig.” 
 
   “It’s Music Mayhem Monday. That means it’s supposed to be fun, Dale.” Zip grabbed the keys to the band van. 
 
   “The guy never misses a practice. What’s his excuse? A chick?” Dale laughed. 
 
   “He said he had a date.” Zale chuckled. 
 
   “A date? Like a date, date? Logan doesn’t date.” Dale scrunched his face, as if the thought was foreign to him. 
 
   “Apparently he does now. He’s out with Kaylee’s cousin, Ashley I think. Took her out on his bike.” 
 
   “Oh, shit…” Gavin replied and frowned. “Charlie’s Kaylee?”
 
   “I know,” Zip said. “Sniff sniff… Our baby boy’s growing up.” 
 
   While Dale and Chris laughed, Gavin threw a piece of sheet music at his buddy, Zip’s, head. “Can you not act like a moron?” Gavin shook his head. 
 
   Zip replied with a mischievous smirk on his face, “I can’t. It’s part of my charm.”
 
   “What time’s the gig tonight?” Gavin checked his watch again. 
 
   “Eight o’clock. Sharp.”
 
   “Guess we better get a move on then.” Gavin sighed and started packing up his keyboard. “Which set are we starting out with tonight?” 
 
   “Logan said; Boy and Bear.” Zip couldn’t keep a straight face.
 
   “He must like this girl,” Dale said with a smirk. Logan felt everything and it all came out in his music.
 
   “You know he’s going to come out flying on the stage like a bad ass,” Zip warned. 
 
   “And make the rest of us look like chumps,” Gavin griped. 
 
   “Hey,” Zip snapped as he adjusted his collar. “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   After they finished their dinner Logan took Ashley on another ride. They passed by the house where Logan grew up, but they didn’t stop in. He didn’t even mention it was his street. He kept his head down and focused on the road in front of him. 
 
   The wind whipped through Ashley’s hair as she gripped onto Logan’s shoulders tightly. “Riding at night’s completely different than in the day,” she told him as they slowed for a stop sign. The sun had begun its descent and set quicker than she expected. Shifting her grip from his shoulders to his stomach, she held on tight. 
 
   Logan’s eyes lingered in the distance to the bright lights of Nashville. “You okay, Ash?” he asked over the roar of his motorcycle’s engine.
 
   He felt her smile against his shoulder as she slid her hands over his stomach and chest. It nearly made him pull the bike over to the side of the road so he could taste her.
 
   In a confident and steady voice, she replied, “Just fine, Logan.” 
 
   He liked the way she said his name. 
 
   Her hands continued to roam over him and he slowed their speed so she wouldn’t feel the need to cling to him so tightly. She picked something plastic out of the chest pocket of Logan’s leather jacket. 
 
   “And just what do ya think you’re doing, Missy?” Logan asked with a delicious smile growing across his face. Fuck it. He pulled his bike onto the shoulder of the quiet country road. Pivoting his head back to Ashley, his eyes glimmered with expectation. 
 
   Ashley bit her bottom lip as she stared at his face. A smile curled from her lips as she held up his banjo pick. “How about you kiss me now, before the show starts?” Her breath came out in small gasps, and her breasts rose and fell with them.
 
   A sharp sound escaped from Logan’s mouth as his eyes roamed from her perky, silky skinned breasts peeking through the top of her blouse to her soft lips. 
 
   “And why might I do that, Miss Slater?” Logan turned and ran his hands up her sides stopping at her ribcage.
 
   Breathily, Ashley replied, “Because I’m asking.” 
 
   Slowly, Logan brought his lips to hers in a gentle but sensuous kiss. Her tongue met his, engaged in a seductive dance. He tried to be gentle but as she pressed her body closer to his, he crushed his lips harder against hers, wanted to taste more of her.
 
   He unclipped her helmet, letting it fall to the ground, so he could run his hands through her hair. His fingers caught, just as he imagined they would and he groaned against her mouth. Reluctantly, he pulled his lips away from hers, but held her gaze. “What are you doing to me?” Logan swallowed hard.  
 
   She gave him a sinful smile, a wicked look in her eyes. 
 
   He imagined her in bed, naked and begging. Or would he be the one begging her? It didn’t matter. 
 
   Holding Logan’s silver Whisky Lullaby banjo pick, she teased him as she ran her tongue over her lips, tasting him one last time. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Logan Murphy.” Slyly, Ashley slipped the banjo pick into the cavern of her jean pocket. “I’m just another one of your groupie followers.” She winked at him.
 
   As Logan revved the engine of the motorcycle, he laughed. He imagined the looks of the female faces who followed the band as Ashley rushed the stage to kiss him and pass him the pick. 
 
   “What?” Ashley asked innocently as she reached down to put her helmet back on. She slipped her hands over his chest and let them run down his taut stomach before her fingers entwined together.
 
   As Logan eyed her, he began to laugh hysterically. Pulling her close against him, he spoke above the roar of the engine, “This is gonna be one hell of a show.”
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Chapter Ten
 
   The Cave
 
    
 
    
 
   White shimmering lights strung from the black awning hung out front of the Cave. Round tables with ornate chairs sat on the patio and there was a long queue of college students standing impatiently in line waiting for the show to begin.
 
   Their black van careened down Snyder Road and came to a screeching halt outside the Cave. From the back Zip, Chris, Dale and Gavin jumped out, instruments and equipment in hand as they darted for the front door of the Cave where the general manager was waiting for them. 
 
   When the crowd spotted them, many of the spectators began to applaud and cheer. 
 
   “All right, Gavin!” 
 
   “Aye Zip! Sign my shirt!” 
 
   “Chris! Chris! I love you!” 
 
   “Dale baby, did ya leave your girlfriend at home tonight?! I’ll show you a good time! Yeah baby!” 
 
   The catcalls continued as the band walked up the path to the door. In a moment’s pause the crowd changed to who was missing.
 
   “Where’s Logan?!” 
 
   “Yeah! Logan, where are you?”
 
   “Looooo-gan! Come out and play, pretty boy!” 
 
   “Logan! Logan! Logan!” 
 
   Gavin shook his head as they scooted inside. He’d never get tired of the crowds. He loved it. He stood at the open door held by the manager. “That’s right Logan, keep ‘em waiting. It only drives ‘em crazier.” 
 
   Then, almost as if on cue, the purr of a motorcycle revved loudly over the feverish noise of the crowd. 
 
   “Oh, hell. Here he is.” Dale slung his guitar across his shoulder and peered out beside Gavin.
 
   Sure enough, speeding up Snyder Road was none other than Logan Murphy himself, with Kylee’s cousin riding in the back seat gripping onto Logan’s shoulders tightly. 
 
   Gavin frowned. He didn’t care if Logan wanted to go on a date, but he did care if he came riding in to a gig with the girl on his bike. They needed to please the crowds, play the game and make sure they secured a spot at Rock Star Royale.
 
   “Good luck, Logan,” the girl said as she kissed Logan’s shoulder blade gently. 
 
   Pulling the motorcycle into the reserved parking spot beside the door, Gavin watched Logan grab the girl’s hand as they rushed into the club. 
 
   Compared to the brightness outside, the dimness inside the club seemed extra dark. Gavin high-fived Logan as he passed and nodded at the girl. She’s pretty. Something about her made Gavin think she wasn’t a single night kind of gal. He scratched his head. Now’s not the time, Logan. Please, not now. He followed them into the club.
 
   Inside the bar area, Dale had found Lisa sitting on a barstool, bottles of beer lined up. She handed each of the guys a long neck as they passed. Dale leaned over and kissed her. 
 
   “Hey sexy,” Lisa teased as she passed Dale a cold one. 
 
   “And look who finally graced us with their presence.” Gavin grabbed two bottles and handed one to Logan. He smiled politely at the pretty girl. “Do you want one?”
 
   “Not yet. Thanks though.” Her accent told him she was a New Yorker.
 
   Logan pointed, “Guys, this is Ashley. Ashley, here’s the band.”
 
   Gavin nodded and shook the hand Ashley offered. “I’m Gavin.”
 
   She shook hands with Zip, Dale and Chris. It seemed like Gavin was the only one not impressed she was there.
 
   “Did anybody bring Cecilia?” Logan looked around. 
 
   “Cecilia?” Ashley asked and elbowed Logan in the gut. “That your girlfriend you forgot to tell me about?”
 
   Gavin raised his eyebrows. Maybe she was a one-night stand kind of girl. Good for you, Logan. “You could call her Logan’s girl.”
 
   Logan laughed as he covered his eyes with his hand in mortification. 
 
   Gavin laughed at the surprise on Ashley’s face. Enough teasing the poor girl. She might be okay after all.  Cecilia is Logan’s banjo… And yeah I brought it in. It’s all fixed, tuned and ready to go.” He handed Logan the black banjo case.
 
   “Thanks, Gav.” Logan took a swig of his beer. As he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand he said, 
 
   “So Ash, you from New York?” Gavin turned to Ashley.
 
   She nodded. “I am.”
 
   “Have you heard of Whisky Lullaby?”
 
   “I have now.” She smiled not backing down.
 
   “Have you heard of Ashley Slater?” Logan shot back at Gavin. 
 
   “Oh, I’ve heard about her,” Dale said as he nudged his girlfriend Lisa. 
 
   Ashley smiled and took a seat at the bar beside Lisa as she offered it. 
 
   “Couldn’t help yourself, could ya?” Lisa smirked at Ashley.
 
   “What do you mean?” She blinked rapidly and pretended she didn’t get Lisa’s teasing on hot Logan. 
 
   “It’s not every day Logan introduces a real live girl.” Lisa winked. 
 
   “Oh, I, uh…” She had no idea how to respond.
 
   “Yeah,” Gavin joked. “Last week it was a blow up. Freakin’ embarrassing.”
 
   The guys chuckled, so did Ashley.
 
   “So what now?” Ashley asked as the crowds outside began chanting ‘Whisky… Gimme me some Whisky Lullaby! We want Whisky!’ 
 
   “They set up, then the fun begins,” Lisa said with a laugh. 
 
   “Cool,” Ashley said and reached for Logan’s beer to steal a sip.
 
   Gavin frowned. She was holding a Whisky Lullaby banjo pick between her index finger and her thumb. “Let’s do this.” He turned and headed for the stage, knowing the guys would follow.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   The already dim lights went off at 7:59. The Cave was packed to max capacity with revelers, music lovers, and diehard fans of Whisky Lullaby. The hum of the chatter of the crowd rose to a deafening roar as the bar went dark and a single light pointed to front of the club as the band took the stage. 
 
   Lisa leaned over to Ashley. They had the best spot in the house. “Mayhem Mondays at the Cave are known to be a bit wilder than the other nights of the week. There’re no rules.”
 
   “Seriously?” Ashley shifted her weight to her other foot, excited to watch them play.
 
   Lisa nodded and reached for her soda. “Bands are encouraged to bring their most uptempo music and put on a show that the crowd’ll remember. In other words… Bring the Mayhem! Whisky Lullaby’s a favorite of the Cave’s because they always guarantee a packed house and a crazy-explosive performance.”
 
   Before Ashley could respond, the owner, Mike McGovern, who had introduced himself to Ashley earlier, took the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen! Your attention, please!” 
 
   All eyes were on him as the roar turned to a murmur. Fog drifted over the stage as a dim purple ambiance spotlight lit up the stage. Ashley and Lisa stood just inches from the stage with bated breath. 
 
   “Woooooo!” Lisa called out, adding to the positive energy inside of the club. 
 
   Ashley glanced behind her. You could cut the anticipation in the Cave with a knife. The place was crazy crowded.
 
   A mock silence filled the club. As the black curtains parted, a unique sound hit the air. The rip of a banjo, the vibration of fiddle strings, the deep strum of a bass guitar and the pounding of Zip’s drumsticks echoed a simple set of chords. The crowd screamed with excitement. 
 
   Ashley, caught up in the excitement, cried out along with the crowd as she waited to see Logan emerge on stage. 
 
   “One… Two…. Three…. Four!” Gavin screamed out as the lights went on and Chris’ electric guitar wailed. 
 
   Then, as if out of nowhere, Logan skidded to the front of the stage on his knees.
 
   “Get up and dance, girl! I’m in a rock and roll band,” Logan shouted in a perfect pitched song. 
 
   Logan’s voice was like velvet as he sung the opening lyrics of Boy and Bear’s song “Bridges”. It was obviously a fan favorite at the Cave, and since the Australian band would probably not visit the Cave, Whisky Lullaby was the next best thing. 
 
   As Logan sang, his eyes found Ashley and he watched her with a penetrating gaze. The attention was like a jolt of lightning to her system. She watched as Logan jumped to his feet and waved her on. 
 
   “Watch this,” she shouted over the music to Lisa. With a mischievous smirk she plucked the pick from the back pocket of her jeans and jumped up to the stage. She heard Lisa calling her back but ignored the cries. 
 
   Logan held a hand out for her, but instead of simply taking the pick, he did something unexpected. Grabbing Ashley’s wrists, Logan pulled her to him and spun her around. Swaying to the beat of the music, Logan danced with Ashley, pressing his lips to hers as the crowd screamed. 
 
   With staged exaggeration he stepped back and bowed before taking his pick from her and flashing it to the crowd. Raising the mic, he played the crowd and asked, “Does the lady have a request?” 
 
   Ashley heard Gavin swear behind Logan but figured it was because he had to carry the chords as he waited for the next song to start. The crowd cheered as she turned and slyly looked at Logan. “You know I do!” she shouted into the mic as she laid a hand on Logan’s chest. 
 
   Logan grinned at her and at the reaction to the people in the club. “Well, don’t be shy, baby. What do you want?” 
 
   Ashley leaned toward Logan’s ear and then grabbed his hand and pulled the microphone to her mouth. “You.” 
 
   The women in the club screamed in agreement. “Me, too!” “Hell yeah!” “Give her what she wants, Logan!”
 
   Logan laughed. Quickly, he brought his microphone to his mouth. “Baby I don’t know that song!” 
 
   Ashley laughed as the crowd cheered on. She turned and shrugged to the crowd, playing them like someone who spent every night on stage. “What do I do?” she mouthed. Then, grabbing the microphone from Logan, Ashley suggested, “What about, Ho Hey by The Lumineers?” 
 
