
        
            
                
            
        

    






  

 Torn to Pieces(The Boys of DownCrash #2)

 

Trying to forget about the promises she was forced to make as a young, naive eighteen year old, Maggie creates a false persona that paints her as the girl who never says no...

 

However, once she lays eyes on the drummer of DownCrash, everything clicks. From his sexy lip ring to the way he stares at her from the stage, Tatum becomes everything Maggie has ever fantasized about. 

 

When trouble catches up to her in a parking garage after a DownCrash show, and Tatum shows up out of nowhere to protect her. For the first time in years, she is intimidated by a man's kindness and sexiness, and not by his temper and jealousy. As real feelings begin to grow Maggie is faced with her past and wonders if she'll ever be able to escape the promises she once made to keep the promises she wants to make right now.






Prologue 

 

Keep your promises, always.

I can see it in his eyes.  The way he talks, the way he walks, the way the world treats him.  He’s the only person I’ve met who can possibly convince everyone that the world actually does revolve around him.  

His hands are in fists, hanging dangerously at his sides. 

What can I do?  Right now?  Nothing.

I can only wait.

I can only stare into his eyes.  My hopes are that someday I’ll be as good of a liar as him, able to trick him with my eyes, like he does to me.

He raises a fist into the air.  I count four big knuckles, his middle knuckle bigger, like a giant marble.  How many times have I seen that knuckle smashing into bone?  Into a wall?  Into a lip or two?  

That’s just how someone controls the world though, isn’t it?

His hand pops open and he wiggles his fingers, all the while I gasp and try to catch my breath.

“Damn, girl, you’re wound up tonight... aren’t you?”

I nod.  

Always answer the question.  

Always.

His hand touches my face.  He leans in and I catch the scent of his cologne.  It’s the same cologne from the first night we met.  That intoxicating smell that reminds me of a bad-boy with a heart, if that at all makes sense.  But it’s what I feel when I smell it.  I can’t believe it still makes me smile.

“There’s nothing to worry about tonight,” he whispers, his forehead touching mine.

When we first did this, it was so romantic.  He stared at me then, that time that feels like a lifetime ago, and he tore me to pieces.  And I loved it then.

“We just have to keep our promises,” he says.

He moves his head so he can kiss my nose.

I smile.

“Okay?  Do you understand me, Maggie?”

“Yes,” I whisper.  “I understand.  I... promise...”

We stare at each other in silence now, two liars, one broken heart, and a life that will forever haunt me.






~1~

 

It sometimes amazed me at how fast life could change.  Like someone found the button to time and decided to turn it up a few notches, letting the world spin faster, the sun and moon playing a game of see-saw, the wind whipping with just a little more force.  My stomach sometimes felt it, churning when I thought about everything happening at once.

Scarlett had been ready an hour ago and finally decided to leave to go to the show extra early.  Being with Tripp - officially, that is - allowed her to hang with the boys of DownCrash when she wanted, including before, during, and after their shows.  Not that the band played arenas or stadiums, but it was pretty cool watching Scarlett go in the back rooms of some of these places and hang out.  Have a beer.  A shot of whiskey.  A shot of Tripp...

Each time I thought about it, I pictured Tatum.  The tall, wide, lip pierced drummer of DownCrash.  It should have been a good thought but with Tatum came the image of Scarlett kissing him.  She had apologized a dozen times over and even begged me to let her introduce me to Tatum again, now that she knew I thought he was super sexy.  But I refused.  I didn’t want to be a favor owed, not to Scarlett, not to Tripp, not to Tatum, not to DownCrash.  

Plus, after admitting that my certain wild lifestyle really wasn’t so wild, nothing felt right inside me.  For years I carried the stigma of being a party girl and yes, the image of being a slut.  It never bothered me knowing people thought that or even called me a slut, because I knew the truth.  I wasn’t a slut.  I liked boys and I liked flirting with them.  Whatever happened after they got drunk and whatever they woke up thinking, that was their problem, not mine.  

I left my bedroom and walked into the bathroom into a hazy fog of whatever Scarlett had been spraying herself with.  She was like a teenage boy with the cans of body spray.  I coughed and waved my hands before finally turning on the bathroom air vent.  

That was a horrible idea.

