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Praise for Better Than Chocolate
I loved this book. Van and Kat are rich characters with real world flaws. I feel like I know them (and am cheering for them) and that is a huge accomplishment for any writer.
Also, the characters do atypical things for a romance story, in one scene Van cowers while Kat protects him. Sounds odd, but it works. They have complimentary strengths and weaknesses.
During much of the book, we are on tour with the Bleeding Passion band. This provides a rich backdrop for scene settings, meeting interesting people and unusual situations.
Loved it, kudos to the author.
-Night Owl Romance Book Reviews
Reviewer Top Pick at Night Owl Romance
Better than Chocolate is the second book in Brieanna Robertson’s Serendipity series and another delightful offering from a talented writer.
Ms. Robertson’s voice is fresh, and her talent for striking the right emotional tone is excellent. For those who are looking for a sweet, satisfying romance, or who want a bright, lovely portrait of young lovers reunited, Better than Chocolate is a great choice
-Julia C., Manic Readers Reviewer
Better Than Chocolate is a love story that will have readers laughing, crying and hoping. Brieanna takes her tale on the road and into the unexpected. When I read this story, I felt like the writer knew these characters, that they were her best friends and sat down one night to tell her how they met.
This story is well written, and from an editor’s point of view, an absolute joy to read. I recommend it to anyone that wants a sweet romance, that remembers those shy, gawky, awkward high school years, and the spark in your gut the first time you knew you were in love.
-Traci Markou
Forbidden Publications Editor
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Prologue
Los Angeles, CA
Kat checked her watch, then glanced down at the list of contestants on her lap. One more to go. She swallowed uncomfortably. She didn’t want to go home. She hated home. She looked over at her friend, Rochelle, who was tapping her pen against the seat in front of her as she read down the list also, making a note here and there.“One left,” Kat remarked.
Rochelle looked at Kat and rolled her bright blue eyes. “Let’s just hope he’s better than the last three,” she muttered.
They were hosting the auditions for the Senior Show in the Little Theatre and Kat was beginning to lose faith that her classmates possessed any talent at all. She had seen four different groups do a dance routine to the same NSYNC song, and if she heard it one more time, she was going to shoot herself. Did no one have originality anymore?
She sighed. “Next!”
There was a pause, and then a skinny young man walked slowly out onto the stage. He was tall, but hunched, like he had grown too quickly and was uncomfortable with his height. His black hair was disheveled with red streaks running through it, and his fingernails were painted black. Actually, his entire ensemble was black, and his pants had chains and zippers all over them. He had equally as dark eyeliner around his eyes and he carried a beautiful red electric guitar.
Kat’s lips turned up slightly at the corners. She heard snickers behind her from the empty-headed football players that had insisted on sitting in.
“Look, it’s Freak Boy!” one of them shouted.
The other laughed. “What are you doing here, loser? The funeral home’s down the street!”
Kat turned and gave them an icy scowl. They looked sheepish and grinned at her.
“Who’s that?” Rochelle whispered. “I don’t think I’ve ever even seen that guy before. Is he a freshman? Freshmen can’t try out for the Senior Show.”
Kat shook her head. “No, he’s in our class. That’s Jake Marsallis. You’ve seen him around. He always eats lunch by himself in the quad.”
Rochelle frowned thoughtfully, then her eyes widened as she seemed to remember something. “Oh! The guy in your art class who freaked out on everyone?”
She nodded, taking another glance back up at the boy on the stage. She remembered that day all too well. It came into her mind every time she looked at him.
They’d all been in art class, working quietly on their own projects, when a huge crash had directed everyone’s attention to the far corner of the room where Jake huddled, shaking violently and clutching at his chest. Everyone panicked because he’d overturned a supply cart and red paint had gone everywhere, making it look at first glance like he was bleeding all over the place. He screamed if anyone tried to get near him and the teacher had called the nurse, afraid something was horribly wrong.
What stuck out in Kat’s mind was how terrified he’d looked. Terrified and lost. It had made her heart ache so badly that she’d found herself propelled forward against her better judgment and against the teacher’s orders for everyone to stay put. She ignored the way Jake had screamed and tried to push himself further into the corner as she approached. She’d knelt down next to him fearlessly, touching his shoulder in an effort to ease whatever kind of suffering he was going through. She knew he wasn’t physically hurt. Whatever turmoil he suffered was mental. She didn’t know if he was on some kind of drugs and hallucinating, or what. All she knew was that she couldn’t stand the look of horror on his face. It was just something she couldn’t take.
He’d grabbed hold of her shirtsleeve, gripping onto it like it was some kind of link to reality, and she’d touched the back of his neck in an instinctual effort to soothe him. Speaking to him in a way that one might speak to a frightened animal, she assured him that he was all right, that everything was going to be ok. She didn’t know if he’d actually responded to her, or if whatever kind of fit he’d had just passed, but his grip had loosened on her sleeve, and slowly, he had gone from taking in great, gasping, ragged breaths of air to breathing more evenly. When the nurse showed up, he’d still been shaking, tears coursing silently down his cheeks, but he’d been calmer. Kat would never forget that day as long as she lived.
She shook her head, dispelling the memory, and turned back to Jake. “Whenever you’re ready,” she said with a smile.
He glanced at her and let out a visible, calming breath. He pulled a chair from the wings of the stage, plugged his guitar into a small, portable amp he had brought, and sat down. He hunched over his instrument and closed his eyes, bunching his hands into fists a few times to try and stop their shaking. There was a brief moment of complete silence from everyone before he launched into a hauntingly beautiful melody that made Kat stop all activity and stare at him in awe. The mournful chords were so pure that it was almost painful. They wound their way around her heart, making her want to weep. She glanced at Rochelle to see that she had the same amazed expression on her own face. It was the most beautiful sound Kat had ever heard.
More snickers sounded from the peanut gallery before they progressed to all out guffaws. “What is this?” one guy cackled. “Whales mating? Gimme a break.” He stood and started for the stage. “You call that talent? I’ve seen more talent in my little sister’s poodle.”
“Greg!” Kat shouted. “Sit down! You’re messing up the audition! How would you like it if someone did that to you?”
He snorted and snatched the guitar out of Jake’s hands. “Like he has feelings,” he spat. “Freaks don’t feel.” He grabbed the strings on the guitar and gave them a mighty yank, pulling them off and breaking them. The guy still sitting behind Kat roared with laughter.
Kat’s eyes bulged in horror and she heard Rochelle gasp.
Greg thrust the guitar back into the bewildered boy’s hands with a mean chuckle. “Play it now, freak.” He turned back to the girls and grinned. “Finally, no more lame auditions. We can all go home.” He leered at Kat. “You want to come over to my place? I’ll show you real talent.”
Kat felt sick. She stood and glowered at him. “I wouldn’t go anywhere with you if you paid me to, you childish moron. That was something only jealous little boys do. Why don’t you go home and have Mommy change your diaper?”
Rochelle giggled, and Greg stared at her in bafflement.
“Idiot,” Kat hissed. She jumped up on the stage and ran back behind the curtains to where Jake was putting his guitar in its case. “Hey,” she called.