   Logan’s reaction was priceless. So was the roar of the fans.
 
   “Damn this girl has great taste in music!” Logan stepped back and set his banjo before turning to his bandmates. “Now that we can do! Can’t we fellas?!” 
 
   “Sure can!” Gavin shouted and nodded toward Ashley.
 
   “Hit it!” Zip called out. 
 
   “All right, All right!” Chris yelled out. 
 
   Ashley moved to get off the stage but Logan pulled her back. “But I’m gonna need your help Miss.” He winked at her. “What’s your name again?”
 
   “Ashley.” She shook her head, laughing at him.
 
   “Ashley! The beautiful Ashley with the luscious lips! I can’t sing this alone! Will you join me?” He kept his hand in hers as he turned to the crowd. “And all of you out there, on the beat I want you to stomp your feet!” 
 
   She couldn’t say no. Hell could freeze over and she’d still be on fire with Logan on the stage.
 
   Dale began strumming the strings of his guitar as a smooth voice sounded from his mouth. Soon Logan’s banjo accompanied his friend’s harmony. The audience stomped their feet loudly with every other beat and Logan and Ashley took over the vocals of the song. 
 
   Logan, looking right into Ashley’s eyes, sang out, “I belong with you! You belong with me…” 
 
   Then Logan pushed the microphone in Ashley’s face with a daring look in his eyes. After a moment of hesitation, Ashley smiled and belted out in a voice as smooth as silk, “You’re my sweetheart!” 
 
   Then as the crowd continued to stomp their feet and dance along to the beat, they all sang out, “You’re my sweetheart!”
 
   Ashley laughed and danced throughout the performance and when the song was over she let Logan give her a sweet peck on the cheek. Gracefully, she lowered herself off the stage, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
   “Let’s give it up for Ashley!” Logan called out as the crowd cheered. 
 
   Lisa clapped her hands and rubbed her shoulder against Ashley’s. “Well played girl, well played!”  
 
   Ashley grinned. She, like every girl in the room, was falling in love with Logan Murphy, lead singer for Whisky Lullaby.
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Chapter 11
 
   Devil’s Spoke
 
    
 
   “You never told me you were such a bad ass,” Ashley teased Logan as they walked back to McCarron Hall along the dark campus streets.
 
   Logan laughed. “I don’t know about that.” 
 
   “Please!” Ashley waved her hands in the air. “You’re hot. You ride a bike that only makes you look hotter. And you sing in a band. That back there was amazing! Seriously.”
 
   Logan smiled but didn’t say anything.
 
   “You, mister, are bad ass.” She knew she was gushing like a groupie fan. She couldn’t help it. She felt like she’d just been at a pop star concert and was crushing hard on the lead singer. She also wanted to taste his lips again. They made him all the hotter as well.
 
   “So you had a good time then?” Logan asked in a tone of voice that didn’t seem so sure. 
 
   “You’re jokin’, right? Best date! Ever!” She couldn’t stop grinning. Or gushing. So much for the cool New York Juilliard disposition. 
 
   Logan laughed as he wrapped his arm around her waist to pull her close. 
 
   “I could have walked myself home.” She felt bad he’d left his band to clean up so he could take her back. “I do it all the time in New York.” 
 
   “And I’m sure in New York there’re cops at just about every corner.” Logan shook his head. “Not a chance, Ash. Not on my watch. It’s my job to make sure you arrive back safe and sound.” 
 
   She stared at his side profile, trying to memorize his face for the millionth time. “You’re hot, but you’re also a sweet one, Logan Murphy. I see through your disguise.” She stroked his hand with her thumb. 
 
   “Only on you,” Logan assured her as he smiled politely back at her. 
 
   They had reached the parking lot near the stadium and decided to walk to the quad. She wanted to invite him up to her dorm, but if Kaylee or Charlie were there… it didn’t seem like a smart idea.
 
   Logan leaned in and kissed her, taking her by surprise as her breath slipped from her. “Sleep well, princess. I don’t want you more than three minutes late for that workshop tomorrow.” He winked as he kept his head close to her, their noses almost touching.
 
   “Yeah… It’ll be so much fun lugging my cello across campus,” Ashley whispered.
 
   “I can help you with that. I’m forever lugging instruments and equipment across campus.” 
 
   “It’s okay.” Ashley blushed slightly. She hadn’t been hinting for him to help her. Then again, who was she to deny the boy the opportunity of chivalry? And people said chivalry was dead! It was alive and well at TSU! “Well, I mean, if you want to…”
 
   “Any excuse to spend more time with you? I’ll take it.” Grabbing her hand with his, Logan led the way across campus, like Ashley’s own personal beacon in the dark. She could soon see why Logan didn’t want her to walk home alone. There were pockets at night – places on campus that weren’t well lit, and after dark became hiding places for students to drink, hook up or find themselves other assortments of trouble. 
 
   Logan’s pace sped up as he rushed past a group of guys who were enjoying a round of beers and talking rowdily on the patio of Mick’s Café, a popular lunch spot on campus. It wasn’t lunchtime though, and Mick’s definitely did not serve alcohol. He kept his head down and Ashley wondered if it was to avoid being recognized.
 
   McCarron Hall was just up ahead and lit up vibrantly. Music echoed from above them as Ashley and Logan got closer. Seeing that it was almost 2 A.M., she figured the noise would end soon. It was a school night after all, right? Blame it on the first day of classes, she figured. 
 
   “I thought quiet hour was eleven.” 
 
   “It’s supposed to be.” Ashley shook her head. “Somebody’s having a party.”
 
   “That’s one hell of a party. What floor is your room on?” 
 
   “Third. I’m sharing the suite with my cousin, Kaylee.” She glanced up at the same time Logan did. “She’s probably the perpetrator of this shindig.”
 
   “Lucky you,” Logan said with a grunt. “I like a good party, but this is kinda late for the first day of school.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking.” Ashley sighed. “I’m going to have to be the miserable roommate to break it up. Half the people were probably at the club and then came here.”
 
    
 
   Logan nodded as they approached the entrance to McCarron Hall. “Do you want me to come up?”
 
   Thinking of Charlie and how the scene might play out, Ashley shook her head. “I’ll be fine. I have ear plugs, the heavy duty kind.” She winked.
 
   “You better get some sleep, girly.” He teasingly poked Ashley in the arm. “I heard Professor Quill starts right on time and locks the doors after class starts.”
 
   “Dang!” Ashley played along with him. “That’s harsh! I’ll have to be on time then.” 
 
   “Oh, you will be.” Logan smiled mischievously. “I’m gonna be here at 7:30 tomorrow morning to help you with your cello. If you’re not here, I’ll throw stones at your window.” He glanced up. “Which one’s yours?”
 
   “I’m not telling.” She laughed. “You’d better get going then and rest up. My case is way heavier than your little banjo bag.” 
 
   “Ouch! Banjo bag?” He pretended to clutch his chest. “That’s low.” He seemed reluctant to say good night. 
 
   She wasn’t too quick on the jump either. They couldn’t just stand out there all night, though, could they? “Thank you for an amazing time tonight, Logan,” Ashley said as she kissed him on the cheek. 
 
   “Goodnight, beautiful,” Logan said with a sweet smile. Before she could step back, he swept her into his arms. His tongue swept across her lips and his hand pressed firmly on the small of her back. 
 
   All the breath stole from her lungs in that moment. She couldn’t get enough of him. They clung to each other until the need for air finally had them panting as they pulled apart. Planting a final kiss on Ashley’s lips, Logan pulled away knowing she had to go inside. 
 
   “Damn, sometimes it’s so hard to do the honorable thing,” he whispered and smiled at her. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   Ashley turned to go inside. “Text me when you get in so I know you’re okay.”
 
   The words seemed to evoke an emotion that was foreign to Logan. Maybe no girl had ever wanted him to call them so they knew he had made it home safely. Most girls probably only wanted Logan because he was the lead singer of Whisky Lullaby. 
 
   Ashley smiled. She was different. She actually cared and she planned to prove it to him. It didn’t matter to her if he was the lead singer of a band. She watched him wave one final time before heading around the building.
 
   She turned and headed inside, cutting through the crowded lobby to make a beeline for the elevator. A group of frat brothers were making their way upstairs, too, which Ashley thought was weird, because they all lived at the Alpha Omega house or wherever it was they lived across campus. The tallest of the four guys pressed the button for the third floor.
 
   A strange feeling settled in Ashley’s stomach. 
 
   “Sup,” a cocky looking guy said to Ashley. 
 
   Trying not to roll her eyes, she replied, “Sup” in much the same way the Idaho farm boy had just asked her. “Where’s the party?” She just wanted to crawl into bed and dream of Logan for the next five hours.
 
   “Where’s the party, dude?” ‘Sup’ guy elbowed his buddy. 
 
   “Uhhh, just follow the music, dude…” another guy replied. 
 
   Bunch of genius we have here, Ashley thought as she tapped her foot impatiently as the elevator rose to the third floor. 
 
   The elevator slid open and a pulsating beat banged loudly as their welcome. Techno music blared from the end of the hallway.
 
   Shit! It was her place. Of course it would be. It’s the biggest dorm on the floor.
 
   The frat guys sped off down the hall, leaving Ashley in their dust. There was a keg stand going on outside the door to their room. She ignored them. The only thing she cared about was retreating to her bedroom, and snapping her idiot cousin in half tomorrow morning. 
 
   She couldn’t believe the suite could hold so many people. Alcohol and empty red cups peppered across the kitchen counter and floor. A ménage of couples were hooking up on the living room furniture. A group of rowdy football players and cheerleaders had gathered in the kitchen trying to talk some cheerleader chick named Jenny Chalmers into doing a keg stand. 
 
   Amidst all of the chaos, Ashley found her cousin slouched down on a barstool swigging on a beer as she chatted with a cute boy who Ashley didn’t know. She marched over to her cousin. “What the hell, Kaylee?!” She craned her neck, trying to see if her bedroom door was still shut, but there were too many people in the way. 
 
   “Ayyyy! Ashhhhley’s here! Heyyyy Ashhhh!” Kaylee slurred, the stench of alcohol wafted across Ashley’s nose as her cousin stumbled to hug her. 
 
   Ashley hugged her cousin gently, but she immediately pulled away. She wasn’t foreign to having a good time, but there was something adherently unhealthy about all of this. Everyone was drinking with the intent of getting obliterated. It was too freakin’ late. “I’ve got an early class,” she mumbled, pretty sure Kaylee didn’t care. Pushing her way through the crowd, Ashley moved to the hallway and was relieved to find that the door to her bedroom was still closed. 
 
   “Thank freakin’ goodness.” The door was unlocked and she opened it a smidge to make sure no nasty business was going on in her bed. It was quiet. She shut the door and locked it. She didn’t need any company. In the darkness, she found her desk and dropped her purse off on her desk. Rubbing her hand over her eyes, Ashley let a ferocious yawn rip from her mouth. She was exhausted. It had been an amazing night. 
 
   A pair of hands groped her in the dark. As she cried out, a hand covered her mouth and forced her into the corner. Through the dim light of the window, Ashley could see a blonde-haired man wearing only jeans. His bare chest rubbed against her and she shuddered. His scent was vaguely familiar. She’d smelled that cologne before. 
 
   Charlie.
 
   His breath was heavy on Ashley’s neck as she struggled to get away. His hand moved quickly up her shirt, and no matter how she tried, she couldn’t break free of his hold. He roughly squeezed her breast. “You fuckin’ want it.”
 
   “Get off of me!” she hissed.
 
   “Shut up! They’ll hear you!” Charlie’s voice slurred as he spoke. 
 
   Ashley could smell the alcohol on his breath and panic set in. She shoved him as hard as she could but he came back at her. No one would hear her because of the volume of the music coming from the living room. 
 
   “Get off of me, Charlie!” Ashley screamed, but it did her no good. No one in McCarron Hall could hear her cries. 
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Chapter 12
 
   Rolling in the Deep
 
    
 
   Logan walked slowly with his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his jeans. He had a harmony and song playing in his head as he relished the memories of the evening. The night was noisier than normal but the music played loud inside his head. He stopped suddenly when he swore he heard something.
 
   Whether it was a sixth sense or he actually heard something, it didn’t matter. Whatever it was, it sent his heart into a galloping panic. 
 
   Spinning on his heel he looked in the direction he had just come. In a panic, Logan raced back towards the massive student housing building, his breathing hitched as his boots pounded against the pavement. He didn’t know what was happening, but Ashley needed him. It felt like she was in danger, and there was no way in hell Logan was about to let anything happen to her. 
 
   He pumped his legs with an urgency he had never known before. He passed by a group of girls chatting loudly as they teetered down the street in their high heels. 
 
   Skidding to a stop he called to them, “Where’s the party?” 
 
   “3J. Hey, are you Logan Murphy?” Suddenly the girls erupted in screeching.
 
   “Yeah, actually I am.” He figured he’d use whatever it took to get him into the party. “Who’s holding it?” 
 
   “Like you don’t know.” One girl stumbled toward him, spilling a cup without even noticing. “Your stepbrother throws the best parties!” 
 
   Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! Logan’s mind burned with anger. Tearing off down the street, he ran with ferocious intensity as his stepbrother’s face came to mind. Charlie’s two big problems: keeping his hands off the liquor… and keeping his hands off the girls. 
 
   Logan would knock his stepbrother into next month if Ashley got hurt in any way. He’d find himself in a jail cell before he would let any harm come to her. “Don’t test me, Charlie… You know I’m not one to mess with,” Logan hissed to himself through gritted teeth. 
 
   He pushed through the dorm’s doors and barreled up the stairs, taking three at a time and pushing people out of the way as he went. It wasn’t hard to follow the trail of people. They moved like a wave to let him through.
 
   He burst through the door to the dorm, watching Kaylee clink her red solo cup with three others. A hiccup popped from her mouth as laughter exploded from her belly. 
 
   “CLEAR OUT!” he barked as he came through the door. He saw a girl in the corner of the room passed out cold, while other students stood around her like she was nothing more than a rug on the floor. 
 