I don’t know how our apartment building had been built but when we turned on the bathroom vent, it somehow picked up the unique odors of the apartments around us... mixing the kitchen smells with the bathroom smells.  It was a vile mix of odor, but it stung my nose a little less than all the perfume and sprays Scarlett had used before leaving.  

I fixed my hair, fighting with it for only a few minutes before just letting it down.  Wherever it landed, that’s where it stayed.  I made it look a little messy which actually didn’t take much effort at all.  I wasn’t going out tonight to live up to my reputation.  I wanted to go see DownCrash.  This was their biggest show to date, playing a sports bar called Un.  The place was lined with televisions and attracted a lot of hot guys from on and off campus, but like I said, I wasn’t going out for that.  I feared getting tied up with a guy right then.  All the hype and image behind me... Maggie, the easy girl... seemed just too easy to tempt.  

Would it be so wrong to indulge?

People already thought it... picking up a guy would be easy...

Then a wicked thought came to me.  I thought about Scarlett and Tripp, how they started fooling around.  She had been in the crowd at a DownCrash show.  Tripp saw her with someone touching her.  

What if I picked up a guy and went near the stage?  To tease Tatum? My cheeks started to flush as I thought about it.  Tatum standing from the drum kit, on stage, looking twenty feet tall.  Sweating.  Angry.  His sexy eyes pounding at me...

Then again, did Tatum even remember me?

We met a couple times and that was it.  We talked and flirted, I’m sure because of my reputation.  

Whatever, none of it really mattered.  

My head spun as fast as my stomach did.  Watching Scarlett fall in love on top of some drama back home with one of my closest friends had me up to my limit.  

All I needed was a night out.  A calm night out.






~2~

 

I understood why Scarlett had gotten pissy with me when I didn’t want to leave when she did.  Finding a place to park near Un was terrible.  I couldn’t even make it to the street where the sports bar stood, the amount of people flooding out and around the place was nothing I’d ever seen before.  

Were they all here for DownCrash?

We really didn’t have a huge athletic program on campus so having a crowd that big for a baseball game wouldn’t happen.  Even for professional sports - whatever was in season - wouldn’t attract a crowd like that.  

I knew it was all for DownCrash.

I parked three blocks away, watching the last few breaths of the day come as deep colors against the horizon before the day exhaled its last breath, taking all the light.  I walked as fast as I could, hating walking alone.  Even with streetlights I hated it.  I always felt watched and of course, my mind started to remind me of every horror movie that had a scene like this.  

I fumbled for my cell and sent a text to Scarlett.

This place is insane.  Where are you?

I looked around and saw people lingering, walking, chatting.  Some guys.  Some girls.  A few of the guys looked at me and nodded.  They always did.  All the guys.  Even guys who were with their girlfriends would make it a point to check me out.  I’d never say I’m pretty and I’d never say I have the biggest chest or the nicest butt or flirty eyes, but when you had a reputation like I did, the mind could perceive anything it wanted.  

I usually enjoyed the attention but to be honest, it freaked me out then.

Scarlett finally texted me back.

In back, with the boys.  Are you out front?

My fingers went to work.

Walking. Parked two cities away. Can you sneak me in?

I turned the corner and never felt so relieved to see so many people at once.  They stood on the sidewalks, they overtook the streets, so much so that on top of campus security the local police showed up.  No lights were flashing but two officers strolled through the street, trying to keep everyone on the sidewalks.

But it was impossible.

And the officers knew it.  When they reached the end of the crowd, they turned, looked around, checking for fights, and then walked the same path, waving and yelling, forcing everyone to shuffle back to the sidewalk.  

My phone vibrated in my hand.

Go to the side of the building.  I’ll be there.

More relief flooded my body.  I walked faster, tucking my phone in my pocket.  I didn’t carry a purse and I didn’t have a need for a bulky bag.  I had my ID in a side pocket and my car key in the same.  I didn’t bring any money and when I realized it, it almost caused me to halt in my tracks.

It had become so natural to expect everything from everyone... I swallowed and had the sudden urge to cry.  Not having money in my pocket shouldn’t have been that big of a deal.  I could borrow from Scarlett or flirt my way into drinking for free all night (which a lot of girls did), but it really hit home.  Because it was the first time in a long time I realized just how pathetic I felt.  