He looked over at her sadly and sighed. “I guess that means I won’t be playing in the show.” His voice had a bitter edge to it.
She shook her head. “No, I want you to play in the show. That was beautiful! I’ve never heard anything like it!”
“Like whales mating,” he grumbled. He picked up his case and his amp and turned. “Excuse me,” he said, trying to get past her. “In case you didn’t notice, I have to go buy new strings now.”
She sighed. “Listen, Jake, I’m really sorry about that. I thought your song was incredible. Greg’s an idiot.”
He glanced up at her and frowned a little. “You know my name?”
She smiled. “Yeah. Jake Marsallis. You sit in front of me in art. You drew that picture of the dragon burning down the school.”
He raised an eyebrow. “I was in the counselor’s office for a week because of that drawing.”
“Well, I thought it was awesome.” She smiled. “The counselor should have taken a closer look at it. If she had, she would have seen that the dragon’s shadow was in the shape of a man, and it disappeared up into the clouds that were raining down to put out the fire. She would have seen that the man in you overpowered the beast of rage and you didn’t want to destroy. You just wanted recognition.” He stared at her with a mixed look of shock and awe, and she grinned. “I thought it was very poetic.”
He looked down and shifted uncomfortably. “Why are you talking to me?” he asked suddenly. “You’re the most popular girl in school. Shouldn’t you be off with your jock friends or something?”
Kat frowned and folded her arms. “You insult me. You don’t like people making assumptions about you so why would you make them about me?”
His face reddened. “Sorry,” he muttered.
Kat glanced at her watch and sighed. Her stomach lurched. Auditions hadn’t taken as long as she’d expected. “Hey, why don’t you let me pay for your new strings?” she blurted. “It’s the least I can do.”
He shook his head. “It’s fine.”
“Come on,” she urged. “Just take me to wherever you buy them and I’ll pay.”
He looked up at her with a genuinely confused expression. “You want to go with me?”
She shrugged. “Well, yeah. I wouldn’t know what to buy otherwise. Wanna go?”
Jake blinked. “Uh…. O-ok, I guess.”
She smiled. “Great. Let me just tell Rochelle.” She frowned. “And I have to find Mr. Cunningham since he disappeared into his office about an hour through auditions. Don’t leave without me.”
Jake watched her go, her long brown hair shining, her perfect body teasing and taunting. Anyone with half a sex drive wanted Kat. She was beautiful. Her and Rochelle both. Rochelle was the blonde bombshell while Kat was the dark temptress. They ruled the hallways with their amazing, goddess-like presence. They were the elite…and one of them was going with him to get his guitar re-strung. He shook his head, still not fully comprehending what was going on. He would probably wake up in his bed at any given moment to find all of this a horribly tortuous dream.
One he wouldn’t trade for anything.
* * * *
“I really like your guitar,” Kat said as she watched Jake re-string it at the music store. “It’s a beautiful color.”
He gave a bashful smile, but said nothing.
She sighed. He had hardly said anything since they’d left school. She watched his fingers deftly attach the strings, touching the instrument almost lovingly.
“My father bought it for me,” he finally murmured. “He said it would match the red in my hair.” He smiled, running his hand down the neck of the guitar in one final caress before placing it back in its case. “Thanks for buying those.”
She grinned. “It was no problem.” She glanced down at her watch and frowned in concern. “What-uh-what are you going to do now?” she stammered.
He looked up at her with a puzzled frown. “Go home.”
She swallowed. “Can I come?” she spat out without thinking.
He raised an eyebrow. “Are you insane?”
She looked down and bit her bottom lip in embarrassment. “No,” she murmured. She couldn’t go home. Not yet. Not until He went to work and He didn’t go to work until seven. She usually went to Rochelle’s, but Rochelle had gone to a family event. She had to stay away until seven….
Jake frowned as Kat twisted her fingers and stared down at the carpet. He sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound harsh, and I didn’t mean that you’re insane to think I would want to hang out with you. I just meant, why would someone like you even want to be anywhere around someone like me? We’re from two completely different worlds.”
“How do you know what world I’m from?” Her eyes jumped up to meet his. “You don’t know me at all. You, of all people, should know what it’s like to be judged unfairly. You, the one who flips out and has spaz attacks in the middle of class.”
He flinched at her comment and looked down in abject humiliation.
“Yeah, I remember that day in art,” she continued. “Everybody remembers that day in art. Thought you would too considering I was the only one brave enough to come near you when everyone else was terrified because they all thought you were on some kind of trip.”
His head snapped up and he stared at her in shock. “That was you?” He hadn’t been able to remember who it was who’d helped him, who’d so lovingly and selflessly come forward and touched him, soothed him, stood by him during the worst moment of his entire life. He hadn’t paid attention to the person. All he remembered was the presence, and the way the fingers had felt on the back of his neck, a gentle caress, an anchor of light in a world of blackness. To know it had been her…
She snorted. “Yeah, that was me. But apparently you still feel like lumping me in with all the other stereotypical popular girls out there. Well, whatever. If you want to judge me without even knowing me, you deserve to be treated the way you are.” She spun and headed for the door.
Jake’s eyes widened. “Whoa, wait a second!” he called. “Geez.” He ran his hand through his hair, still trying to wrap his mind around the fact that the person who had consoled him had been the most sought-after girl in school. “I didn’t know, ok? I didn’t know that was you. You can come over. Just don’t yell at me anymore. Your fire hurts my eyes.”
She frowned at him and he met her eyes. He grinned for the first time all day.
Kat smiled and looked down as a slight touch of color came into her cheeks. “I don’t like assumptions either,” she murmured.
He chuckled. “I guess.” He picked up his case and started for the door, but stopped before he opened it. He took a deep breath and turned to face her. “Hey, thanks.”
She frowned. “For what?”
He swallowed. “For what you did in art. It…It meant more to me than I could ever express.”
She smiled. “It‘s fine. Just repay me by letting me come over and, for goodness sake, let me eat something.” She rubbed her hand over her growling stomach.
He gave a nervous laugh. “I don’t exactly know what to do to entertain you.”
“Finish playing your song,” she urged. “I never got to hear the rest of it.”
* * * *
Kat popped another chocolate into her mouth as she continued to watch Jake. He had played her his audition song, as well as some others he had written. They were all equally beautiful, and Kat was amazed. She’d had no idea that he was so talented, but then again, no one did. Everyone just assumed he was one of those Goth freaks who dreamed of shooting the school up. People avoided him like the plague. She’d always kind of thought it was unfair.
Jake sighed as he finished up the last song and set his guitar aside. “That’s all I have,” he said.
She grinned and clapped. “I love your music. Are you going to pursue it after high school?”
He shrugged.
“You should. You have amazing talent. I bet you could be famous.”
He looked up at her and gave her a shy smile. He moved from where he had been sitting on his bed down to the floor next to Kat. He picked up a chocolate and played with the wrapper.