   “Where’s Charlie?” Logan hissed at Kaylee. He gritted his teeth at the scene before him. In a snap he pulled his cell phone from his back pocket and dialed 911. He didn’t care what any of his classmates thought. People could get hurt. A girl was out cold, and Ashley was in danger. Charlie and Kaylee were idiots. Stupid drunk idiots.
 
   After spitting his information to the emergency dispatcher, Logan quickly pressed the end button on the screen of his iPhone and darted towards the hallway. He had no clue which bedroom was Ashley’s, but it only took a moment for his internal compass to catch up with the situation. 
 
   He had heard Ashley’s voice clear as a bell from the road that led to McCarron Hall. She had to be on the west wall of the building. Abruptly, Logan turned left, placing his hand on the knob of the first bedroom. He wiggled the doorknob but it wouldn’t move. The door was locked. Logan could barely hear a thing with the music blaring throughout the dorm. 
 
   “Turn the fucking music off!” he yelled. His vocal chords had no problem rising above the speakers. 
 
   Everyone in the living room turned around to stare at him, yet, with all the looks of confusion and fear, no one bothered to do what Logan asked. 
 
   Shaking his head, Logan ran to the far wall of the living room and jerked the plug out for the stereo system from the wall. The obnoxious thumping of the bass ceased and Logan could hear exactly what was going on. Loud bangs and screams came from the bedroom where he had just tried. A fight ensued. 
 
   He stormed back to the bedroom door. Kicking at it, he was intent on getting in, one way or another. Boom! Boom! Boom! Logan’s boot slammed against the wooden door, cracking under the pressure of his force. He threw his shoulder into it, not carrying if he broke his hand or arm and could never play his banjo again.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?!” Kaylee screamed, holding herself up by clutching at the wall. 
 
   “Saving your cousin!” Logan spat as he gave Kaylee a look of disgust. “Now unless you’re here to help, get the hell out of my way!” He threw his body again into the door.
 
   This time the wood creaked in protest as it gave way and fell, Logan in tow, crashing to the floor.
 
   He scrambled up, ready to kill.
 
   Someone flicked on the light.
 
   Ashley stood in the center of the room. Her shirt was ripped and her mouth was bloody.
 
   Logan hesitated before moving toward her. 
 
   She stood sparring with Charlie. Or, more like, kicking his ass. She swung and landed a solid punch in his jaw, followed by a right upper cut. Words pumped out of her mouth as she hit him, “You fucker! You can take the girl out of New York but you couldn’t take New York out of the girl!” She hit him again.
 
   Charlie bent to avoid another punch and then stumbled back.
 
   They were oblivious to Logan.
 
   “I don’t know what the hell you were thinking,” Ashley hissed, setting her hands on her hips, “but you’re messing with the wrong girl, Charlie Murphy!” She spat at him, blood and spittle hitting him on his bare chest. 
 
   Charlie swiped at her, just barely missing her arm. 
 
   Bang! Bang! Kaylee stumbled in and fell on the broken door.
 
   “Go away!” Charlie yelled as he turned towards where the door should be. Ashley didn’t wait. She dove at him, her shoulder hitting him in the stomach and knocking him to the ground. Her fist collided with his jaw instantly and blood spurted from his mouth as Charlie lay on the floor. 
 
   Logan looked at Ashley, then glared at Charlie and back to Ashley again. He wrapped his arm around Ashley and lifted her off his stepbrother. He wanted to finish what she had started. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?!” 
 
   Charlie rose to his feet again and shot Logan a look of pure hatred. “Fuck off!” Charlie roared as he bumped chests with his stepbrother. 
 
   Logan shoved him hard and Charlie fell back onto the bed.
 
   “Ashley, are you all right?” Logan turned to her in concern. His eyes lingered over her bloody lip, her ripped shirt and her hands that were balled into fists. Charlie had crossed a line. A big one.  
 
   “Did he touch you?!” Logan asked sharply as he glared at his stepbrother, who was struggling to stand up again. 
 
   “Tried to,” she hissed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
   “Bitch has a mean left hook!” Charlie griped. 
 
   “What is going on in here?!” Kaylee finally stood on top of the door, teetering either from alcohol or the wobbly door. “Ashley, what the hell were you doing with my boyfriend?!” 
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “Seriously Kay?” 
 
   “Kaylee, it’s not true. You know I love you.” Charlie glanced warily at Ashley and then Logan. “She came on to me.” 
 
   “Then what the fuck are you doing in my bedroom?” 
 
   A scoff erupted from Logan as he stared down his stepbrother. “The lady asked a question, stepbrother.” 
 
   “I see no ladies… Only bitches for miles to see!” Charlie spat at his little stepbrother. 
 
   “Oh, no you didn’t!” Ashley moved toward Charlie and Logan had to grab her to hold her back. Part of him wanted to let her have at him. She shook with fury but did not back down. Logan was impressed. She may have called for help, but she was handling herself just fine. 
 
   “You listen up, little man,” Ashley hissed as she jabbed a finger at Charlie. “You might be bigger than me. You might be stronger than me, but I’ve dealt with worse creeps. You don’t scare me, asshole. Try me. Touch me again. Come at me again, I dare you!” Ashley pulled free of Logan’s hold and moved forward incredibly fast so that he couldn’t catch her. She shoved Charlie so hard that he fell back into the wall. 
 
   Logan stared in shock. Did his girl just lay his stepbrother out? His stepbrother, who he considered to be dangerous, and the girl he liked, who he considered to be delicate and fragile and in need of protection? 
 
   “Now get the hell out of my room!” Ashley yelled as she closed the distance between herself and Charlie. 
 
   “How could you, Ash… I thought we were friends…” Kaylee gushed, clearly not understanding what was going on. 
 
   Ashley shook her head at her dimwitted cousin. “Get the hell out of my room, too!” Ashley screamed. 
 
   Her cousin didn’t linger. Grabbing Charlie’s arm, Kaylee bolted from the room. 
 
   Logan stood in the middle of the room with no idea what to do. Ashley didn’t need coddling. He knew if he went to his stepbrother, he’d kill him. He’d never been so angry in his life. Not even at Floyd. “Do you need to go to a hospital?” he finally asked, as he stared at Ashley’s cuts. 
 
   She touched her lip gingerly and shook her head. “I’ve a first aid kit. Maybe some ice for the lip.” She moved to the mirror and winced at what she saw. “Good thing I don’t play a trumpet.”
 
   “Yeah, good thing,” he said absently. She’s tougher than steel.
 
   “What’d you do to the door?” She pointed at it while rinsing a wash cloth under the tap with cold water.
 
   “I couldn’t get in.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He blinked, not sure what to say. “I think you handled yourself fine without me.” He grinned.
 
   She flashed him a small smile before biting her lip at the pain it caused. When he stepped towards her, she held her hand up. “I’ll be okay. I do need to file a report against your stepbrother though.” 
 
   “What did he do?” Logan stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. 
 
   “He was waiting for me here when I came in. I didn’t think anyone was in my room so I locked the door so no one else would come in. Charlie attacked me in the dark and tried forcing my clothes off.” Tears burned at the corner of her eyes but she blinked them away. “He didn’t get far though. He wasn’t expecting a girl who knew how to fight back. Or probably someone who was sober.” She rubbed the blood off of her mouth with the wet cloth. 
 
   “Truth be told, you don’t look like the kind of girl who could whoop a guy’s ass. Not a big guy like Charlie.” He was going to kill his stepbrother. Logan took a step toward her just as voices shouted from the other side of the dorm suite.
 
   “Police! Open up!” 
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Chapter 13
 
   Set Fire to the Rain
 
    
 
   Ashley and Logan spoke to the police while paramedics took the passed out girl, Marissa Barnes, on a stretcher. Ashley had told the police everything, and though she was okay, hearing her recount what she had gone through infuriated Logan even further.
 
   The party broke the moment the cops showed up. How campus police hadn’t broken it up sooner was beyond Logan’s comprehension. Ashley didn’t want to press charges against Charlie but the police insisted he had to come with them. Ashley tried to talk them out of arresting him. Logan was impressed with her inner strength, but glad they were going to lock him up for the night. Maybe it would help straighten him out.
 
   Logan offered to take her to his place for the night. She could sleep on his bed and he’d take the floor. He picked up her cello while she gathered her things. The policeman taking the report offered to drop them off.
 
   Once settled into his place, all his bandmates sleeping and oblivious to Logan and Ashley returning, Logan set Ashley on the couch and attempted to make her a cup of tea. 
 
   “Hey Ash…” Logan watched her lie back on the couch. 
 
   “Yeah?” She sounded exhausted. It had to be nearly four in the morning now. 
 
   “You said you dealt with worse men up in New York.” Logan tried to keep the worry out of his voice. “What did you mean?” 
 
   Ashley sighed deeply, releasing a heavy outtake of breath. “My ex wasn’t such a nice guy. He’s part of the reason I applied here.” 
 
   “I’ll kill him for you,” he offered as he brought her a cup of hot water and plopped a teabag into it. 
 
   She smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Thanks for the offer. He did his talking with his fists, and apparently never heard the word no. My mother always insisted that you didn’t grow up in New York without knowing how to defend yourself.”
 
   “I like your mom.”
 
   “So do I.” A tear slid down the side of Ashley’s face. 
 
   Logan leaned over and wiped it away with his thumb. “I’m so sorry.” Logan sighed and covered his eyes with his hand. “I’m sorry for what my stepbrother put you through.” 
 
   “It’s not your fault, Logan. You’re a different man than Charlie. You’re a better man.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t want anything to do with me.”
 
   Ashley brought her finger to Logan’s firm jaw. Lifting his chin so that his eyes met hers, Ashley replied, “I’m not going anywhere. I’m quite comfortable where I am.”
 
   Gently, Logan cupped Ashley’s face as he lightly brushed his lips against hers. Careful not to hurt her, Logan lingered for a moment, before sitting up. “You should get some sleep. You look exhausted.”
 
   She leaned back against the couch and Logan took the mug from her. He set her legs over his lap. “It okay if we just stay here?”
 
   Logan nodded. Way easier than kicking my roomie out of our room.
 
   Flicking on the TV, he put it on mute and then pulled the blanket from the back of the couch and laid it over Ashley. In the dark of the living room, as the silence of night took over, Ashley was lulled to sleep with Logan’s elegant hum of the melody he had been working out earlier in his head. 
 
   Logan, on the other hand, didn’t plan on sleeping a wink.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Poison and Wine
 
    
 
   Ashley mumbled, half asleep when her cell alarm woke her. She reached over and groaned at the soreness in her knuckles as she switched the sound off. Her altercation with Charlie came flooding back and she forced it out with memories of riding with Logan and watching Whisky Lullaby play. 
 
   Eyes still closed she did the math and figured she had gotten about four hours sleep. Hopefully Logan had managed to do the same. She nestled in the nook of Logan’s arm and slowly opened her eyes. She smiled up at him as she let out a yawn. Please do not have gross breath.
 
   “Sleeping beauty. I’m glad you got some sleep.” Logan looked as though he had gotten none. 
 
   Ashley licked her lips and rubbed her eyes. “Did you get any? Your eyes tell me no.” She slowly sat up, thankful her body didn’t hurt. Aside from a bit of stiffness, she’d be fine.
 
   “A little.” He watched her intently. “We’ve got an hour before we have to be in class for your performance. You feel up to it? I’m sure if we explain what happened it can be rescheduled.” 
 
   “For the performance? I’m always ready,” Ashley said calmly. “I’m fine.” She reached out and squeezed his knee. “And I’ll be fine later too.”
 
   “Natural-born performer, you are.” Logan stood and stretched. “The guys are probably still sleeping. Zip and Dale have class with us, but they’ll wake up ten minutes before class starts and sprint over to the junior auditorium.” 
 
   “Smart boys.” Ashley considered their late night. If they did that regularly, early morning classes were not going to work. Her stomach let out a ferocious growl. She blinked in surprise.
 
   “Hungry?” A single eyebrow rose on Logan’s forehead and he chuckled. “There’s nothing but stale cereal here, but we can grab something on the way. There’s this food truck worth hitting up.”
 
   “Oscar’s Omelets?” 
 
   “Yeah!” 
 
   Ashley nodded. “I passed it yesterday and it smelled soooo good! I was running late so didn’t have time to check it out.” 
 
   “He makes the best breakfast. More than just eggs, too.”
 
   “All right, let me get dressed, and we’ll go.” She grabbed her duffle bag and headed to the bathroom. She washed her face, glad the cut on her lip could partially be hidden with lip gloss. Her right hand didn’t look very pretty but there was nothing she could do about that. She pulled her dress out of the bag and hung it up as she turned the shower on.
 
   She showered quickly, letting the hot water steam the wrinkles out of her dress. It didn’t really need it. She’d purposely bought this while performing at outdoor Juilliard concerts. It was wrinkle-free and comfortable, while still being elegant. She skipped washing her hair and stuck it into a bun.
 
   Twenty minutes later she was dressed, make up on and a long jacket hiding what she wore underneath. She sort of wanted to surprise Logan with it also. 
 
   Logan stood in the living room, freshly changed into a pair of dark jeans and red shirt. His back was to her so she admired the view before stepping behind him and peering over his shoulder.
 
   He had his phone in hand and was searching through his contacts. He typed d-i-c-k-h-e and Ashley smirked when his stepbrother Charlie’s picture popped up. 
 
   Logan sent Charlie a text: Touch her again, it won’t be her that fucks you up. It’ll be me.
 
   Logan glanced at Ashley as he waited for a reply, but after several minutes, none came through. He smirked at her. “Charlie wouldn’t be able to answer until someone pays his bail.” He shoved his phone in his back pocket and kissed her carefully on the lips. He seemed distracted and turned to grab her cello case. “Ready?” he asked before glancing down the hall to where the bedrooms were.
 
   Nobody was stirring in that end of the house.
 
   “Let’s go.” She slipped her bag over her shoulder and slipped out the door he held open for her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Oh, my goodness… this is the best omelet ever!” Ashley gushed as she devoured it. 
 
   Logan laughed as he sat across from her with her cello leaning against his leg. “You better hurry. We don’t want to get locked out.” 
 