By the time I saw Scarlett, I started to run and didn’t stop until I almost collapsed into her arms.

“Whoa, Maggie, what’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said.  “So many people out there...”

“I know!  Tripp told me he passed out like a thousand flyers and had friends tell friends.”

“A thousand flyers?” I asked.  “When did he have time for that?”

“I sort of... went to his classes to help him out.”

“You took notes for your boyfriend?” I teased.

“Shut up,” Scarlett said.  

We laughed and I could see the look in Scarlett’s eyes.  She would do anything for Tripp. Literally anything.  That’s what she told me - usually twice a day - and that’s what she told me happened when I caught her kissing Tatum.  It was hot to think about being with a band, being able to enjoy and even share, but I wanted to be the one in the middle of that sensual storm.  

Ugh.

I hated myself for getting jealous.

Each time I looked at Scarlett, my heart battled itself.  Part of me wanted to see Scarlett, my roommate.  The good girl I had always known.  The girl who found love in the darkest place, laced with pain, filled with regret, yet somehow made it work.  Part of my heart then wanted to twist and scream, hating that she got Tripp, because I wanted my savior to come rescue me.  

But I would never... not even Tatum.

Nobody wanted to deal with me.

“Come on,” Scarlett said, “let’s go see the band.”

She pulled and I followed.  When the door thundered shut behind us, I finally smiled.  It was nice to be inside, nice to be with the band, and nice to see Tatum again.

DownCrash was in a small room that had white and brown checkered tile floors, dirty white stone walls, and a stench of mildew and dust.  They all looked like rockstars, the excitement of the show pretty obvious.

“I’m sure you all remember Maggie,” Scarlett announced.

I stood then as the center of attention for Tripp, Logan, and Tatum as they stared at me, remembering who I was.  I had no doubts they’d remember me in the sense that I was the girl who brought that crazy guy to their band practice.  Tatum ended up punching Scarlett’s friend, Andy, in the face.  It turned me on, more than it should have.  I’m not a person of violence by any means but thinking about big, strong Tatum defending someone...

“Hey Maggie,” Tatum said and smiled.

“Hi,” I said, addressing the entire band.

I noticed Tatum flicking his tongue at his lip ring.  I glanced at Scarlett and my insides burned.  She had gotten to taste that lip ring, even if it was only for a few seconds.  

I wanted my turn with Tatum.

“Don’t be shy,” Scarlett said, elbowing me.  

I elbowed her back and stared daggers at her.

“Look,” Tatum said, “they’re talking through the eyes, like chicks do.”

“Chicks?” I turned my daggers to the gorgeous drummer.

“Yeah,” Tatum said.  “Chicks...”

He stepped towards me.  The instant sexual tension pulled and I exhaled a breath that came out as a sigh.

“Don’t mind her,” Scarlett said.  “She didn’t listen to me when I told her to be ready.  She had to park a few blocks away and she’s mad about walking.”

“You poor thing,” Tatum said as his eyes danced up and down my body.

I never felt a surge of heat like I did then.  Even though it only lasted a few seconds before Tripp hit Tatum’s shoulder, demanding his attention to discuss the band’s setlist for the night, it had done its job.

“This is so cool, right?” Scarlett asked, putting her lips too close to my ear.

I winced because it tickled and saw Tatum straining his eyes to watch me and Scarlett.

“It’s cool,” I said.  “Are we staying back here?”

“No,” Scarlett said.  “We’ll go out in a few.  I want to watch... from a distance.”

“Why?”

“Because it gets to me a little.  Seeing all those girls grabbing for Tripp.  And plus, if I’m too close, I just might have to climb the stage...”

“Ew, stop it,” I whispered.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Scarlett said and nodded towards Tatum.

He stared at me, his head turned now, tuning Tripp out.  

“Dude, come on,” Tripp yelled.

“I got it,” Tatum said.  “Just relax, okay?”

“Let’s jam,” Logan said.  “Just to get the nerves out.”

“Good call,” Tatum said.

I watched the band split up and each grab a guitar.  The back two corners of the room was stocked with instruments, amps, mic stands, mics, cords, and cables, anything a musician could possibly need for a show.