She looked around his room, which was currently only lit by about ten candles. He’d said he liked candlelight because he found it more soothing. She didn’t mind. Between that and the incense he was burning, she was more relaxed than she had been in ages. She glanced up at several posters he had on the wall next to his bed and she frowned. One of them had a bright, hot pink colored background with a man standing shirtless in a black, fur-collared coat smoking a cigarette. It said HIM in large capital letters across it. She pointed over at it. “Who’s that?”
“HIM,” he replied vaguely.
She rolled her eyes. “Well, obviously.”
He smirked.
“I mean, I’ve never heard of them before,” she said.
“They’re a European band, from Finland. A friend of mine heard of them somehow and bought an import CD online. I love them. The music is incredible.”
Her eyes wandered to the poster next to it, which was of a band called Type-O-Negative, another group she’d never heard of before. He had a poster of a guitar player named Steve Vai, and one of Jim Morrison. She frowned as her gaze fell on a smaller poster he had above his desk. She pointed to it. “Isn’t that Bam Margera?”
He nodded with a smile.
She raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t figure you would be much into pro skating.”
“My friend Lance is. I like Bam.” He frowned. “In a strictly heterosexual way, of course.”
She laughed and unwrapped another chocolate. “So, are you in a band?”
He nodded.
“With Toby Johnson and Aaron Frome, right?”
He frowned in a bewildered kind of way. “How do you know that?”
She shrugged. “You all sit together in a pod in band.” She glanced at him. “I am in band, you know. I play clarinet. Do you ever notice me at all?” She let him know she was teasing with a smile.
He sighed. “I notice you. Everyone notices you, Kat. You’re the most popular girl in school.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t understand that. I don’t get why everyone thinks I’m so popular.”
Jake snorted. “You’re in everything. You’re in media production, you’re on the debate team, you’re on student council. You help organize the assemblies and the pep rallies. You’re in band. Should I go on? You have enough extracurricular activities to get into any college you want.”
Kat looked down. “I don’t do them for college reasons. I mean, media production I do because that’s kind of where I want to go for a career, but the other things I do just to take up time.”
She mumbled the words, shying away from the subject. He frowned in thought. “How come?” he prodded gently.
She swallowed uncomfortably and sighed. “My parents aren’t home until after seven and my uncle is the only one home. He—” She contemplated on whether or not she should actually tell him what only Rochelle knew. For some reason that she couldn’t explain, she felt very comfortable around him. He had gradually loosened up and they had been sharing good conversation, conversation that had substance. He listened to her, really listened to her, like what she had to say mattered to him. She sighed. “He tries to touch me while they’re gone. They don’t believe me, though.” She glanced over at him. “I don’t like to go home.”
He said nothing, but he had concern mirrored in his gray eyes. “Well, if you ever need anywhere to go, you can come here.” He blushed and tugged on his bottom lip with his teeth. “I mean, if you can’t go to Rochelle’s. My parents won’t mind. My mom will be excited to finally see a girl over here.”
Kat smiled. “Thanks, Jake…” She played with a piece of her hair, focusing her attention on it instead of him. “You’re really sweet, you know?” Her voice was quiet, but sincere.
He smiled in his bashful way, and it warmed her heart. He had a gorgeous smile. It absolutely lit up his otherwise somber face. “Why do you shut yourself off from people?” she asked.
He gave a slight shrug. “People think I’m weird because I dress Gothic and wear eyeliner. I just keep my distance from them. Plus, I have an anxiety problem. I can’t handle being around a lot of people sometimes. I have bad panic attacks.”
She blinked as everything suddenly made sense. “Oh, you mean…” Her heart squeezed painfully as she realized what had happened in art. “In class… That was a panic attack?”
He nodded solemnly. “They just come out of nowhere, for no reason. I don’t know why. Sometimes they’re not so bad. Other times I feel like I’m having a heart attack. That time in class was probably the worst one I’ve ever had.”
She shook her head. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”
He shrugged, then looked up at her. “It’s all right. You made it better.” He blushed and glanced down again. “I take pills, but they don’t always help.”
She smiled in sympathy. “If you have such bad anxiety, how can you audition for the Senior Show and play in a band?”
He chuckled. “Well, I don’t think performing in the garage in front of Lance’s girlfriend and a bunch of trash cans counts as being in a big group of people. As far as the Senior Show goes…” He shrugged. “It’s different when I play. It’s like the whole world disappears. Everything just fades away but the music. It’s like I’m floating on the notes I play.” He smiled and met her eyes, staring at her for a long, quiet moment. “You know, you’re also beautiful,” he breathed. “That helps your social status a lot.” He averted his gaze to the carpet.
Kat’s smile was soft. She found his shyness endearing and something about him tugged at her heart. He was real, and so many people in her world lived behind fake fronts. “In that case, you should be popular too.”
He looked back up at her and his heart started beating way too fast. She had just told him that he was beautiful. No one but his mother had ever told him that. Suddenly, he didn’t know what he was doing. His body moved of its own volition and he found his lips pressing against hers. He pulled away quickly, wondering if he’d lost his mind. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Kat shook her head. “It’s ok.” She giggled nervously. “You know, I’ve never been kissed before.” Her voice was breathy and wavered.
He frowned. “You’re kidding me.”
She shook her head.
“But everyone wants you.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Well, they can want for the rest of their lives. Doesn’t mean they’re going to get anything.”
He smiled. “I’ve never been kissed before either,” he admitted. He played with the ends of his sleeves nervously, wondering what in the world was wrong with him. He didn’t do stuff like that… Ever. His head was still spinning.
She reached out and touched his bottom lip with her finger. “You have really nice lips,” she murmured. “Soft…” She bit her bottom lip self-consciously, and shook her head. “This is strange, Jake. You’re the only boy I’ve ever wanted to share affection with.”
He met her eyes and gently took her hand in his. “Why are you doing this?” he asked, playing with her fingers. “I mean, why me? Why now?”
She shrugged. “Maybe I just realized that something beautiful can be sitting in a corner, but you never notice because you’re too busy to pay attention.” She shrugged again. “Until it glints and catches your eye.”
He studied her for a moment and a slow smile spread across his lips. Holy cow…this girl was going to kill him. He was in great danger of just falling in love with her right there. No one had ever gotten to know him before. No one had ever given him a chance. No one except for the two friends he had in school that he played in a band with. He never, ever would have thought that the most popular, most beautiful, girl in school would even glance his way, let alone spend the afternoon with him, talk to him, touch him… Kiss him.
He reached his hand out and caressed the back of his knuckles down her cheek. His heart ached in his chest, ached with longing and devotion. She would probably never really know how much of him would always belong to her from that moment on. She had stepped forward when no one else would… Even if she never spoke to him again, the fact that she had taken the time to know him for one second of her life would make him her slave forever.
Kat’s eyes closed at his tender touch and she sighed. Her breath caught as his lips touched hers again, timid at first, then bolder as he gained confidence. She returned the kiss, opening her mouth for him so he could deepen it and explore further. When he pulled away, they were both shaking.
“You taste good,” he whispered.
She gave a nervous laugh. “Like chocolate.”