   “Almost done,” Ashley said as she slurped her orange juice through a straw. She ran her finger over her plate, trying to get one last lick of flavor. Wiping her hands, she blushed as she noticed Logan watching her with interest. “I like food.” She shrugged.
 
   “Your body keeps that secret very well.”
 
   She grinned and grabbed a wet wipe from her backpack to clean her hands one more time.
 
   “What’s with the coat? You not wearing anything underneath there?” He put an arm around the cello case and leaned forward. “I’d pay to see that in concert.”
 
   She threw her crumpled wipe at him. “Easy tiger.”
 
   He stood and lifted the cello case.
 
   “Okay. Let’s do this.” Ashley stood and grinned as Logan shifted the case to his other hand. “Are you sure you have that cello. It’s heavy, isn’t it?!”
 
   “You weren’t kidding!” Logan grunted as he lifted it onto his back. “How do you manage?”
 
   “I’m superwoman under this coat.”
 
   “I’m starting to believe you.” Not wasting any more time, Logan grabbed Ashley’s hand and led her to class. 
 
   Everyone was already seated as they came through the class door. Logan set her cello case on the small stage at the front of the room and grabbed an empty seat in the second row. Professor Mackey shut the door of the classroom. 
 
   Ashley peered around with a tinge of anxiety. The room was shaped like a shell. She knew the acoustics would not be a problem. Professor Mackey was a smart man.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, please settle down. I want to segue right into our first performance workshop of the semester. Miss Ashley Slater has agreed to kick off the program. Each workshop will include five different pieces of music of the musician’s choosing. Each piece should show off a different style, a different personality and truly showcase the musician’s skill.” He motioned to Ashley. “Miss Slater if you would be so kind?” 
 
   She was prepared. She had received an email from Mackey before school started asking if she wouldn’t mind being the first artist to play. She hadn’t batted an eye when she hit reply and told him it wouldn’t be a problem.
 
   Now, she walked to the front of the auditorium and took her cello out. Carefully, she placed the cello against its stand and organized her staff paper which contained the music she had specifically chosen for the showcase. She slipped out of her jacket, revealing her elegant black dress. Her long brown waves fell over her shoulder. She glanced up at Logan, meeting his gaze a moment and noticing his mouth hung slightly open in surprise. Hopefully she looked exquisite as she stood at the front of the room ready to perform and nobody noticed the bruise on her lip or knuckles. 
 
   The hush from the music performance class showed her they were surprised as well. She sat in the velvet-lined chair at the front of the room. She adjusted the strings of her cello, and finally, when all was ready, Ashley glanced up from her instrument to see that all of her classmates were peering down on her. Logan sat next to his bandmates, Zip and Dale, who she hadn’t noticed until that moment.
 
   “All set, Miss Slater?” the professor asked with an expectant expression on his face. 
 
   “Almost,” Ashley replied in a hushed tone of voice. Something was missing. “Logan Murphy, I’ll be needing my bow.” She tried not to smile but it snuck through. 
 
   All eyes swiveled to Logan as he stood up from his chair and brought her the bow. It was a nod to last night’s performance at the Cave. Ashley was the keeper of Logan’s pick. Logan was the protector of Ashley’s bow. 
 
   Gently, Logan passed the bow to Ashley and she accepted it gracefully, giving him a sly wink. Maybe one day together they would make beautiful music.
 
   The whole room returned to silence as Ashley brought her bow to the strings of her cello. Closing her eyes, she took a breath before the first note played. Like a wizard casting a spell, her notes captivated the audience as the introduction of “Rather Be” by Clean Bandit began to play from the stringed instrument. The intricate notes of the song elegantly resounded from the instrument as the room broke out in whispers of delight. A few students clapped. 
 
   It was exactly as she had planned. Dressed so finely and carrying a cello, many of them expected to hear Beethoven’s Fifth, and not a song that they’d hear on their iPods. 
 
   She caught Logan’s bandmates’ surprise.
 
   “Shut up!” Dale said in surprise. “I didn’t know she could play like that!” He pulled his phone out and held it toward her, like he was recording it.
 
   “Shit… neither did I,” Logan replied. “Now you shut up, I don’t want to miss a second of Ashley’s performance. Every single note’s perfect. She doesn’t miss a beat.”
 
   As the song drew to an end, she changed the tone of the music. A regal and important tune sounded from her cello as the tempo quickened. Ashley felt the pain of the music’s story as she played with her eyes closed. Of course she knew Vivaldi’s “Autumn” theme from the Four Seasons composition.
 
   “She’s friggin’ magnificent,” Dale said loudly.
 
   The professor shushed him and then clapped as the last note of Vivaldi’s “Autumn” played. 
 
   Quickly, Ashley flipped the sheet music over to her next piece. The tone changed again, this time transporting her audience from the Classical era to the 20th century Baroque period with the soulful and eloquent sounds of Claude Debussy. She knew her emotions from the music were showing on her face. She couldn’t stop them. That’s why she tended to play with her eyes closed. Debussy’s composition was so heartfelt and emotionally gutting at the same time. She played the song masterfully, and felt the audience hanging on to every note. 
 
   She glanced up and saw that every single movement of her bow entranced them. As the final note played, a joyful smile creased her pretty face. 
 
   “Were you seriously not going to tell us that your girlfriend is some sort of musical prodigy?” Zip said loudly as he punched Logan on the shoulder. “I have friggin goosebumps!” 
 
   Ashley smiled. She had planned to put one of her own compositions into the performance but hesitated. She wanted her performance to pull at Logan, like poison and wine, heaven and hell. She had told him about her musical experience, but she wanted him to see it for himself. It was a completely different experience. She hoped he had never seen anything like it before. Playing her own stuff might ruin the moment. What if he didn’t like it? Anxiety pulled her in the direction of safety. She went with what she knew.
 
   The tempo quickened again. Speeding from the early 1900s straight to modern-day 21st century, Ashley channeled her inner-diva as she played the instrumental music to “Rolling in the Deep”. Surprising everyone in the audience, including Logan. 
 
   She pushed it further and began singing the lyrics to the song. Her voice came out powerful and beautiful. Her bow moved quickly as the song progressed, and Ashley never missed a beat. She was in tune with the music, with the song, and as students began to tap their foot, she let out a huge grin. 
 
   “Dude, I think we found our sixth band member,” Dale said over the music.
 
   Ashley zoned in on their conversation, her heart rate picking up speed but she never missed a beat. She had no idea what they meant, but she knew it had to do with her.
 
   “What?” Logan said. 
 
   “Yeah!” Zip said as he chewed loudly on his gum. “Fuck yeah!”
 
   The professor cleared his throat, warning them to shut up.
 
   Then, as the song came to an end, Ashley quickly segued into her fifth song. Eleanor Rigby, by the Beatles, played quickly as the audience clapped along. She focused again on the music, her face returning stoic and solemn as she played. This was serious business to her. As the song came to an end, the professor and the audience stood up, clapping loudly. 
 
   “Now that, Miss Slater, is what I call a perfect performance workshop!” The professor shook his head. “Good luck topping that, ladies and gentlemen.”
 
   Ashley stood up and took a bow as the audience cheered. 
 
   The professor settled the students down after some work. He turned to her. “I like how you showed the different styles, along with different sides of your personality, and even included some vocals when you felt inspired to do so. Excellent, excellent work.” He smiled, clearly impressed.
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Ashley said with a smile. “It was fun.” 
 
   Mackey opened the floor to questions from the other students. Ashley answered them, explaining where she had received her training, offering to give some tips on performing. One guy at the back asked if she had plans Friday night. She glanced at Logan, who sat smirking at her, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   Finally class was over and Logan waded through the crowd around her. “Well, well, well…” Logan said as he approached Ashley. 
 
   “What?” she asked innocently. 
 
   “I figured you were good, but I didn’t know you were a goddess of music.” He bowed dramatically. “I’m in the presence of greatness. That was amazing, Ash.” 
 
   “Nothing great. Just lucky to have amazing music to choose from.” She blushed and then giggled when Logan brought her hand to his mouth. From behind him someone cleared their throat. 
 
   Logan laughed. “All right.” He shrugged. “I’ve got a groupie crush on this chick. What can I say?” He stepped aside for his bandmates, Dale and Zip. 
 
   The two guys stood together, silly smirks on their faces. Ashley didn’t know what they were up to, but she took some pleasure in watching them act suddenly unsure of themselves.
 
   Logan rolled his eyes. “Dale and Zip have a question for you.”
 
   “Hey… I’m Dale. You remember me from last night, right?” 
 
   Ashley laughed. “Of course I do.” She smiled politely, trying to figure out why he suddenly seemed nervous. “And you’re Zip, right?” 
 
   Zip wiggled his eyebrows. “That’s me!” 
 
   Logan covered his face in embarrassment. 
 
   “So we were wondering…” Dale let his voice trail off as he scratched his head. 
 
   “Yes?” she prompted.
 
   “Well, you see… For the Rock Star Royale competition… We need six band members… because we had to kick Charlie out…” Dale stalled and tried to explain. 
 
   Ashley realized what they were trying to ask.
 
   Quickly Zip interrupted him. “We need you to compete with us. To complete our band.”
 
   “I wasn’t done!” Dale said as he jabbed Zip in the gut. 
 
   “For shit’s sake,” Logan griped as he covered his face with his hands. 
 
   Ashley laughed at them. “So you’re saying you need me to complete you?” She nearly burst out laughing when Logan looked at her between his fingers and mouthed “Jerry McGuire? Really?”
 
   “Can I think about it?” Ashley asked with a coy smile on her face. 
 
   Logan dropped his hands, watching her intently. 
 
   Dale pulled his phone out. “I’m sending this to Gavin and Chris. They need to see it. They’re going freak!” He looked up. “Uh, sure… think about!” Dale stammered. “Of course. Take your time.”
 
   Zip punched him. “We haven’t got time.” 
 
   “How about this. At the gig on Friday, if I hop up on stage, you’ll know I’m in.” She caught Logan’s grin behind the guys. He gave her a thumbs up. 
 
   “So you’re gonna leave us hanging ‘til then?” Dale asked with a defeated look on his face. 
 
   Logan chuckled as he ran his tongue over his white teeth. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see on Friday then, won’t we boys?” Logan said as he looped his arm around Ashley’s waist. 
 
   “You got that right!” She pointed to her cello. “Now who wants to help me lug this equipment back to my dorm? Might score points with joining the band.” As if on cue, all three guys began packing up her music equipment, as if the quicker they packed, the quicker a decision would be made. 
 
   She wanted more than anything to be part of their band. She hoped this was also something Logan wanted as well. However, was this moving too quick? After what happened with Charlie was she stepping into trouble? She wasn’t even sure if her crush on Logan was partly because he was in the band. Spending more time with him while getting to do what she loved, it seemed like it should be an easy decision so why wasn’t it?  “C’mon, I’ll treat you guys to an ice cream.”
 
   “You will not,” Logan said with a laugh as he ushered Ashley out of the room. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Ashley walked by herself the dorms with her cello as Logan headed to his next class. He hadn’t wanted to leave her but she argued that she was fine. Her nerves twitched as she got closer to the quad. Students glanced twice at her as she lugged the cello on her back. The case was nearly as tall as she was but she was used to carrying it.
 
   Alone in the elevator, she leaned on the side of the square box and wondered what the dorm suite was going to look like. She made a promise to herself to not clean up one bit of Kaylee’s mess. Maybe it would be smarter if she applied for her own dorm. She would have to figure a way to come up with the extra cost but after last night, she was pretty sure she never wanted a roommate again.
 
   Moving down the hall, she saw the mess there had all be cleaned up. An empty keg standing beside the elevator was the only sign of the party until she unlocked her dorm room and stepped inside.
 
   Red cups and empty beer bottles sat everywhere; on the counters, the floor, on tables and everywhere Ashley looked. Why she even thought it would be cleaned up was a silly wish. 
 
   “Kaylee?” she called out, hoping her cousin was gone to class.  She stepped over a beer or drink stain of some kind in the hallway toward her room and frowned at the door. Someone had tried to fix it. It was a different door put back on but whoever had done the work, had connected the hinges upside down and backwards. It was going to be a bitch to fix.
 
   It took some shoulder effort but she managed to get it open enough to slide her cello through and then herself. 
 
   The chaos of the night before showed no evidence in her room. She did a full circle as she turned to check the room. Someone had made her bed, cleaned the cups and vacuumed the bits of the door and mess from the floor. She set her cello by her desk and noticed a sticky note on her cork board. 
 
   Ash—
 
   Tried to clean up the mess. Hope you’re ok.
 
   I’ll see you later
 
   Lisa
 
   Ashley smiled. That was really sweet of Lisa to do. She wondered if she had Dale help her fix the door. She appreciated that Lisa hadn’t cleaned the dorm either. Smart girl.
 
   “Ashley?” The sound of Kaylee’s voice sounded close by. A second later her cousin’s head appeared through the door. She was pale and looked like she was hurting from a bad hangover. “I thought I heard you.” She didn’t come any further into the room. “You’re friend came and cleaned the room, then made a shit-load of noise fixing the door.”
 
   “That was nice of her.” She stared at Kaylee in amazement. No apology? Nothing?
 
   “I was trying to sleep.” Kaylee swallowed and grimaced. “I’m going back to bed now.”
 
   “You need to clean up the dorm.” She was mad and didn’t know what else to say. She wished she’d thought of something on the walk over.
 
   Kaylee waved her hand. “Whatever. I’ll do it later.” She turned to go.
 
   “You’re unbelievable!” Ashley threw at her.
 
   “What?” Kaylee’s head reappeared and she glared at Ashley. “You’re mad ‘cause I had a party? Big deal!”
 
   “The party was out of hand. It’s the bloody second day of school! It was stupid.”
 
   “It was fun.”
 
   “Do you even remember it?”
 
   Kaylee shook her head, her hair falling into her face. “I do. I remember quite clearly you hitting on my boyfriend.”
 
   Anger boiled in her blood. She clenched her hands into fists. “Yeah, that’s what happened,” she snarled sarcastically. “That’s why he’s the one in jail right now.”
 
   “Get over it.”
 
   Ashley blinked. “What did you just say?”
 