They each took a seat and Tatum and Logan plugged in electric guitars, tuning them while Tripp adjusted the bright red strap on a black acoustic guitar.  He tuned up and started strumming chords, yelling for Tatum and Logan to follow him.  In a matter of seconds, what once had been random notes, bending and crying, turned into music.

Just like that.

Like a small spark that ignites a bon fire.  

Scarlett tugged at my wrist and said, “Let’s go now.”

“I want to watch,” I said.

“You can, out there.”

I started to back up, listening as Tripp belted out lyrics.  The clean versions of DownCrash songs were as potent as the versions with drums, bass, and distorted guitar.  I couldn’t keep my eyes off them, all three playing, not missing a single note. I watched Tatum strum and change chords, so easily.  I looked at a pair of drumsticks resting on top of a black gym bag. The fact that Tatum could play guitar that well and then get behind a drum kit and rock was a major turn on.

I finally turned around to follow Scarlett but not before looking over my shoulder one last time.  

Tatum faced Tripp, joining in on the chorus of the song, but his eyes... they were all over me.






~3~

 

Scarlett stood shoulder to shoulder with me.  We were near the side of the stage, probably not the best place to enjoy the concert but considering Scarlett was fucking the lead singer, we sort of had all access to DownCrash.  

“Drinks?” Scarlett asked.

I nodded and put up one finger.  That’s all I’d drink.  I couldn’t risk anything crazy happening or doing something stupid.  

Scarlett slipped away and in a matter of two seconds, someone took her place.  I felt a shoulder bump into me and looked up to find a cocky face staring down at me.  

“Danny, right?” I asked, recognizing him.  

He played baseball, pitcher, I think.  Tall, good boy looks, bad boy intentions.  That whole athletic thing I’d been through a dozen times or so in my life.  

“Why are you alone?” Danny asked.

“Waiting for a drink,” I said.

“On a date?”

“Does that matter at all?”

Danny looked around and then back down at me.  “Maybe, maybe not.  Hey, when this is over, want to come to a party with me?”

“A party?”

“Yeah.  Johnny’s place.  You know Johnny, right?  He’s got the house on Johnson Drive he splits with Petey and Nicky.”

I nodded and smiled.  I hated how the jocks always had some kind of dumb nicknaming system they used.  The football players were usually one word, something to describe what they do... like Crusher or Hammer... please, give me a break.  The baseball players and lacrosse guys just added a ‘y’ to everyone’s name.  No matter how terrible it sounded, they did it.  A lot of girls bought into it and hell, if it were a month ago, I’d probably buy into it.  

But I wasn’t in the mood.

“It’ll be fun,” Danny said.  “Lots of room at Johnny’s.  Lots to drink.  Lots to do...”

Danny bumped his shoulder into me as his lips puckered a little.  

Was this his move?

Was this the crap I fell for?

“I’m not in the mood,” I said and looked at the stage.

It was all set up.  I stared at Tatum’s drum set, wishing the band would just play.  I needed the music to drown everything else out.  

“Oh, come on, Maggs, don’t be like that.”

“Maggs?  Who the...”

“What?  You don’t like it?”

“No, not at all.”

“Just come with me tonight, I need the company.”

I looked at Danny.  He looked pathetic and desperate, two seconds away from taking out his wallet and asking what it would cost.

“Not tonight.”

“Don’t be like that,” Danny said, “I know how you are... you like to party, so come party.”

“No, it’s not like that.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard.”

“I don’t care what you’ve heard.”

“I heard you like to make wild promises to people...”

Danny smiled and I pictured something else for a few seconds.

Always keep your promises, Maggie, okay?  If not... well, that’s when bad things happen.  

I stepped back and put my hands up.

“Get out here, okay?” I asked.

“What the fuck?” Danny asked.  “You put out to everybody, what’s wrong with me?”

“Just... go somewhere else.”

“Everything okay?” another voice chimed in.

It was Scarlett, holding two beers.

I let out a breath and side stepped to be closer to her.

“Oh, are you protecting her?” Danny asked staring at Scarlett.

“Maybe I am,” Scarlett said.