He shook his head and touched her face again. “Like something wonderful.”
She giggled again. “Better than chocolate?”
He smiled. “Much better.”
Kat placed her palm over her heart, almost as if she was trying to stop its pounding. She sighed. “Today has been really nice,” she murmured. “Thank you.”
His smile broadened. “Do you want to stay for dinner? I think my mom’s making lasagna.”
She grinned and nodded.
He reached over and turned on the radio, suddenly finding the silence too quiet to suit him. He needed to distract himself or else he would spend the rest of the night kissing her, and he had a feeling that it would be bad to push too much physical affection on her. Just because he was starving for it didn’t mean he needed to scare her to death with his hunger and chase her away. He wanted to keep Kat around… Good lord, who am I kidding? I want to keep Kat forever. He refused to do anything that might jeopardize their budding…thing. What was it exactly? Friendship? Relationship? That was probably way too much to hope for.
It’s Been Awhile by Staind started playing and Kat smiled. “I love this song,” she said absently, closing her eyes. “I love the lyrics. I wish one day someone would say romantic, poetic stuff like that to me. All I ever get is Greg friggin’ Carlyle going, ‘hey baby, why don’t you come back to my place?’” She shuddered and made a face.
He smiled and watched as she lay down on her back and crossed her legs, swinging her foot to the rhythm of the music.
* * * *
One Month Later
Kat grinned at Rochelle and clapped as several of their friends finished up their number in the Senior Show. Jake had already done his number and Kat had cheered rather loudly. Because Kat had cheered, a lot of other people had also.
“That was a great show,” Rochelle said. “We did an awesome job, if you ask me.”
Kat grinned. “Well, we make a good team.”
“Jake did well.”
Kat nodded.
“Have you seen him lately?” Rochelle prodded.
“Not much. It’s been difficult since I’ve been working so much on the prom committee, and then with all the graduation stuff going on. I usually only see him in class. He’s been practicing with his band a lot, too. I asked him to go to prom with me, but I don’t think he can handle it. You know, the crowd and all.” She shrugged.
Rochelle nodded. “That’s ok. We can just go together. Forget boys.”
Kat giggled, but was still disheartened that Jake wouldn’t go with her. They’d grown rather close since that day in his bedroom. When she wasn’t insanely busy with school stuff, they would hang out whenever they could. She loved his company and liked how creative he was. Sometimes she would just go to his house and do her homework while he played his guitar. She loved being there, in his musical lair. It was so much better than being home, watching the shadows under her door, terrified that when her parents weren’t paying attention, her uncle would come in.
Everyone thought she was nuts because she insisted that Jake eat with her at lunch, but she didn’t care. No one had the right to dictate who her friends were, and she cared about Jake very, very much. She hoped that they could stay friends through college. She was going to UCLA and he was going to some school in Washington. She didn’t want to lose contact with him. He meant so much to her, more than he probably knew.
Suddenly, the microphone on the stage squealed horribly and Kat and Rochelle winced.
“Sorry,” Jake’s voice came. He looked down at Kat and Rochelle. “I have one more, ok?”
They exchanged confused glances, but motioned for him to continue.
He smiled and plugged his guitar into his amp. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.
“What’s he doing?” Rochelle whispered.
Kat shrugged.
He cleared his throat. “This is a song I wrote,” he said softly, “for someone who means a great deal to me.” He took another deep breath and started to sing.
“Dulled senses, apathetic heart
I know I should feel, I know I should hurt
I want to know how to get back
To that genuine, fulfilling happiness I lack
It's known to the past, I remember vaguely
Shadows, silhouettes of a life long lost
To the pills that steady me
So as I lay here so restlessly,
Begging the silent night to comfort me,
My final thought, that peaceful place,
As I close my eyes, I still see your face
And my lips still linger of your taste.
The exhilaration of emotions that came
With a touch of minds that shared the same plane
Delight higher than angels could dream
Stifling my persistent, silent scream
I was awakened by dawn, by the fire inside,
With the touch of your lips I burned alive
I would trade all, endure more, and carry on
Just to keep singing your radiant song
I belong to you and this night is my witness,
You provided my heart and life with a purpose.
So as I lay here so restlessly,
Begging the silent night to comfort me,
My final thought, that peaceful place,
As I close my eyes, I still see your face
And my lips still linger of your taste
My lips still linger of your taste.…”
Jake’s eyes riveted on Kat’s as he sang the last chorus and she felt somewhat lightheaded, her heart thudding in her chest.
“Oh man,” Rochelle breathed, “he’s singing straight to you!”
Kat nodded, numb. She watched him finish the song, and he held her eyes all the way through the end. When he had finished and walked off stage, Kat sat back in her chair, dumbfounded. She felt like she had after he’d kissed her, breathless and giddy, and she wasn’t exactly sure what to do with that feeling.
“That was amazing!” Rochelle cried as people started to file out of the theatre. “Did you hear him? Dang! I didn’t know he could sing like that!”
Kat tried to regain her senses, but his deep, melodic voice was still ringing through her ears.
“What did that freak think he was doing?” Kat overheard a girl behind her saying. “This isn’t a concert.”
“He’s so stupid,” her friend replied. “He wears makeup all the time. I think he’s gay.”
Kat felt fury well up inside of her. She stood and scowled at the two girls. “Is Robert Smith from The Cure gay? Are half the Goth musicians on the planet gay? Jake’s not gay and he’s not a freak! Back off!” She ran backstage and caught Jake just as he was heading for the stage door. “Jake!”
He stopped and turned to face her with a smile.
“Why did you do that?” she asked breathlessly.
His smile faded. “It was for you. Didn’t you like it?”
She raised her eyebrows. “I loved it! You are amazing! Your voice…” She shook her head, unable to find words. “Your lyrics, I….” She felt so confused all of a sudden. She wanted to cry and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe because she never thought she’d ever mean that much to someone, never thought she’d ever affect anyone the way Jake claimed she affected him.
He smiled and reached out to caress his knuckles down her cheek. “I’m glad you liked it. It was all for you. Straight from my heart.”
She looked up at him, tears hovering just behind her eyelids. She wrapped her arms around him and held on tight. “Thank you,” she whispered. She loved his beautiful heart and she loved his touch. He didn’t touch her like he wanted or expected anything from her. He didn’t touch her like he was lusting after her. He touched her like she was revered, treasured. He touched her like she mattered to him. Like she mattered to him. Kat. The person. Not the Kat everyone thought she was, or thought she should be
He closed his eyes and ran his hand slowly through her silky hair with a sigh. “You’re more than welcome…” His eyebrows drew together in a deep frown and his fingers tightened for a moment in her hair. It seemed as if he was having some great internal struggle before his shoulders slumped in a defeated way, and his breath left him in a rush. “I-I have to get going,” he stammered. “I have a huge chemistry test tomorrow that is pretty much determining whether or not I graduate. I’ll see you in band though.”
She nodded and pressed a kiss to his cheek, hugging him again. “Thank you so much, Jake.”
He smiled shyly and nodded.
Kat watched him disappear out the door, her heart aching in a peculiar way at his absence.