   Kaylee sighed and leaned against the wall. She actually looked like she regretted the party. “Okay. It’s not your fault. I’m sorry the party got too big and went well past quiet hour. I didn’t know it would get that outta hand. Charlie was drunk. He can be an idiot sometimes when he has too much to drink. He feels bad. He says he misread the signs you were sending him.”
 
   “I wasn’t sending him any signs!”
 
   “Maybe you were and just didn’t realize it.”
 
    “No, I wasn’t.”
 
   “Okay. Whatever. I don’t want to fight.”
 
   Ashley raised her eyebrows.
 
   “I’ll get the dorm cleaned up and from now on, I’ll sleep at Charlie’s when we hang together. I won’t take him here.” She tried to smile. “Peace?”
 
   “No more parties?”
 
   “No more. Not allowed to. After the cops showed up instead of campus police, I got read the riot act. It won’t happen again.” She looked ready to cry.
 
   Ashley felt sorry for her cousin. She’d probably got talked into the party and then didn’t realize how uncontrolled it was until she was too drunk to care. Or maybe she’d tried and ended up with a ‘if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em’ kind of attitude.
 
   “We’re good.”
 
   Kaylee smiled as she rushed over and hugged Ashley. “Thanks,” she whispered.
 
   Ashley laughed. “Go! I’ve got class and you need to take a shower, you smell like puke.”
 
   Kaylee touched her hair and frowned. “Gross.”
 
   At least I don’t have to move. Ashley sighed as she grabbed a new notebook for her next class. Maybe the crap had to hit the fan first, before the two of them were able to ensure a good year together.
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Chapter 15
 
   Ill With Want
 
    
 
   Logan and Ashley developed a pattern the rest of the week. He’d wait for her in the mornings before classes to grab coffee, then they’d meet up by the oak tree and spend the afternoon and evenings together. 
 
   Despite their obvious connection, Logan wanted to take things slow with Ashley. He wanted to show her he was different from the other guys she had dated before, and most of all, different than his stepbrother. 
 
   She had moved back in her dorm room that day when the door had been repaired. Logan found out that Charlie was kicked out of the dorms. He was surprised the guy hadn’t been kicked out of the school. He wondered if Ashley had had something to do with that. He didn’t ask either of them.  
 
   They avoided the topic entirely and he was fine with that. If Ashley wanted to bring it up, he would listen and say as little as possible. Apparently, the stunning woman had thick skin along with so many other hidden talents Logan was determined to find out about. All in time, he kept telling himself.
 
   She also wouldn’t tell him if she really wanted to join the band. He kept dropping hints but wouldn’t ask her outright. She would only smile and tell him, “I guess you’ll see on Friday.” Then she’d distract him with her lips or a simple touch of her hand on his body.
 
   Although the thought excited him, Logan couldn’t help but feel nervous, also. The band was starting to pull the money together, and Ashley would make the perfect addition. She hung out while they practiced and listened to them gripe about the crazy cost of the competition. He didn’t want to put any pressure on her. 
 
    
 
   On Friday they both decided to cut their last class when Ashley offered to pack a picnic for them instead. Logan didn’t need any convincing. He hoped she would tell him what she had decided. He’d thought it over the entire day and previous night, convincing himself that she was going to say no. It was a big commitment and they were a five male-membered band. They wanted to travel and play the country the upcoming summer. What if she wanted to focus on classical music? What if she couldn’t because of her scholarship? What if the chance of having another encounter with Charlie frightened her? Logan couldn’t rule that out from happening. He’d been ignoring the texts from his stepbrother but eventually he was going to have to respond. 
 
   Thinking of his stepbrother’s actions only reminded him of his stepdad, Floyd. It all made him angry and resentful. He also missed his little sisters and he couldn’t keep letting his mother’s calls go to voicemail either. There was so much shit on his plate, it seemed impossible to think straight.
 
   “Baby,” Logan pleaded as he lay on the picnic blanket on the grass by the quad. He leaned on his elbows as he looked up at Ashley. 
 
   “Baby, baby, baby…. You can baby me all you want. I’m not tellin’. I already told you that five times today.” Ashley stretched out beside him and pressed her body against his. A sly smile teased her lips. 
 
   “Why must you torture me so?!” Logan groaned. 
 
   “Good things come to those who wait.” She ran a finger along his jawline. 
 
   “It’s okay if you say no.” Logan tried to focus on her eyes, not her sexy, soft lips. “Please don’t say yes because you feel pressured. The guys will be fine.” He wasn’t sure he would be, but that didn’t matter. 
 
   “Well then, Logan Murphy, you will know that I have my reasons to say no.”
 
   “Ugh…” Logan groaned as he turned over on his stomach. 
 
   “Quit your bellyaching and pass me a soda.” She laughed and slapped his bum.
 
   Now that he didn’t mind. He grinned at her. “We don’t call it that around here. It’s pop.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Pass me a drink, please,” she said sassily. 
 
   “Oh, fine.” Logan reached into the picnic basket and held the pop in his right hand, out of her reach. “It’ll cost ya, though.”  
 
   “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Ashley said with a laugh. “What’s your price?” 
 
   “Tell me your decision.”
 
   “No!” Ashley said with a laugh. “You’ll find out tonight! I thought you were going to charge me a kiss or something.”
 
   “I am.” He grinned wickedly and rolled over. “But the price just went up. It’ll cost you some tongue too.”
 
   Ashley opened her mouth to protest and then must have changed her mind. She crushed her lips against his shocked ones and forced her tongue into his mouth. He moaned and let the can of pop fall on the blanket as his hands reached around her to allow his fingers to tangle up in her gorgeous thick hair.
 
   She pulled back just as suddenly as she had started. She held out her hand. “Pop, please.”
 
   Logan lay staring at her in confusion, blinking and trying to clear his head from the fog of pleasure that had just erupted inside of it. Without saying a word, he reached for the can and handed it to her.
 
   Ashley popped open the tab and took a long swig. She winked at him as she snuck her hand onto his leg. 
 
   Logan reached his hand over her thigh in return. Neither spoke as he began caressing her thigh, his hand just on the edge of her skirt, he slowly inched his way up. The temptation to go higher drove him insane. He swallowed hard.
 
   Ashley leaned over and began to blow gently on his ear, covering him in cool air from her breath as her hand massaged his leg. She began to whisper small little details of things they could do together after the show. She’d moan every once in a while as his fingers trailed her inner thigh and teased her panty line.
 
   Logan groaned and rolled to his side, giving his hand more access to what was under Ashley’s skirt. He grew hard as her words riled him up like he had never experienced before. He liked her teasing. He leaned over to brush his lips against her neck, nibbling on her earlobe as he began to whisper his own dirty thoughts back. He complimented her on her delicious body and how much he wanted to touch her.
 
   She squirmed under the direction of his fingers and her hips lifted when he rubbed them roughly against her inner thigh, threatening to venture further as he let a finger rub her sweet spot under her panties. They felt like silk. Or she did. He groaned at the thought.
 
   “You wouldn’t,” she spoke in a breathy tone. “Not out here in the quad.”
 
   “Is that a dare?” His whisper turned into a growl as he let a finger slip under the thin material holding him back from his goal.
 
   Ashley clamped her legs tightly together, locking his hand where it was. “Logan, we can’t out here.”
 
   He grinned wickedly. “I know. That’s what makes it so incredibly hot.”
 
   She rubbed her thighs against his hand and pressed her hips towards his fingers. “Later,” she whispered, her voice shifted as she begged, “please?”
 
   They stared at each other, her eyes full of desire and want. Logan wanted nothing more than to fill that need with his hands, his mouth, his… all of his body. He sighed and slowly dragged his hand out from under her skirt. What had been teasing had turned full throttle into sexual need for both of them. “Later it is.”
 
   She dropped her head down on the blanket and pressed close beside him. “Why is it that you make even the bad thing seem so good?”
 
   He chuckled. “I think more students have done worse things than this out here.”
 
   “Probably.” Ashley blew air to move her hair away from her warm forehead. “But Logan Murphy has a reputation to uphold.”
 
   “So does Ashley Slater.” 
 
   She pressed her thigh against his erection. She grinned like the Cheshire cat. “I’m sure I can show you a whole different side of me you might like just as much. If not more.”
 
   Logan swore he was going to die.
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Chapter 16
 
   The Cave
 
    
 
   Logan’s motorcycle revved loudly outside of McCarron Hall as Ashley moved down the stairs toward him. She wore a black Whisky Lullaby t-shirt with a pair of black skinny jeans over top her leather, high heel boots. She looked scorching sexy as she walked towards his bike. 
 
   “Hot damn!” He whistled as she gave him a quick kiss before climbing atop his bike. “You look amazing!” 
 
   “So do you, doll. C’mon! Tonight’s the night!” 
 
   “The night?!” Logan swallowed. Did she mean...? Nah, she couldn’t be referring to sex. Wait, the band. She’s referring to whether she’s going to join the band or not. Focus, Murphy, focus! 
 
   “Yeah! You find out my decision,” Ashley replied with a smile. 
 
   Logan slipped his sunglasses back on before he squeezed her thigh. Once she had her helmet on, he zipped the motorcycle off down the road. 
 
   Tonight was a big night. Loads of shit was going on. He’d been ridiculously busy since leaving Ashley to get ready. The band had put all the equipment in their jalopy van, they had to make sure they had enough shirts as the crowd was going to be bigger than usual tonight. Word had gotten out about Rock Star Royale and people wanted to know if the band was going to compete. Then there was Ashley and her decision to join, and then there was after… that’s what Logan couldn’t seem to get his mind off of.
 
   A crowd had already gathered outside of the Cave as Logan and Ashley pulled up on the bike. They roared as the two of them parked and sauntered up the street towards the entrance. 
 
   Dale, Zip, Gavin and Chris had arrived just moments before in the van and were unloading the equipment near the side entrance. Logan went to help them get the equipment and speakers inside.
 
   Gavin high-fived Ashley as she walked up. “Well?!” 
 
   “Yeah! What’s your decision?!” Zip asked as he held a drum in his hands.
 
   “Patience, boys…” she teased. 
 
   “You’re killing them,” Logan said with a muted chuckle. 
 
   “You’ll all live, darlings.” She grabbed a speaker and headed toward the door of the club.
 
   Mike met them at the entrance, giving Logan a handshake. “Big night, Murphy.”
 
   “Looks like it.” Logan craned his neck to see the line to get in was now curving around the side of the building. “Already? The show doesn’t start for a couple hours.”
 
   “I hear ya, man.” Mike rubbed his hands together. “I’m going to have to open the doors early. Think you guys can set up a bit quicker than usual?”
 
   “Definitely!” Logan let Ashley move in front of him and pointed to the stage to set the speaker on. 
 
   She did as he instructed. “Want me to do more.”
 
   He shook his head. “We got it. Go hang with Lisa. She’s got beers lined up for us already.”
 
   Ashley grabbed a seat next to Lisa at the bar and a beer. She cheered it in the air toward Logan.
 
   “That woman is going to be the death of me,” Zip groaned behind Logan. 
 
   Logan laughed. “Dude, you have no idea. Try being in a relationship with her. You might as well play the Jeopardy theme song 24-7.” 
 
   “Are you sure she didn’t tell you, and just make you swear to secrecy?!” Chris asked as he drilled a serious look to his buddy. 
 
   “Do I look like I know what the hell’s going on?”
 
   Chris laughed, “Yeah… Good point. You look like you need to get laid.”
 
   “Shut up!” Logan snorted as he jabbed his buddy in the gut. 
 
   They went to work to set up the equipment and worked in comfortable, familiar silence. People began filling up the Cave as they tuned the instruments and ran sound checks on all the speakers and mics. Logan glanced over at Ashley. She and Lisa were managing the shirt sales by the bar. The band didn’t make any money off the shirts, but instead put the funds right back into ordering more. If they started having turnouts like this one, they’d be able to up the price and maybe actually make something off them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ashley looked under the table for another box of shirts. They were running out of medium and smalls. “There aren’t any left,” she told Lisa.
 
   Lisa took the cash from a girl and handed her a black shirt similar to the one Ashley was wearing. “I think I have another box in the trunk of my car.”
 
   “I can go grab it.”
 
   “You don’t mind?” Lisa reached in the pocket of her jeans and pulled out her keys. “This is crazy. The guys usually sell a box, but we’ve gone through four boxes already tonight!”
 
   “Must be a big night.” A wave of butterflies flew across Ashley’s stomach but she ignore them as she took the keys from Lisa. “What kind of car is it?”
 
   “Red Honda. Parked right beside the band’s van.”
 
   “Awesome! I’ll be right back.” She waved at Logan on the stage and blew him a kiss. He pretended it smacked him across the face. She laughed and slipped behind the bar to go through the side entrance to grab the box of shirts.
 
   A cool breeze blew across her face as she stepped outside. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment before heading to Lisa’s car. She hit the lock button on the key fob and heard Lisa’s horn behind the van, the car’s lights flashed against the outside of the Cave’s wall. 
 
   Hurrying, she made her way behind the beat up van the guys used and popped Lisa’s trunk open with the key fob. Two boxes lay inside the trunk. She leaned down to check the size of the shirts in the boxes. The last remnants of sun made it hard to read the writing.
 
   Finding the right one she pulled it out and set the box down on the ground to close the trunk. As she straightened, she jumped back in surprise.
 
   A tall, muscular guy stood with his arms crossed, blocking her path back to the club.
 
   “What the hell?” Ashley frowned and she looked up. 
 
   Charlie.
 
   He stared at her, an unreadable look on his face. “I want to talk to you.”
 
   Ashley set her feet shoulder width apart. She did not have time for this right now. “Lisa’s waiting for me to bring these shirts in.” She pressed her lips tight together. Was this guy really that stupid? She should’ve filed a full police report.
 
   “I won’t take long.” He reached around into the back pocket of his jeans.
 
   Ashley took a step back. Terror ran through her and her blood quickened, screaming at her to run. Fight or flight begging her to make a decision. She stood, frozen, unsure of what to do.
 
   Charlie pulled out an envelope and held it out to her. “I want you to give this to Logan, and the rest of the band.”
 
   She glanced down, not sure what to do.
 
   He pushed it toward her. “Take it.”
 