I couldn’t believe this new
Scarlett.  She moved to her toes and for a second I thought she was going to throw down with Danny.  The only thing that maybe stopped her were the beers in her hand.

“Fuck it then,” Danny said.  “You’re fucking the band” - he pointed to Scarlett and then pointed to me - “and you... you are just fucking everything...”

I swallowed as pain rushed to my heart.

Before I could find anything to say, Scarlett threw beer at Danny.  The bottle in her right hand shook and splashed, covering his face and shirt.  Danny threw his hands up and cursed, then turned to rush away.

The lights then went out, leaving a soft purple glow on the stage.

“Here,” Scarlett said over the booming sound of the crowd cheering, “take the good beer...”

“No, don’t worry about it.”

I grabbed the beer from her right hand.  It was wet and slippery and when I tried to drink it, it was all foam.  Not that I really wanted to drink, I was more interested in the show.  

The crowd cheered and where Scarlett and I stood we had the chance to see the band before everyone else did.  We could see them in a small opening as they stepped to the stage.  Scarlett screamed Tripp’s name and for whatever reason it made me wonder if she did the same when they were together, in bed.  

Tripp grabbed the mic as a guitar hung from his shoulders.  Logan walked up next to Tripp, holding his bass, already strumming a deep note that bounced through the speakers, cutting straight into my body.  The sound, however, didn’t go nearly as deep as the feeling I had watching Tatum climb behind the drums.  He sat and touched all the drums, making sure they were in the perfect position.  He stood for a second to check his cymbals and then he sat, drumsticks in hand, playing with his lip ring.  I wondered if he did that when he was nervous, excited, or both.  I knew that if I had the chance to play with that lip ring, it’d be out of lust and seeking pleasure.

I shook my head and looked at the crowd for a few seconds, trying to calm my body.  When I looked back to DownCrash, Tripp was turned, facing Tatum, nodding.  Tatum’s eyes were wide and he smiled.  He then slammed the drumsticks together in a four count that led off the show.  

The guitar cried out in relief as Logan’s bass carried the tune right behind it.  Tatum held everything together with a beat that each time he hit the kick drum forced my heart to match.  Pounding, over and over.

Tripp played a note and put both hands to the mic as he started to sing.  His guitar slowly died into a mild feedback with Logan carrying the song on bass and Tatum joining him.  I recognized the song, as did the rest of the crowd, as they shouted the lyrics back to Tripp.  Standing at my angle, there was nothing quite like it.  I’d been to hundreds of shows in my life and the reaction DownCrash received could only be compared to some of the biggest bands in the world.  Those who filled stadiums night after night, with a career spanning decades.

But here, DownCrash owned everyone.

The song came to an end and Tripp didn’t allow any time to waste between songs.  One after another, he played and sang.  On most of the choruses, Tatum and Logan joined in, singing into a mic that had been placed next to the drums for Tatum.  

I lost count of how many songs they had played but it must have been at least six before they took a quick break.

“How’s it fucking going?” Tripp screamed.

Tatum kicked the bass drum a few times and the crowd erupted.

“Awesome,” Tripp said.  “Just awesome.  Anyone want to hear a new song?”

Tripp turned his head left, then right.  He looked over his shoulder at Tatum and shrugged.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Tatum said.

Hearing Tatum’s voice over the giant speakers warmed my body up.

“I didn’t hear a thing,” Tripp said.  “Let’s try it again... does anyone want to fucking hear a new fucking song?”

This time the band got the reaction they wanted.  The screams and shrieks, the crowd jumping, arms in the air, it was like telling everyone they had the lottery and were now all millionaires.

“That’s better,” Tripp said.  He wiped his face and laughed.  “Now, whether you know it or not, we’ve got some real talent up here... and no, it’s not just me.”  Tripp laughed again and looked at Tatum, nodding.  “This next song is something new we’re messing with.  Hope you don’t mind, but my man Tatum is going to take it away...”

My mouth fell open.

Tatum was going to sing on his own?

I looked at Scarlett and she didn’t seem all that surprised.  Why would she be?  She probably had seen every band practice and knew all this already.

Again, the mild jealousy hit me.

I waited impatiently, watching as Tripp smiled again at Tatum.  Something in Tatum's face suddenly looked so cute and innocent, a case of the nerves for sure.  He looked vulnerable and for that he looked adorable.  From our angle I could see it but I knew most fans in the crowd wouldn't.  