* * * *
Two and a Half Months After Graduation
Jake frowned and turned from where he had been packing a box of his favorite CD’s. He heard a soft knocking on his window and he went to it, perplexed. He pulled back the curtain and his eyes widened as he saw Kat perched precariously on the ledge. He opened the window quickly and grabbed a hold of her, terrified that she would fall at any second and break her neck. “Kat!” he cried as he pulled her inside. “What are you doing out there?”
“I thought it was probably too late to ring the bell. I didn’t want to wake your parents up.” Her foot caught on the ledge and caused Jake to stumble backwards and fall. She landed on top of him, knocking the air out of both of them. When she was able to take a full breath again, she relaxed against his chest and giggled.
He sighed heavily and shook his head, but couldn’t help but bury his hands in her soft hair. “So you decided to scale the side of my house? Are you out of your mind?”
She raised her head and looked at him, grinning. “Probably.”
He smiled.
She hoisted herself up so that she was sitting and met his eyes. “I just had to see you before you left.”
He sat up and faced her, suddenly feeling like going away to college was the worst decision he could have possibly made. “You know I wouldn’t have gone without saying goodbye. I have my contact information for you.” He grabbed a slip of paper off his desk, as well as a CD case. “This is the number for my dorm. Call me once you find an apartment and give me your number, ok?”
She took the paper and nodded.
“I won’t have a computer right away, but once I have your new number, I’ll call you and give you my email address when I get one.”
She nodded again and looked down, playing with the paper absently. It was more than apparent that she was trying not to cry. Jake watched her and hated how sad and alone she looked. His heart couldn’t take it. He needed to tell her how he felt… He would regret it forever if he didn’t… He took a deep breath. “Kat?”
She glanced up at him with hope in her eyes. “Yeah?”
The deep breath he had taken wheezed right out of him, and he felt his courage deflate with his lungs. He couldn’t… What if she rejected him? What if it changed their relationship forever and made it weird? He couldn’t handle that. He would rather have her as a friend than not have her at all. He looked down at the CD case he was holding and sighed, extending it to her. “Here, this is for you.”
She took it with a quizzical frown.
“It’s the song I wrote for you. I recorded it at Lance’s.”
She smiled and pressed it to her chest, looking up into his eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m really going to miss you.”
He smiled sadly and cradled her face in his palm. “I’m going to miss you too…. But I’ll visit. I’ll come see you on breaks when I’m here with my family.” He was trying to sound hopeful for her sake, but all he really felt was black depression and a desire to strangle himself for not having enough guts to tell her how he felt.
She nodded, but her smile was forced. “Promise you won’t forget me?”
He sobered and he felt tears sting his eyes. “Forget you?” he whispered. He let his eyes roam over her beautiful, innocent face and he traced his thumb along the line of her bottom lip. He remembered all too well how those perfect lips felt under his own. “I could never forget you. Not in a million lifetimes.”
She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed hard, as if she didn’t want to ever let him go again. When she managed to get a hold of herself, Kat pulled back and looked up at him with a tremulous smile. “Well, I should go,” she said half-heartedly.
He nodded and ran his knuckles down her cheek. “Go out the front door. My parents won’t wake up. I promise I’ll call you. As soon as I get settled, I’ll call you. Listen to that song… Think of me.”
She smiled. “I will.” She stopped at his door and looked back at him. “Goodbye, Jake.”
Tell her! Tell her! Tell her how you feel, you moron! He let his breath out in a raspy, discouraged and sad sigh. “Goodbye, Kat.” He watched her go and felt his heart crumble. He shut the door and leaned his head against it, squeezing his eyes shut in pain and self-loathing. He whacked his forehead against the door a few times, cursing his own cowardice.
* * * *
Kat stood on the other side of his door for a moment, feeling kind of sick inside. She really didn’t want to be away from him. The thought of not seeing him made her heart hurt. She swallowed hard, her chest felt tight. She hated how his room was all boxed up. It made her feel like he was leaving forever. She had this horrific feeling that she would never see him again, and it terrified her. Her heart felt like it was ripping in half, and she couldn’t even begin to know why. She was so bad with her own emotions. She never had any clue what she was feeling or why she was feeling it. All she knew was that she had the worst, most foreboding feeling washing over her, and a voice in the back of her head was screaming for her to go back in there, throw her arms around him and beg him to take her with him.
She shook her head and forced herself to take the first few, agonizing steps toward the stairs. Get a grip, Kat, she chided herself. He wasn’t going away forever. He was going to college. It was what thousands of normal, American high school graduates did. It was what she was doing. There was nothing terrible about it….
But as she descended the stairs and made her way out of the Marsallis household, the feeling got stronger. She couldn’t shake it no matter how much logic she tried to use on herself. Fat, hot tears rolled down her cheeks and didn’t stop all the way to her house.
* * * *
Three Years Later
Kat tapped her fingers against her arm in irritation. She started to lean against the wall, but thought better of it. This was the sleaziest place she had ever been to. She sighed and knocked on the bathroom door. “Come on, Rochelle! How long does it take to pee anyway?”
“Hold on a sec! Geez!” Rochelle shouted back.
Kat rolled her eyes and glanced to the right. She had never seen such an obnoxious group of people in her life, and they were all still just hanging around, hoping to catch a glimpse of one of the band members.
She enjoyed going to concerts very much, but she usually liked to stand in the back where she had room to breathe and no one bothered her. Rochelle liked to be up in the front getting pummeled by moshers and attacked by crowd surfers. This group had been rowdier and more obnoxious than most, and they made Kat uncomfortable. She just wanted to go home and take a hot shower.
She jumped suddenly as she felt a hand on her shoulder and she spun to see a burly man standing next to her. He had a long ponytail and was dressed all in leather like a biker. She took a step back as he grinned at her.
“Hey, cutie, you lost?” he asked.
Kat didn’t like the way he was looking at her. She knew that look, and she knew the feeling that flared to life inside of her as well. It was her inner warning mechanism. She’d had the same feeling every time her uncle had tried to molest her, and she’d had it the night Kyle had… She swallowed uncomfortably. And she’d had it when Jake had left…. She knew what it meant now. It meant no good. “I’m not lost. I’m waiting for my friend,” she stated matter-of-factly.
He let his gaze slide up and down her body. “Sure you are. I can be your friend too, you know.” He placed his hand on her arm and tightened his grip.
Kat heard sirens go off in her head and she tried to yank her arm away. “Let go of me!” she cried, panic building inside of her.
The man shoved her back hard against the wall and was on her suddenly, forcing her legs apart with his knee and rubbing suggestively against her. She shrieked, and her vision blurred. Not again! This can’t happen to me again! She tried to push him away, but he was too strong. She started to tremble and tears coursed down her cheeks.
Suddenly, the pressure of the man’s body against her was gone, and she blinked her eyes open just in time to see a strong arm shove her attacker backward. It pushed him into the far wall of the corridor and held him there.