   “No.” She looked down at the envelope and then up at his face. His eyebrows pressed together and his eyes filled with worry, the way Logan’s did when he was anxious. “What is it?”
 
   “Money. For Rock Star Royale.” He glanced behind him, as if nervous someone might see him. “Please take it. Give it to them but don’t tell them it’s from me.”
 
   Ashley hesitated. “Why?”
 
   He scoffed. “Because I’m an ass? Because I was supposed to come up with my share and then I fucked up. Royally.” He ran his hand through his short hair. “I’m sorry. I know you probably don’t believe me and you don’t have to forgive me, I just want to try and fix… I don’t want Logan mad. He’s a good guy. I’m not.”
 
   She stared at him, unsure of what to say or do.
 
   “Can you please take it? Just tell them you found it on the ground or it’s from an anonymous donor. I don’t care.”
 
   Slowly she reached out and took the envelope. It was thicker than she thought it should be. She opened it and looked inside. “There’s more money than your share in here.”
 
   “I know. It’s the whole entrance fee. Tell Logan… tell Logan you’re giving it. Let it be from you.”
 
   “I’m not going to lie to him.”
 
   Charlie swore under his breath. “Whatever. Just don’t tell him I gave it to you.”
 
   “You should give it to him.”
 
   Charlie shook his head. “I’ll make things right. Just in my own time.”
 
   The side door of the Cave creaked open behind the van. “Ashley?” Lisa’s voice called out. “Do you need help?”
 
   Charlie glanced behind him and then pressed his finger to his lips. He tore off behind Ashley around the back of the building so Lisa wouldn’t see him, leaving Ashley standing there with the money still in her hand. She quickly shoved it in the back of her jeans pocket and grabbed the box of shirts off the ground. “I’m coming,” she called to Lisa.
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Chapter 17
 
   Awake My Soul
 
    
 
   The Cave was packed with wall to wall crowds of people as the clock turned to the nine o’clock hour. Logan’s fingers anxiously tapped against his jeans backstage as Zip passed by with his drumsticks in hand. 
 
   Raising his eyebrows, he tapped Logan on the arm. “Ready man?” 
 
   “Ready,” Logan said as he let out a breath. 
 
   “Not nervous, man. Are ya?” Gavin strolled beside him and peered through the door that would lead them to the stage. He whistled. “Hell of a crowd!” 
 
   “Nervous?” Logan forced a laugh as anxiety flooded his blood. “Nah!”
 
   “Then pump up! We need you on tonight!” Zip yelled in his ear. “We want this!” 
 
   “All right, all right! I’m good!” Logan yelled back. “I want this!”
 
   “We all do!” Gavin glanced back at Chris. “Except maybe him. Poor fool’s throat is killing him. Looks like he caught something.”
 
   “You’re shittin’ me?” Logan looked back at Chris, who was coughing into his sleeve. 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Chris barked.
 
   “Yeah, as long as you don’t sing.” Dale shook his head. 
 
   “We’ll be fine.” Logan clapped Chris on the back as he grabbed his banjo. “Let’s go!”
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Ashley sat on a barstool, not sure what to think or do. The corner of Charlie’s envelope pressed against her back. They had put the rest of the shirts away about ten minutes ago. She glanced at the clock and it was nine on the button. What should she do?
 
   Lisa sat beside her, no longer pestering her for answers, but waiting with anxious anticipation. Ashley felt the same inside, except for a completely different reason. She couldn’t get Charlie’s attempt at fixing things out of her head.
 
   Lisa could barely sit still. She turned to Ashley. “You nervous?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “You’re going to say yes. I already know.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Why else would you risk stepping out on the stage?” She smiled knowingly at Ashley. “You’ve seemed off since you went outside, but I can’t see you telling the guys no in front of a crowd like this.” She gestured to the people all around them. “You redid your make up. Which, by the way, I want your pretty green eyes. They’re glowing under that smoky eyeshadow. You look gorgeous.” Lisa flipped her hair back. “Except…”
 
   “Except what?” Ashley brought her fingers to her hair to make sure the heavy mane was somewhat in place.
 
   Lisa reached in her purse. “Sit still. Open your mouth just a bit.” She pulled out a lipstick and colored Ashley’s lips a vibrant shade of red.  “There. Now you’re perfect.”
 
   Ashley pressed her lips together and glanced in the mirror behind the bar. She smiled. She liked the shocking shade against her pale skin. 
 
   “Whatever you got planned,” Lisa said with a laugh, “I’m sure you’ll knock ‘em dead.”
 
   “You’re looking pretty good yourself!” Ashley smiled as the butterflies returned. She didn’t do nervous. It was a foreign feeling to her. She pointed at Lisa’s outfit. Her friend had left her t-shirt and sweats at the dorm and traded them in for a black mini dress and a pair of knee high boots. 
 
   “Sometimes I clean it up… you know. When Dale’s good.” Lisa winked as she took a swig of her beer. 
 
   “Mmm… Seems you have a few tricks up your sleeve as well.”
 
   Lisa didn’t have a chance to reply. The overhead lights went off as the stage lights went on. A thin layer of blue fog drifted across the stage as the band came on. The gentle notes of Chris’ guitar began to play. Zip banged a steady beat on the drums. Then suddenly, like a burst of lightning, Logan burst from backstage and skidded onto the stage as Chuck Ragan’s song “Something May Catch Fire” began to play. 
 
   Logan’s raspy voice crooned through the club as he looked out to the crowd. He looked amazingly hot. All the women in the bar seemed to agree as they screamed.
 
   Ashley got off her stool and walked slowly, gracefully, keeping her eyes on the stage. His pick was in her hand. As the music raged on, Logan held a hand out to her as she approached the stage. Rather than simply passing him the pick, Ashley let Logan lift her to the stage. 
 
   Twirling on her heel, she cupped his face in her hand. Brushing her ruby red lips against the stubble of his chin, Ashley kissed his firm jaw. The crowd went wild as they noticed the red lip mark left on his cheek. She took the mic he held out to her and they finished the song together.
 
   When it finished the crowd screamed and clapped. Gavin motioned the band off stage and they walked off as the people continued cheering. 
 
   “Thank you very much, indeed,” Logan told the crowd before he walked off, his hand in Ashley’s.
 
   “So what the hell is your answer?” Gavin laughed nervously. “I’ve seen the video of you in class, you’ve got skills good for Whisky Lullaby.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I can’t freakin’ wait for the show to finish to find out.”
 
   Ashley smiled. She glanced around at the group, at their anxious faces as the crowd outside begged them to come back on. She wanted to be part of this. How could she not? “My answer is a conditional yes.” 
 
   Logan’s face brightened as the bandmates high-fived each other. “State your conditions.” 
 
   “I’ll play with the band if I’m considered an equal member.”
 
   “No problem.” Gavin nodded. “You gotta lug the heavy shit then too.”
 
   She glanced at him before turning back to Logan. “And I’ll only play as long as it doesn’t interfere with our… our relationship or whatever you want to call it. I’m not coming between a guy and his band.”
 
   “Our band,” Logan corrected. “Of course. I agree to that.” 
 
   “There’s one more thing.” Ashley reached behind her back and put her fingers on Charlie’s envelope.
 
   “Anything,” Logan said. 
 
   “You’ll let me pay the registration fee.” She pulled the envelope out with a slightly shaky hand. “Equal member means equal responsibility regardless of whose girl I am. Consider it my entrance fee.” She hated lying, but she knew he wouldn’t take the money if he knew it was from Charlie.
 
   Logan chuckled and then so did the other guys. Gavin laughed the loudest and slapped her on the back. “I wasn’t sure about you, girl. Now I like you!”
 
   “Looks like you just got bested at your own game.” Dale elbowed Logan.
 
   “Well, I did agree to equal member. I guess I can’t fight you on this one,” Logan said sheepishly. “I’d rather we each pay—”
 
   “Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me?” Gavin put his arm around Ashley. “She’s got talent, guts and money!”
 
   “Well then, Whisky Lullaby, you’ve got yourself a deal.” Ashley bowed dramatically.
 
   The crows began chanting their name, they’d been gone too long. The guys rushed back to the stage, Ashley right behind them.
 
   “Woooooo!” Logan cried out as he swung Ashley around and kissed her. 
 
   “All right now!” Zip yelled as he smacked his sticks together. 
 
   A sharp whistle sounded from Dale’s lips and the crowd went wild. “We’d like to welcome Whisky Lullaby’s new member!”
 
   Ashley waved to the crowd and squinted against the bright lights. 
 
   Mike, the owner of the Cave, came up to the stage with a microphone. Quickly, from the back, several bar employees brought Ashley’s cello up to the stage. He cried out, “Introducing Whisky Lullaby’s newest band member, Ashley Slater!” Quickly, he passed Ashley the microphone as another song kicked up. Giving Logan a wink, Ashley passed his pick as she took a seat next to her cello. As Ashley adjusted herself in her seat, she realized her bow wasn’t anywhere to be found. She looked under the seat, on her music stand, but her bow was nowhere. 
 
   “Looking for something?” Logan said loudly in his microphone. He reached over his shoulder and pulled it from behind him. Holding the bow up high for everyone to see, he passed it to Ashley as the song picked up. 
 
   With passion, the song “Sugar” by the Horrible Crowes began to play as Ashley crooned the lyrics while pulling her bow across her cello strings. Chris’ guitar strummed along softly and Zip gently tapped his drums as the song intensified. Logan watched intently as Ashley sang the song and allowed the music to take control. At the bridge she stood up and danced along with him on stage, allowing the music to lead them every step of the way.  
 
   She had chills when Logan crooned, “Nobody knows you like I do.”
 
   It was in that moment Ashley felt like she was on a precipice. They were on the edge of something big. Logan and Ashley. Logan, Ashley and the band… 
 
   She looked into the crowd, and as the band rocked the house, her eyes met with another’s. A pair of cold, callous eyes that caused all the joy she felt in that moment to melt away. 
 
   She sang, “Just who do you think that you’re kidding this time,” in an almost whisper. 
 
   Charlie’s eyes met hers and a shiver of warning ran down her spine. 
 
   Forcing herself to concentrate on the song, Ashley looked over at Logan. He gave her an impassioned kiss as the song ended. As the crowd roared, and Logan smiled, Ashley watched as Charlie slipped into the dark of the bar and out of sight. 
 
   “Forget him,” Ashley told herself in a whisper. 
 
   Suddenly, the band began to play their own rendition of “Jungle” by Emma Louise. It was Ashley’s swan song, her chance to show the audience her musical props. Tapping her feet against the hardwood of the stage, she clasped her microphone as she let all her emotions, all her rage, all her love spill from her mouth. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Whisky Lullaby found its sixth member, and secured the money they needed to pay the registration for Rock Star Royale. Now all they had to do was show up, right? September 30th was just weeks away. 
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   Will Ashley and Logan make sweet music together on and off the stage? Will their love translate into the perfect song, or will Ashley’s presence cause disharmony among the band? Will Logan and Charlie go head to head over Ashley? 
 
    
 
   Find out in WHISKY MELODY
 
   Book 2 of TENNESSE ROMANCE
 
   Whatever happens, don’t expect the ride to be a boring one.
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Description:
 
    
 
   From Best Selling Author, Lexy Timms, comes a billionaire romance that'll make you swoon and fall in love all over again. 

Jamie Connors has given up on men. Despite being smart, pretty, and just slightly overweight, she's a magnet for the kind of guys that don't stay around. 

Her sister's wedding is at the foreground of the family's attention. Jamie would be find with it if her sister wasn't pressuring her to lose weight so she'll fit in the maid of honor dress, her mother would get off her case and her ex-boyfriend wasn't about to become her brother-in-law. 

Determined to step out on her own, she accepts a PA position from billionaire Alex Reid. The job includes an apartment on his property and gets her out of living in her parent's basement. 

Jamie has to balance her life and somehow figure out how to manage her billionaire boss, without falling in love with him. 

** The Boss is book 1 in the Managing the Bosses series. All your questions won't be answered in the first book. It may end on a cliff hanger. 

For mature audiences only. There are adult situations, but this is a love story, NOT erotica.
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The Boss Excerpt Chapter 1
 
    
 
   One more hour and then you can leave. Just one more stupid hour. 
 
   Jamie resisted the urge to look at her phone for the fifth time in twenty minutes. She didn’t know what she was expecting to see on it. It wasn’t like time would move any faster. She turned her attention back to her sister’s engagement party, which she supposedly should be enjoying – in theory. However, it felt next to impossible with her fucking ex sitting right across from her with his arm around her sister. 
 
   Stephen caught Jamie staring and flashed a fake grin at her. Jamie looked away, down at the ice water she had opted for instead of the beer she really wanted. She might as well try to make an effort to show the family she wanted to lose weight. 
 
   “Have you chosen the venue yet, Christine?” Jamie’s mother asked. Her bony elbow jabbed Jamie in the side as she reached for her water glass. 
 
   Jamie made an effort to straighten from her slouched position, only to slide her shoulders forward a moment later.
 
   “Not yet.” Christine smiled at her fiancé. “We were thinking about that cute little church a few blocks away from Stephen’s apartment.”
 
   My apartment! At least it had been until Stephen refused to move out. With her savings dwindling, it had just ended up being easier letting him have it and tell the landlord to start charging him rent instead of her. She had not argued when the landlord also insisted Jamie keep her name on the lease when he added Stephen’s. She kept quiet even when it meant she had to move into her parent’s basement. Temporarily at least… I hope. 
 
   “Oh, that church’s so cute! You should definitely check it out. It is Methodist, right?” Her mother’s tone grated Jamie’s nerves. She knew her mother didn’t mean anything about the cuteness of the church, she only wanted confirmation of her question. That was exactly how her mother always worked.
 
   “Of course,” Stephen said. “We wouldn’t consider any church that wasn’t Methodist.”
 
   Her father grunted and checked his watch. He was the only one in the family who seemed to remember the fact that Stephen hadn’t bothered oozing charm when he had met them as Jamie’s boyfriend. Or, more likely, he simply didn’t think anyone was worthy of his precious little angel, Christine. Jamie couldn’t tell. She was never able to get her father’s attention long enough to ask him. 
 
   Just then their food arrived and Jamie’s mouth watered from the smell. She couldn’t take her eyes off the oversized burgers and chicken tenders with French fries served at the pub. The waiter balanced huge plates of delicious junk food on the tray. He smiled at everyone as he set the burger and fried chicken down in front of Christine and Stephen, the chicken alfredo and crab cakes in front of her parents and then flashed her an almost sympathetic smile before putting a small, bland looking salad in front of Jamie, who vaguely realized it was only a side portion size. 
 
   “I took the liberty of ordering for you since you were late in coming,” Christine said over her heaping plate of fried food. “I know how much you want to lose weight, Jamie. After all, the maid of honor dress is very form fitting.” She glanced over at Stephen. “There’s no way I’m going to even make a dent into this pile.”
 
   Jamie bit back her anger and forced a small smile at her little sister. “Thank you. It’s perfect.” For a rabbit. She reached for the croutons as Christine nodded and took a bite out of a large fry. 
 
   “Darling, are you sure you want the croutons?” Her mother reached over and slid them out of her grasp. “Your sister went to the trouble of ordering a very healthy meal for you and you’re about to undo all the benefits.”
 
   “I don’t think croutons will keep me at a size twelve.” Jamie tried to keep her face unreadable. The Chinese food I’m ordering when I’m out of here might, though. She poured the entire packet of croutons onto the salad, ignoring the glance Stephen and Christine exchanged. That’s right. Plan your backup maid of honor all you want. I’m eating the fucking croutons! She wasn’t large, she knew it, but her family made her feel like she was massive compared to her size two sister. Her dear sister had probably said no dressing or hardly any. She took a bite and really wished the salad came automatically with dressing on the side. And maybe garlic bread. Cheesy garlic bread. 
 
   “What about your honeymoon?” her mother asked Christine. “Have you picked a location?”
 
   “Not yet.” Christine beamed as she turned to gaze at the man beside her. “Stephen said he wanted to surprise me. All I ask is that it’s somewhere warm.” She dabbed a tiny ketchup spot from his lip. “Jamie said she would come with me bathing suit shopping, didn’t you, Jamie?”
 
   Jamie nodded, unable to respond while chewing the near tasteless iceberg lettuce.
 
   “I do wish you took smaller bites.” Her mother shook her head. “You’ll feel full a lot faster if you do. Maybe then you wouldn’t need all those croutons you used.” 
 
   Get off my bloody case, Ma! I’m not sixteen years old anymore. “Of course, Mom.” Jamie smiled and took a sip of water. Damn, why didn’t I order a beer? Or a six-pack?
 
   “Anyway, I was hoping for somewhere in the Mediterranean or the Caribbean.” Christine sighed dramatically. “Just a quiet, intimate little resort in paradise.” She turned to Stephen and kissed him on the cheek. “Won’t that be fun, honey?”
 
   “It’d be heaven.” He rubbed his nose against hers. 
 
   Jamie felt like throwing up the lousy salad in her stomach. She stood. “Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” She didn’t wait for her mother’s disapproving glance or some off-the-wall comment from one of them. She turned and walked toward the bathroom, her eyes cast on the floor just in front of her. She glanced up to make sure she went into the correct gendered washroom. As soon as she shut the stall door, she sighed. “Forty-five minutes, girl,” she muttered. “Then you can leave.” But the entrance is so close! All she had to do was slip out and never see any of them ever again… until after the damn wedding.
 
   If only she didn’t live in her parents’ basement. If only she had enough saved up to skip town. If only… Then she truly could disappear. 
 
   She forced herself to calm down, knowing she wouldn’t go anywhere. She had the smarts, the common sense, the hard work ethic and even a friendly demeanor when her family wasn’t around. She just lacked the belief she could do it. 
 
   Enough! She went to the bathroom mirror to touch up her makeup. It was bad enough Stephen had left her for her younger, hotter sister, she didn’t need to look like the rejected one. It hadn’t been meant to be. She and Stephen would never have lasted. She knew that, but it didn’t lessen the hurt and humiliation. 
 
   To procrastinate more, she practiced her smile in the mirror, trying to make it look more sincere and confident. “That’s right, Stephen, son of Ass Hole,” she told her reflection and giggled. “I don’t need you. You can just kiss my derriere, you shallow son of a bitch.”
 
   She froze when she heard Stephen’s voice clearly through the door. The bathroom wasn’t even close to being soundproof. 
 
   “Alex! How the hell are you doing?”
 
   Oh, shit!
 
   “It’s good to see you, Stephen.” There was the slapping sound that always followed when guys hugged. “How’s the life of the newly engaged?”
 
   “Nearly fantastic! How’s the life of the eternal bachelor?”
 
   “Even better.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.” Stephen laughed, which only caused Jamie to roll her eyes inside the bathroom. “You’re looking a little gray around the edges. Has work gotten to you yet?”
 
   There was a sigh and Jamie imagined a tall, dark and handsome dude running his fingers through his hair. The stranger would be gorgeous, of course. Stephen only hung out with insanely, beautiful people. Obviously a workaholic. Probably early thirties. 
 
   “I keep telling you to hire a personal assistant,” Stephen said. “One of these days you’re going to find yourself swimming way above your head in shark-infested waters.”
 
   “I know.” Alex sighed again. “Actually, I’m looking for one. Do you know any?” He chuckled.
 
   “Really?” Stephen laughed. “Actually, I know the perfect girl for you. She’s got secretary experience.” His laugh turned into a snicker. “And she’s looking for a job.”
 
   Jamie rolled her eyes. She could just imagine the kind of secretary Stephen wanted to suggest. Barbie. Or some perfect ten, size-four model.
 
   “Hold on, Stephen.” Alex chuckled, a delicious sound escaping his lips, which left Jamie dying to know what he actually looked like. “I’m sure you have the best intentions, but I don’t need distractions in the workplace. You might be all right with that, but I’ve got a lot more riding on my company.” Alex must have given Stephen a playful punch to the shoulder or something. 
 
   “You’ll like this one,” Stephen persisted.
 
   “If she’s as pretty as your fiancé, then it would never work. I need someone efficient that can get the job done. Not a beautiful distraction.”
 
   Stephen hooted. “As beautiful as Christine? That’s funny. No, she’s hardly attractive. Actually, she’s Christine’s slightly older sister, Jamie.”
 
   Jamie flushed. Stephen wasn’t saying she was ‘hardly beautiful’ when he was begging her to have sex with him. 
 
   “I bet she’s gorgeous.” Alex paused, probably shaking his head or arching his neck to see where Christine was sitting in an attempt to get a glimpse of the ‘older sister’. “Is she here with you guys?”
 
   “Yeah,” Stephen said. “But she’s in the bathroom right now. Are you serious about not wanting someone hot?” He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. Jamie imagined he shrugged when Alex nodded. “Hey! Why don’t you join us for dinner? When she comes out, I’ll introduce you.”
 
   Jamie’s mouth went instantly dry. The last thing Jamie needed was Stephen’s gorgeous friend looking at her all through dinner to judge if she was ugly enough not to be a distraction for him. She glared at herself in the mirror before smoothing her clothes. Taking a deep breath, she sucked in her belly and tried to appear calm as she opened the door from the bathroom, surprising both Stephen and Alex. 
 
   She smiled coolly at her ex. “S-Stephen!” She nearly stuttered when she noticed the man beside her soon-to-be brother-in-law. She wouldn’t have been surprised if there had been a loud stomping sound from her jaw hitting the floor. The most gorgeous man she had ever laid eyes on stood in front of her. His eyes were a smoky blue that made her feel hot all over. They seemed to glow against his tan, which looked too good to be fake. Despite Stephen’s comment about him getting gray around the edges, there wasn’t a hint of it in his dark brown hair or goatee. And he’s judging other people about being distractions in the workplace?
 
   “Jamie, we were just talking about you.” Stephen hesitated. 
 
   “I know,” Jamie said, cutting him off. “The bathroom walls here are lousy. I could hear everything.”
 
   Stephen had the decency to look embarrassed before quickly recovering and making his face unreadable. “Good! Then you know what Alex is looking for.” He gestured to mister tall, dark and handsome. “This is a friend of mine, Alex Reid. Alex, this is Jamie, Christine’s sister. Alex is looking for a personal assistant. I was just telling him how perfect you are because of your secretary experience.”
 
   “Among other things.” Jamie wished she could call him out on what he’d said. Except she needed this job. It meant she could move out in a month or two. She turned to Alex and smiled at him, sticking her hand out for him to shake. “Nice to meet you.” She hoped her hand wasn’t sweaty. “I’d be happy to submit my resume. I’m sure Stephen can give me your contact information.” His hand pressed against hers, sending a jolt of something new running through her veins. Probably the taste of freedom. “If you’ll excuse me, I should get back to my sister’s engagement party.” Before Alex could even say a word, Jamie spun on her heel and headed to their table, blinking back tears, and feeling this had to be the top on her list of most humiliating nights of her life – ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 

The Boss Excerpt Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you just did that,” Alex hissed. 
 
   Jamie could still hear him as she walked away.
 
   “I’m not sure who’s more embarrassed; me, or the girl.” 
 
   “How was I supposed to know she could hear me?” Stephen cleared his throat. “Besides, it shouldn’t come as any surprise to her. She already knows she needs to lose weight.”
 
   “Stephen,” Alex warned. “Your lack of subtlety and shame is downright vulgar. Besides, the girl’s not even ugly. She has pretty light blue eyes, and a nice smile.” He paused and Jamie thought she’d stepped out of earshot until she heard him say, “When did you become such an asshole, Stephen?”
 
   Stephen clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’ve always been an asshole, Alex. You’re just too busy to see it.”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   Jamie pretended to drop something so she could hear the rest of their conversation.
 
   “Anyway,” Stephen said. “Come join us for dinner? Christine’s parents are paying.”
 
   “I’m just on my way out,” Alex replied. “Have a nice night. Make sure Jamie gets my contact information.”
 
   Jamie looked up when he said her name.
 
   “Will do,” Stephen called as Alex turned and walked out of the pub. He grabbed Jamie’s elbow a few tables before theirs, out of earshot. “I went out on a limb for you.”
 
   “Pardon?” Jamie pulled her elbow free but didn’t move.
 
   Stephen shrugged and quickly glanced toward their table before looking back at her. “You introduced me to Christine, now I’m returning the favor.” 
 
   “I don’t need your favors.” She shivered, hating his touch.
 
   “You do right now. Alex rarely considers anyone his friend. He hardly sees anyone anymore, probably because he doesn’t trust anyone. He can’t slow down if he wants to stay ahead of the game. The world of Wall Street waits for no one. Not even for multi-billionaires.”
 
   Alex, a multi-billionaire? Jamie blinked. What might she be getting herself into? She headed to the table and collected her purse. 
 
   “Where do you think you are going?” Christine stood. “We have things we need to discuss. You’re my maid of honor.”
 
   “You’ll be fine without me.” Jamie sucked in a shaky breath. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do. You know I will.” She hurried out before anyone could convince her to stay. She had a feeling Stephen would fill them in, making sure to explain his big part about how he was trying to get her a job. 
 
   She took a different route home than her parents so they wouldn’t know she stopped at a Chinese takeout place for some fried rice and crab Rangoon. Alone in the parking lot with an empty carton of food beside her that had tasted delicious but probably added another five pounds to her hips, she leaned her head against the steering wheel and cried. 
 
   How had things gotten this lousy? She knew she wasn’t obese, but her family had the habit of making her feel like the elephant in the room.
 
   She needed to lose some weight, yeah she got that. She’d put the freshman fifteen on back in university and never lost it, and then a little bit more crept on each year. She didn’t need it rubbed in her face. Jamie blew her nose on a lousy thin napkin. More stupid tears fell. It didn’t help that her boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—who was supposed to love her unconditionally, also saw it and promptly dumped her because she was “looking a little thick around the hips”. He would never be a jerk like that to Christine because she was so perfect in all of her bony glory. 
 
   Now Alex was going to think she was pathetic… if she even got the job. He probably would be a crappy boss to work for anyway. She snorted and almost laughed. At least her ugliness had some benefits. There was no way she would ever be so hot that she’d drive him mad with desire when he was supposed to work. 
 
   She needed this job. It meant getting out of her parents’ basement and she had to restart somewhere. 
 
   Jamie squeezed some hand sanitizer on a fresh napkin and wiped her face and hands before stashing the empty takeout boxes under her seat and pulling out of the parking lot. “Jamie,” she told her rear-view mirror self. “All men are pigs. You don’t have to be saddled with one like Christine does. You’re done. You’ve got nothing left.” She took a deep breath. “Go find yourself.”
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   Jamie got the call from Alex two days later. “First of all, I’d like to apologize for how we met,” he said after pleasantries were exchanged. “It was not my intention to disrespect you, or anyone else, in any way. I’m sorry for Stephen’s behavior.”
 
   Jamie sat up and set her laptop aside. “You don’t need to apologize.” She wanted this job, but she would not act like the weak, insecure person Alex probably thought she was. “You’re not responsible for Stephen’s behavior. He’s, well… Stephen.”
 
   “He’s an asshole,” Alex said bluntly. “I hope we can move forward and you won’t be insulted when I offer you an interview for tomorrow at two. The interview has nothing to do with Stephen. Your resume’s impressive and ideal for this position.”
 
   That’s not the only thing ideal for this position. You need someone un-pretty. Jamie grimaced and thought about the money she would make. You can move out of the basement. “All right,” she said, trying to sound professional and unbothered. “Tomorrow should work. Where would you like to meet?”
 
   “At my office. I’m emailing you the address and directions right now,” Alex said. “Thank you, Ms. Connors. I’ll see you then.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow at two.” She hung up just as email pinged, telling her she had a new message from Alex. She smiled at his promptness and then opened the email. With the directions and address was also the job description and benefits. She grinned when she saw the top benefit: a two-bedroom apartment only three blocks from Alex’s office and a salary double what she had earned at her last job. There was no way she was letting this job slip through her fingers. 
 