Kat looked up and blinked. Van Marshall…. His tall, lithe, well-muscled frame stood protectively by her while he held her attacker at bay. He was wearing what he had during the show, a simple, black, wife beater style tank and black pants, but he had donned a light leather jacket in preparation of the chilly night. His dark brown, almost black hair fell freely around his shoulders and his handsome face was stern. “Get out of here,” he said, his voice menacingly calm. “Now.”
The man obeyed and Van turned to Kat. She looked up at him, astonished and bewildered.
Van gave her a gentle smile. “Did he hurt you?”
There was something in his face that made her ease, a sincerity that she hadn’t seen in a very long time. It was familiar somehow. She shook her head. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“You’re shivering.” He pulled his jacket off and placed it around her shoulders. “There,” he said with a smile, “see if anyone messes with you now.”
All Kat could do was stare at him. Van Marshall had just saved her. The front man of the band that was climbing its way to the big time.
“Hey Van!” one of his band mates called suddenly. “We gotta go, man!”
Van nodded and looked back at Kat just as Rochelle emerged from the bathroom.
“You keep the jacket, ok?” He winked at her and strode away, all poise and confidence.
Rochelle frowned. “Was that–” She looked at Kat and her eyes widened in alarm. “Kat, what happened?”
Kat scowled as she began to regain her composure. She smoothed her short, brown hair and started to walk angrily down the hall toward the door. “No man will ever be able to overpower me again,” she hissed. “No one will ever lay their hands on me with cruel intent and keep his fingers intact.”
Chapter One
Two Years Later
Rochelle winced as she entered the apartment and saw Kat deliver a particularly nasty kick to the punching bag in the living room. “Geez,” she muttered, closing the door. “That one would have hurt.”
Kat gave a short jab to the bag, followed by another. “Yep,” she answered, “right in the crotch.” She kicked at it again.
Rochelle smiled. “I got us some dinner at the deli on the corner. I got you a ham and cheese with only lettuce and tomato. I know you don’t eat all the good stuff.” She rolled her eyes.
Kat smiled and turned away from the bag. “Do you know how much crap you put on those?”
Rochelle frowned as she started to unwrap her sandwich. “Kat, you look like a tank. You’re G.I. Jane. What is one sandwich going to hurt?”
Kat grinned and sat down next to Rochelle. “Mayonnaise is nasty and I’ve spent too much time and effort to get into this shape. I’m not going to screw it up.”
Rochelle shook her head. “You could beat up Jean Claude Van Damme.”
Kat giggled and unwrapped her sandwich. “How was work?”
“We got a new assignment,” Rochelle said, shooting a glance at her roommate.
Kat raised her eyebrows. “Figures. We get a new assignment on my day off. What’s up?”
“We actually got a good assignment. They gave it to us instead of Paul and Arnie.”
“You mean no more documentaries about sea slugs or behind the scenes footage of obnoxious underground bands that only ever gets played on the cable public access channels?”
Rochelle turned her bright blue eyes to her friend and pushed her hands through her hair, turning to face her. “We’re going on tour,” she stated.
Kat blinked and looked up at her. “On tour? Like with a band?”
Rochelle nodded excitedly. “We are in charge of recording and editing an actual music DVD. The band wants footage from several live shows as well as backstage stuff and interviews with band members. We’re supposed to tour with them for one month.”
“Who are we covering?”
Rochelle grasped Kat’s wrists, making her look up from where she had been peeling a rogue onion off her sandwich. “Bleeding Passion.”
Kat felt herself pale. “You’re not serious.”
“I am!” she all but screamed. “You can talk to Van again!”
Kat frowned. “Yeah, right, like he’d ever remember me amongst all his adoring fans.”
“I bet he didn’t give any of them his jacket.”
Kat rolled her eyes. “I bet none of them were getting assaulted either. Besides, we’re going there to work, not schmooze with the band.”
Rochelle stared at her. “Kat, of course we’re going to schmooze with the band. How else are we going to get backstage footage? By magic? Using our telepathic abilities?”
Kat gave her a halfhearted scowl. “When do we leave?”
“In a week. Paul and Arnie were pissed. Paul loves Bleeding Passion.”
“Who are they touring with?”
“A newer band called Thrill My Koi. Bleeding Passion is trying to give them some publicity.”
Kat nodded and took the last bite of her sandwich. “Cool.” She stood. “I’m going to go take a shower. I smell like a man.” She headed into her bedroom and opened her closet to find some clean clothes. She sighed as her gaze fell on the leather jacket that had been placed around her shoulders two years ago, black with the Bleeding Passion logo on the back: an eye crying red rose petals instead of tears. That night had changed her life. She was a victim no longer. She had spent her entire childhood running from her lecherous uncle. Then, at eighteen, one year after her high school graduation, she had been date raped by a man she had only been seeing for about a month. The incident at the concert had decided her. Now, if anyone attempted to harm her, she could disable, incapacitate, or render unconscious. If that didn’t work, she knew several ways to kill someone.
She grabbed a loose-fitting pair of pants and a clean shirt and headed for the shower. She cleared a space on the bathroom counter, moving aside Rochelle’s many cosmetics. She shook her head. Rochelle’s logic completely eluded her. Why would anyone want to spend forever just putting on makeup? All that did was attract attention.
Kat undressed and got in the shower, letting her mind return to the assignment they had just been given. She smiled. Four years ago was when she and Rochelle had stumbled into Bushman Productions, sophomores in college and fresh meat for the apprenticeship program. They spent that whole year fetching coffee and doing menial chores for production teams just hoping that one day they would be hired onto the crew for real. They had been. Kat was put in charge of camera operations and editing. Rochelle had, by luck, been assigned to Kat as her assistant.
Bushman Productions specialized in making DVD’s and videos of music groups, but they also had a small department devoted to low budget documentaries. That was where Kat and Rochelle had spent most of their time while the golden boys of the company, Paul Erickson and Arnie Fitzpatrick, got all the big stuff. The fact that Rochelle and she had been given the Bleeding Passion assignment was amazing to Kat.
Bleeding Passion had made quite a name for themselves since her short encounter with Van Marshall three years earlier. This would give them the chance to finally prove that they weren’t amateurs anymore.
Kat turned off the shower and squeezed the water out of the ends of her short, brown hair. It was cut just above her shoulders and the wet strands clung to her neck as she dried off. No one from her past recognized her with her short hair, but that was the way she liked it. She’d cut it right after the rape. She’d done it so that she wouldn’t have to keep looking at that person in the mirror every day, the weak person, the victim. The event had changed her and the long hair no longer suited her. She much preferred it short. It made her look older, tougher and it took that innocent, little girl look out of her face.
She sighed and glanced in the mirror as she wrapped the towel around herself. No one would know from looking at her that she was any different from anyone else. Her body had healed from its assaults, but her memory retained the scars. She shook her head to clear away the troublesome thoughts and put her clothes on. She headed back out into the living room where Rochelle was watching television. She picked up a book she had been reading and went out onto their small balcony, sitting down in a chair with a sigh.