    
 
   The following afternoon, Jamie made sure to be at Alex’s office fifteen minutes early. She wore a brand new suit that didn’t look fantastic, but it didn’t look half bad in her opinion. She had set her blonde curls wound tight in a conservative bun. She couldn’t resist putting a little bit of makeup on to hide the dark circles under her eyes and a touch of color on her lips. Not enough to make it obvious, but enough to make her look somewhat presentable. After barely sleeping the night before, she had looked like hell when she got up that morning. Only some artificial fixes would cover up the bulk of the damage. She wasn’t too worried. Alex Reid didn’t need a pretty girl, he needed someone efficient. Jamie could do that.
 
   “Mr. Reid will see you in a moment,” a skinny secretary told her.
 
   Jamie sat down in a chair in the waiting area and looked around the immaculate office building. It was far grander than the one she had worked in before. The floors and ceilings were made with white and black marble with beautiful paintings both classical and modern adding splashes of color to the wall. All of it had to cost a fortune. Did Alex own all of this? She had already guessed that he was well off, but this was positively extravagant. Her mouth went dry as she realized she had no idea what Alex exactly did or what his position was in the company. She should have done her homework. Idiot!
 
   Her thoughts were interrupted by her phone ringing. She jumped at the sound and grabbed it out of her purse. “Christine, not now,” she hissed. 
 
   “I’ll make this quick,” her sister said. “Did you send out the invitations yet?” 
 
   “Not yet, the envelopes haven’t even arrived. I thought you said you haven’t finalized the guest list yet.”
 
   “Jamie,” she whined. “You were supposed to help me with that last week, remember? You have no idea how stressful all of this wedding stuff is. I need to—”
 
   Alex appeared in the doorway of his office, one dark eyebrow arched in a way that could cause fear and swooning at the same time. He leaned against the doorframe, his expensive business suit pulled up by his arms as he crossed them, showing of a gold pair of cufflinks.
 
   Jamie had no idea how long he had been standing there. “Christine, I have to go.” Jamie jabbed at the end button, trying to get the sound of her sister’s angry complaining voice to stop echoing off the waiting room windows. She hit the speaker button instead of end. Christine’s voice rang out clearly, “You’re so freakin’ incompetent! Now I’m just going to have to take care of–” Jamie managed to hit end before her sister had a chance to finish. 
 
   Face burning, Jamie shoved her phone back into her purse and brought her head up to look at Alex. She didn’t have the courage to let her eyes meet his. “Sorry, Mr. Reid,” she mumbled. “My sister’s having a mid-day crisis.”
 
   “Apparently not that severe if you can hang up on her for the sake of an interview.”
 
   Jamie flushed a deeper shade of red and struggled to keep her expression neutral. “It was resolved quickly,” she said. She wanted to smile but pressed her lips tight to prevent the corners of her mouth from curling up. “Thank you for making the time to see me today.”
 
   He inclined his head and then gestured her into the office. “Like I said on the phone yesterday, your resume was impressive.”
 
   Jamie went in and sat down stiffly in the chair in front of the giant, but neatly organized, mahogany desk. So this was how it was going to be from now on. Aside from their informal meeting and talk on the phone, it was clear that Alex preferred his business relations strictly formal. That was fine by Jamie. She preferred to keep her distance. 
 
   “Shall we get to it then?” Alex sat down behind his massive desk in a chair that was unnecessarily big, even for his significant frame. He folded his hands over a leather binder. “Why should I hire you?”
 
   Because I don’t want to live in my parents’ basement? “I have an outstanding work ethic,” Jamie said. “I’m not afraid of hard work, I’m efficient, overtime doesn’t scare me, and I’m overqualified for your job.” Was he smiling? She blinked and focused on what her qualifications were. “I’m beyond efficient with multitasking and time management – both yours and my own.”
 
   “Most time management courses say that multitasking makes you inefficient with low quality work that takes too long.” He didn’t bat an eye.
 
   Neither did she. “Those people are doing it wrong.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say.” He shifted and undid the button on his suit jacket. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “The trick is not to do two things simultaneously,” Jamie said, her mind imagining what she wanted to explain to him. “It is to do one while waiting for the other. For instance, if my computer is doing updates, I can be answering the phone, or organizing my materials to suit my schedule that day. For this to work, you need to switch all of your focus completely from one task to the other immediately.”
 
   “What if the phone rings first?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “What if you’re waiting for the phone to ring and while you are waiting you decided to update your computer?”
 
   She stared at him. “You answer it. The computer can update by itself. All you have to do is click ‘ok’ when it’s done.” Was this some sort of trick question?
 
   “Interesting,” Alex said, his face and body language giving away nothing. “Tell me, Ms. Connors, what was the crisis your sister was having?”
 
   And now she would lose her chance at this job. Jamie sighed. “She needed to know about the invitations for the wedding.”
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “Whether or not they were sent out.”
 
   “Were they?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Your fault or hers?”
 
   “Neither. Both, I guess. The guest list isn’t finalized and the stationary envelopes hadn’t arrived with the invitations. We’re still—”
 
   “How did you find my secretary’s hospitality?” He nodded, leaving her completely baffled as to why he had even asked her the question.
 
   “She was very courteous and professional,” Jamie replied without missing a beat.
 
   “What was that about the stationary envelopes?” 
 
   “They haven’t arrived.”
 
   “There’s an important file that is too big to be attached in an email, but I need it in an hour. How are you going to get it to me?”
 
   “Bike messenger.”
 
   “You’re going to bike?” He blinked as if surprised at his own comment. “Why not fax?”
 
   “Because you don’t have a fax machine.” There! Take that! Kapow!
 
   Jamie caught a trace of a smile on his face and returned with a small one of her own. 
 
   “You do know how to switch focus easily.” Alex leaned back against his chair. “At least in conversation. Your former bosses have done nothing but sing praises of your work ethic. Why did you leave your last job?”
 
   Jamie pressed her lips together. She had left because Stephen was her former boss’s son. Except that would mean Alex Reid would have to know that Stephen was her ex, and dating the boss’s son was definitely a professional no-no, not to mention it would make her look that much more pathetic. “There was a personal conflict between me and another employee. It’s been resolved, and I don’t intend to repeat it.”
 
   Alex rested his arms on his chair, the trace of the smile gone. “Let me make myself clear, Ms. Connors. I value complete honesty from my employees more than anything else and if you think vague half-truths will make yourself look flawless, and will get you the job, then think again. I won’t ask you why again.”
 
   Jamie took a deep breath. “Fine. I left because I had gotten into a relationship with my boss’s son. It didn’t feel right working at that company after that happened.”
 
   Alex nodded. “How do I know that something like that would not happen again?”
 
   “It didn’t end well. I’ll never make that mistake again.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He got engaged to my sister.”
 
   Alex’s eyes widened slightly and Jamie waited for the look of pity. She expected him to hurry her out of his office so he would never have to see or speak to her again. Instead his usual cool and enigmatic expression slid into place. He smiled and stood up. “I believe I have all the information I need,” he said. 
 
   Jamie stood as well and shook his hand. 
 
   “Thank you, Ms. Connors. Have a nice day.”
 
   “Have a nice day, sir,” she said, her heart sinking. 
 
   He walked her to the door of his office and opened it for her. Jamie was halfway to the elevator when he called out, “Ms. Connors?”
 
   She turned. “Yes, Mr. Reid?”
 
   “Be here tomorrow at six o’clock sharp. You don’t want to be late for your first day of work.” He shut the door, leaving Jamie in the lobby, her mouth hanging open in a very unprofessional manner. 
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   “Are you sure you want to do this, Jamie?” her mother said. “Your sister’s wedding is only a few months away and she really needs you right now. Besides, I don’t think days of sitting down will do anything for your diet.”
 
   She wanted to throw a pillow at her mom. Really? Not one ounce of encouragement or congratulations? Jamie gritted her teeth. “Just think of it this way; now that I’m making money, I can get them a better wedding present.”
 
   Her mother still looked skeptical. “You had better get them a very nice present,” she said. “Stephen had to go through a lot of trouble to get you this job.”
 
   Yes, because I can’t get anything on my own merit. That was probably why he recommended me. To get them a better wedding present. She doubted the dickhead actually had anything resembling a conscience which needed easing. “I will, Mom.” Jamie forced a smile as she packed the rest of her belongings in the last cardboard box and taped it shut. 
 
   It was eight o’clock at night, only a little less than six hours since she had been officially hired to work for Alex Reid. This was the fastest move she had ever done, even faster than when she had moved out of her—excuse her, Stephen’s—apartment. Except now, she needed to get out of her parents’ basement before they drove her crazy or they discovered the stash of junk food she kept under the couch as she dealt with the worst wedding craze ever. She’d take her stuff to the new apartment which was, luckily, already available. Alex Reid had raised his eyebrows when she had asked for the key, but he had given it to her without question. She planned to unload everything herself and sleep on the floor tonight. 
 
   Her mother sighed loudly for the umpteenth time that evening. “I really wish you had thought this through, dear.”
 
   “I already have,” Jamie said. “Really. It’s a good decision, Mom. For all of us. This place will be good for me.”
 
   “I just wish you had thought about your sister before going.”
 
   Jamie rolled her eyes. Christine was hardly dependent on her and she had her own life to live. Why the hell would she have to think about Christine before every decision she made? She grinned. That was Stephen’s job now. “I’m going, Mom. Deal with it,” she snapped. She lifted the box up and walked through the open door and set the box on the grass beside her car. Her mom went off to sulk, leaving Jamie to move her own stuff, which was all right with her, even though it took twice as long and left her exhausted. At least the apartment came furnished.
 
    
 
   As she slammed the trunk of her car shut, her father came out of the house. “Your mother’s crying inside,” he said, looking like he wanted to come with her. “You’re leaving?”
 
   “I got a job, Dad,” she said. “It comes with its own apartment. I start tomorrow.”
 
   He grinned and then pulled her in for a hug. “Congratulations, kiddo,” he said. 
 
   Jamie grinned, savoring his approval. “Thanks D—”
 
   Just then his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at it. “It’s work,” he said. “Excuse me, Jamie. Good luck moving.” He answered the cell as he walked back to the house. 
 
   Jamie watched him go as she climbed into the driver’s seat and started her car. 
 
   Just like that, the only excitement that came from her family over her new job was over.
 
   She pulled out of the drive determined to make this a new beginning for herself.
 
    
 
   END OF EXCERPT
 
   Book 1
 
   Now Available
 
   http://www.amazon.com/dp/B012CBKNC4
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

More by Lexy Timms:
 
    
 
   [image: Saving Forever Poster]
 
   Book One is FREE! 
 
   Amazon US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00HBX7DD6
 
   Amazon UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B00HBX7DD6
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   Sometimes the heart needs a different kind of saving... find out if Charity Thompson will find a way of saving forever in this hospital setting Best-Selling Romance by Lexy Timms 

Charity Thompson wants to save the world, one hospital at a time. Instead of finishing med school to become a doctor, she chooses a different path and raises money for hospitals – new wings, equipment, whatever they need. Except there is one hospital she would be happy to never set foot in again--her fathers. So of course he hires her to create a gala for his sixty-fifth birthday. Charity can’t say no. Now she is working in the one place she doesn’t want to be. Except she’s attracted to Dr. Elijah Bennet, the handsome playboy chief. 
Will she ever prove to her father that’s she’s more than a med school dropout? Or will her attraction to Elijah keep her from repairing the one thing she desperately wants to fix? 

** This is NOT Erotica. It's Romance and a love story. ** 
* This is Part 1 of a Five book Romance Series. It does end on a cliffhanger*
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   Heart of the Battle Series
 
   Celtic Viking
 
   Book 1
 
   US:http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00VVK8S5W 
 
   UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B00VVK8S5W
 
   Celtic Rune
 
   Book 2 
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   In a world plagued with darkness, she would be his salvation. 

No one gave Erik a choice as to whether he would fight or not. Duty to the crown belonged to him, his father's legacy remaining beyond the grave. 

Taken by the beauty of the countryside surrounding her, Linzi would do anything to protect her father's land. Britain is under attack and Scotland is next. At a time she should be focused on suitors, the men of her country have gone to war and she's left to stand alone. 

Love will become available, but will passion at the touch of the enemy unravel her strong hold first? 

Fall in love with this Historical Celtic Viking Romance. 
* There are 3 books in this series. Book 1 will end on a cliff hanger. 
*Note: this is NOT erotica. It is a romance and a love story.
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   Knox Township, August 1863. 
Little Love Affair, Book 1 in the Southern Romance series, by best selling author Lexy Timms 

Sentiments are running high following the battle of Gettysburg, and although the draft has not yet come to Knox, “Bloody Knox” will claim lives the next year as citizens attempt to avoid the Union draft. Clara’s brother Solomon is missing, and Clara has been left to manage the family’s farm, caring for her mother and her younger sister, Cecelia. 

Meanwhile, wounded at the battle of Monterey Pass but still able to escape Union forces, Jasper and his friend Horace are lost and starving. Jasper wants to find his way back to the Confederacy, but feels honor-bound to bring Horace back to his family, though the man seems reluctant. 

NOTE: This is romance series, book 1 of 3 . All your questions will not be answered in the first book.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\hjnru_000\Documents\Athletics Series\ALL COVERS\BookCovers\book 1 - 5 Facebook Cover Art.png] 
 
    
 
   The Recruiting Trip
 
   Book Description:
 
   Aspiring college athlete Aileen Nessa is finding the recruiting process beyond daunting. Being ranked #10 in the world for the 100m hurdles at the age of eighteen is not a fluke, even though she believes that one race, where everything clinked magically together, might be. American universities don’t seem to think so. Letters are pouring in from all over the country.
 
   As she faces the challenge of differentiating between a college’s genuine commitment to her or just empty promises from talent-seeking coaches, Aileen heads to the University of Gatica, a Division One school, on a recruiting trip. Her best friend dares who to go just to see the cute guys on the school’s brochure.
 
   The university’s athletic program boasts one of the top hurdlers in the country. Tyler Jensen is the school’s NCAA champion in the hurdles and Jim Thorpe recipient for top defensive back in football. His incredible blue-green eyes, confident smile and rock hard six pack abs mess with Aileen’s concentration. 
 
   His offer to take her under his wing, should she choose to come to Gatica, is a temping proposition that has her wondering if she might be with an angel or making a deal with the devil himself.
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   Book 2
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