She watched as the setting sun glistened off the windows of the buildings around her and she closed her eyes, letting the heat of the city wrap itself around her. She hated L.A. She really did. It had brought her nothing but heartache in her life. If she had her choice, she would live in a small coastal town where there weren’t lots of people and she could go antique shopping or eat in a small café. Somewhere like San Luis Obispo or Cambria. A nice place where she could hear the ocean at night and watch the sun set on the beach. Peace and seclusion, complete tranquility. That’s what she longed for.
Happiness….
She opened her eyes and sighed heavily as she could hear sirens and honking horns in the distance. She banished her silly fantasies and opened her book. Thinking about things that would never be was pointless.
* * * *
San Diego, CA
Van stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror and ran his shaky fingers through his dark hair. He let out a deep breath and splashed some cold water on his face. He then eased himself onto the floor, putting his hand over his upset stomach. He heaved a sigh and leaned his head back up against the wall.
A knock sounded on the door of his hotel room and he frowned. “Yeah?” he called. “Come in. The door’s not closed all the way.”
The door opened and Van’s bass player and best friend, Lance, as well as their other singer, Nyah, entered the room.
Nyah’s eyes widened as she saw Van sitting practically in the closet and she rushed to him. “Van, are you all right?” she asked. “What happened?”
“You have another panic attack, man?” Lance questioned with a frown.
Van looked up at Lance and nodded.
“That’s the second one this week,” Lance pointed out.
“Must be stressed.”
“Have you been taking your meds?”
He wrinkled his nose in distaste. Meds. It always made him sound like some kind of sociopath. He nodded. “Not that they ever do any good.” He glanced down at Nyah, who was staring at him as if he were a frightened little boy. He frowned and looked back up at Lance, taking in his skaterish appearance. Baggy, tan cargo pants, Independent sweatshirt, blond waves poking out from under a gray beanie. He smiled. “You guys going out?” he asked.
Lance nodded. “We were going to get something to eat.”
“What caused this?” Nyah asked, completely cutting off Lance.
Van looked at her. “Caused what? My panic attack? Nothing caused it.”
She huffed. “Well something had to have caused it.”
He clenched his jaw, his patience wearing thin. “Well, yes, actually. It was an over amount of adrenaline released into my body causing a fight or flight reaction that normally accompanies fear. I have a chemical imbalance. That’s the cause.” He stood to put some distance between the two of them.
She followed and took his arm. “My poor baby,” she crooned. “Can I do anything? Would you like some tea?”
Van sighed again, irritated. “No, Nyah, tea has caffeine in it. Caffeine causes adrenaline. If adrenaline causes panic, then I don’t think tea would be a good idea, do you?”
She said nothing.
“Anyway,” Lance continued, “do you want to come with us?”
Van shook his head. “No, I think I’m just going to stay here and chill.”
“Baby, you should come with us,” Nyah chided. “It’s not good for you to be all alone when you feel this way.”
Van looked down at her long, black hair and sultry brown eyes, a woman used to always getting her way. “I’ve been alone feeling this way half of my life, thank you very much.” He shook her off his arm. “If I needed my mother, I’d call her. I’m a grown man. I think I know what’s best for me.”
Nyah folded her arms and looked affronted. “Are you still pissed at me because of earlier? Geez, Van. I’m only trying to help you.”
“If you ever listened to me when I spoke, maybe you would know what to do to help me.”
She scowled but said nothing.
Lance smirked. “You sure you don’t want to come?”
Van waved his hand as if to dismiss his friend. “I’m just going to sit here and watch Viva La Bam. It’s coming on in a half hour.”
Nyah snorted. “Bam Margera is such an idiot,” she spat.
Lance looked at her like she had just said something absolutely sacrilegious. Van rolled his eyes. “Well, I like him, so I’m going to watch his show.” He looked pointedly at Nyah. “I’ll see you later.”
She shook her head and started for the door. “Whatever.”
Van sighed.
“Are you sure you’re ok?” Lance asked.
Van looked up at his friend and nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
“You going to be ok to perform tomorrow?”
Van forced a smile. “I always am.”
Lance gave him an understanding smile and slapped him gently on the shoulder. “See you later.”
Van nodded and closed the door as Lance left. He leaned against it with a heavy sigh. Panic attacks were no new thing to him. He’d been having them since he was fourteen. Lately, though, they’d been worse and he didn’t know why. He wished they’d just stop. They left him feeling weak and powerless, like he had no control over his own body. It was a horrible feeling.
He wandered over to the hotel bed and flopped down, closing his eyes. Nyah didn’t help. She was clueless. If whatever was going on didn’t include her as the focal point then she really wasn’t interested. Sometimes he didn’t know what he’d seen in her at all. She was just a distraction, something to take his mind off of the emptiness he felt inside.
Only Lance really understood. He had been Van’s best friend his entire life. They had crawled around in diapers together, learned guitar together, started Bleeding Passion together. The only thing they hadn’t done was go to school together and that had been because Lance had been home schooled. Still, he had been in Van’s first band and they had practiced almost every day. Lance was like a brother to him. He knew about the panic attacks and he knew about the emptiness.
Van sighed and sat up. He grabbed his acoustic guitar from where it was leaning against the wall and began to play absently. He loved his life. He was living his dream and his passion. He had what everyone wanted. He didn’t understand the emptiness. He couldn’t explain it. It was just there, gnawing at him. He had an idea of where it originated from, but he didn’t like to think about it. It made him go back to his greatest regret in life and he didn’t like to dwell on it.
He closed his eyes and let the music he was playing seep into his soul. He imagined the notes and chords flowing through his veins, calming him, numbing the aching emptiness and making him temporarily complete. He sighed as he felt himself relax and set his guitar aside. At peace for the moment, he turned on the television and started to watch the show that Nyah hated. It made him smile.
Chapter Two
Kat took a sip of her coffee, sitting placidly in the hotel lobby. She looked around for Rochelle, who had disappeared. She sighed and glanced down at her watch. They were supposed to meet Bleeding Passion and some of their crew ten minutes ago. They had yet to show up, and now Rochelle had vanished, as well. This was a perfect way to begin their first real assignment. She shook her head and took another sip of coffee.
“Excuse me.”
Kat looked up and saw a tall, slender woman with long, shining black hair.
“Are you the DVD person?”
Kat stood and smiled. “Yes, I’m Kat Vauss and—” She glanced around frantically and spotted Rochelle exiting a gift shop. She pointed to her. “—that is my partner, Rochelle Rollins.”
The woman arched an eyebrow. “Oh…your partner?”
Kat frowned. “Yeah. My assistant. My co-worker.”
The woman laughed a fake sounding laugh that made Kat cringe. “Oh, ok. That’s wonderful. I’m glad. I don’t care too much for lesbians, if you know what I mean. No offense.”
Kat blinked and her frown deepened. “Uh…none taken.” She watched as the woman studied her nails, and she shook her head with a sigh. She turned to Rochelle and flagged her down.
The woman sighed. “Rather unprofessional to have your partner just running around when you should be doing business, isn’t it?”
Kat sighed, but it came out like a short growl. “Well, we were sitting here, waiting, but the people we were supposed to meet were late. Since that was very unprofessional, I figured Rochelle shopping in the gift shop would only be a minor inconvenience.” She folded her arms. “Who are you anyway?”
The woman looked affronted. “I’m Nyah Densmoore,” she stated. “The singer of Bleeding Passion.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Kat said. “You share the lead vocalist position with Van Marshall. I didn’t recognize you. You look different than when I saw you in concert.”
Nyah giggled. “I lost ten pounds. I bet that’s it.”
Kat deliberately looked Nyah up and down and shrugged. “No, that’s not it.”
Nyah frowned.
“I think your hair was shorter,” Kat decided.
“Oh, that too,” she grumbled. She flipped her hair. “So, do you have any credentials? I mean, we only want to hire professionals. We don’t want our video being shot by amateurs.”
Rochelle, who had meanwhile returned, frowned. “We’re not amateurs,” she assured.
Nyah shrugged. “So you say, but we need proof. Anyone off the street could just say they know what they’re doing.”
Kat was starting to lose her patience with this woman.
“Nyah, quit harassing the camera crew,” a resonant, silky voice commanded.
Kat tensed. She knew that voice. She may not keep up with everything having to do with pop culture, but she would remember that voice anywhere. She glanced behind Nyah to see Van Marshall striding toward them. She swallowed. He was so tall and he walked with a graceful swagger that exuded pure sex appeal. His hair was tied back in a ponytail, revealing his handsomely sculpted features. He was striking. Striking in a way that made her heart hammer uncomfortably in her chest for a few minutes, as if it knew something her brain didn’t.
He smiled and extended his hand. “I’m Van Marshall.”
She took his hand. “Kat Vauss,” she murmured. “This is my partner, Rochelle Rollins.”
Van’s smile faded and for a brief second he looked as if someone had slapped him very hard. He stared at Kat for a second, then his eyes moved to Rochelle, who was frowning thoughtfully at him. “Kat,” he repeated, his voice strangely raspy. He blinked. “Is that short for anything?”
Kat looked away nervously. “Uh…yeah. Katrina.”
He smiled slowly. “Good name,” he murmured.
Kat frowned. His subtle intensity made her uneasy. She glanced up at him and his smile widened. His eyes seemed to smile right along with his sensuous lips. Gray eyes…. Soft…. She eased unexpectedly. Something about his eyes….
“Van, shouldn’t we get their resumes or something?” Nyah interrupted.
Van rolled his eyes. “Nyah, stop it. You’re being ridiculous. Bushman Productions is very reputable. They did Fat Stinky’s DVD and it was awesome. Besides,” he met Kat’s eyes again, “I have every confidence in these girls.”
Nyah crossed her arms and huffed.
“Sorry I’m late,” Van continued. “Our tour manager was giving me problems.”
He let his eyes roam over Kat. She had to fight not to turn around and head for the hills. Why was he staring at her? She clenched her jaw and touched her short, tapered, and flipped hair self-consciously.
Van gave a quizzical frown and sighed. “We perform here in L.A. tonight,” he said finally. “You don’t have to start filming anything until after that. We thought you might like to see a show first so you can get an idea of how things go. It’s going to be a little rigorous. We perform almost every night and we have a few signings and a video shoot in there also. We hit San Jose and San Francisco after this, then Phoenix. After that, we head to the east coast and work our way back. I know it doesn’t make sense. That’s what the tour manager was giving me problems about.
“You two will have your own hotel room and you’ll go on the bus and planes with us. We want you to always be traveling with the band, not the roadies. It’s kind of impossible to get footage of us if you’re stuck on the roadie bus the entire time. Film whatever you think is interesting. I will leave that up to your judgment.”
“Shouldn’t we be meeting with your manager?” Kat asked. “Shouldn’t he be going over these things with us?”
Van smiled. “You can meet him if you want, but I’m the one who called Bushman and asked for this DVD.”
Kat raised an eyebrow. “Oh, in that case….”
He grinned. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the band.” Kat and Rochelle followed behind him as he led them to the elevators. “The guys are hanging out in our suite,” he explained. They got in the elevator and Van glanced at Kat again. He shook his head. “Sorry, but you have really nice arms.” He chuckled.
Kat looked up at him and offered a meager smile. “Thanks.”
“Oh, I love to work out,” Nyah gushed, “but I never lift anything more than five pounds. I like to stay fit, but I think muscles on a woman are disgusting.” She laughed. “Unless, of course, you’re a lesbian. Then it kind of fits.”
Kat frowned. This woman was psychotic. She sighed.
“Well, I like muscles,” Van said. “I think they’re sexy.” He smiled at Kat.
Her face grew stern, and she gave him a sidelong look. “Don’t think they’re too sexy because I could kick your balls up into your throat before you even knew what was happening.”
Rochelle’s eyes bulged. “Kat!” she breathed in shock.
Van raised his eyebrows in surprise, but chuckled and grinned broadly. “That’s awesome,” he said. “There are far too few women who can kick a man in the crotch properly.”
Kat looked at him. She frowned and smiled at the same time. He smiled at her again and a pain shot through her heart. His smile, his eyes, were familiar. It reminded her of someone...someone she wanted to forget but knew she never would be able to. She looked down as sorrow swamped her in the worst way.
“I do Tae Bo,” Nyah remarked.
Rochelle glanced at her, then looked at Van. “Kat knows three different martial arts,” she bragged.
Van raised his eyebrows. “Really?” He smiled in a secretive way. “Impressive.”
Kat sighed. She wished Rochelle wouldn’t do that. She wasn’t trying to flirt. She just wanted to do her job. Flirting was the furthest thing from her mind.
“Y’know, it’s weird,” Rochelle commented absently. “You look really familiar for some reason.”
Van raised an eyebrow and looked genuinely pleased. “Do I?”
She nodded. “I never thought you did when I saw you on TV, but in person….” She shook her head. “I can’t figure it out.”
He grinned broadly.
The elevator finally reached the desired floor and the four of them got out. Van led them to the hotel suite and opened the door. Three other men were lounging in the front room. One had wavy, blond hair and was sitting at a table, drinking coffee. One was dark like Nyah, and the other was tall with brown hair and a quiet demeanor.
“Guys,” Van called. “Our camera crew is here. Come meet them.”
All three of them glanced at the door and promptly stood up at seeing that they were two attractive women.
“May I introduce the rest of Bleeding Passion,” Van said. “Lance Lawson, bassist.”
The blonde man grinned and shook their hands. “Good to meet you both. It’ll be a pleasure having you.”
Rochelle giggled. Kat rolled her eyes. Rochelle would flirt with anything halfway attractive.
“This is Jack Densmoore, drummer.”
The dark one kissed both Kat and Rochelle’s hands. “I’m Nyah’s brother,” he said, “not that I like to admit it.” He grinned devilishly at his sister.
Nyah scowled and stayed close to Van.
Jack fixed his green eyes on Rochelle and smiled again. Rochelle bit her bottom lip coyly. Kat sighed and turned to the tall one.
“And this is Erik Vandenburg, keyboardist,” Van said.
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