Tripp nodded his head, slowly, counting off for Tatum to begin.  

When they started, they pulled it off perfectly, Tripp strumming his clean guitar and Tatum gently tapping the hi-hats of his drum set.  This continued for almost a minute until Tatum finally started to sing.  When he did, Tripp's face lit up and he threw his right fist into the air but only for a second so he could keep playing the song.

Tatum's voice was beautiful.  While Tripp's voice was a little higher and dare I say it, whiney, at times, Tatum's was all man.  His voice had a purpose and after singing the first verse, Tripp took over.  He sang the second verse and then Logan came in on the chorus where the entire song picked up life.  I thought that was it for Tatum until the second verse came.  Tatum picked up where he left off.  I started to pick up on the meaning of the song... two people talking about the same person but in different lights.  Their own views, opinions, and feelings.  It was a great song, one that I definitely wanted to hear professionally recorded.  

When the song came an end, the crowd applauded and Tripp yelled, "How about my man, Tatum?"

More cheers, the sound swelling in my ears.

"For the record, Tatum is single..."

The women in the crowd all screamed, hoping to be the loudest.

Scarlett elbowed me and leaned in.  "That's a lot of competition."

"Stop it," I growled back, wanting to make it sound like it didn't bother me.

But it did bother me.

It bothered me because Tatum was hot enough to go home with any girl in the crowd.  It bothered me because Scarlett had already kissed Tatum, tongue and all.  And it bothered me because I wasn't sure if and how I'd get a shot with Tatum, not with my reputation hanging in the not too far distance.

The last thing I would ever want, if given the opportunity to have Tatum, would be to lie to him in any way.






~4~

 

When Tripp made the announcement for the last song, the crowd had a mixed reaction of cheers and boos.  I understood the feeling because by then my ears were throbbing from the sound, but I didn’t want it to end.  I could watch them play all night if I had the chance.  

Tatum stood from the drum kit and I moved to my toes, grabbing the shoulder of the guy standing to the side of me for balance.  His arm went around my waist and I let it go for the moment.  I wanted to see what Tatum was doing.

He started to hit the kick drum, a steady beat of thump, thump, thump, thump, long enough that I felt my head bobbing and saw the rest of the crowd getting into it too.  Tripp took the mic and hit a loud power chord and let it ring out.

“I want everyone singing,” he said.  

Tatum continued standing, playing the bass drum and when Tripp hit the same chord again, Logan did the same with the bass, adding that extra chunk of sound that rumbled the entire place.  Tripp began to sing DownCrash’s most popular song and as told, the crowd sang back.  

Tripp stopped after the first line and threw his guitar behind him, tore the mic from its stand, and leaned over the crowd, letting them sing.  Logan hit a note every few seconds and Tatum carried the beat with one foot.  The crowd sang and while it wasn’t exactly in perfect tune, it made me shiver with excitement to see.  Three guys... three guys from campus... coming together to create a band, an experience, and music good enough and powerful enough that everyone learned the words and were desperate to sing it back to the band.  People pushed and clawed for their chance to get anywhere near the mic to help sing.  Tripp masterfully strutted along the stage, bent over, making everyone got their chance to help with the song.  At the last part of the first verse he hurried back to the mic stand, put the mic back, and wiggled his shoulders, bringing his guitar back to the front of his body.  He nodded, smiling, and I watched Tatum sit down at the drums, preparing for the chorus.

When it came, the band hit their stride, all three coming together and finishing what had to be the greatest DownCrash show of all time.  They ran through the last song faster than I remembered it being but at the last chorus, they played it over and over and over, probably about ten times, Tripp calling for everyone to jump, to dance, to sing, to let go and live their fucking lives!.  

Tatum sang with all his heart and my eyes couldn’t look away.  The sweat poured down his face, his hair glistening against the lights.  His t-shirt clung to his shoulders and chest, giving indication of the definition that waited.  I wanted him to tear his shirt off.  Instead, Tatum looked at me and smiled as he sang.  

My body burned, inside and out, by the time the show ended.  The heat was intense.  Thinking about Tatum, thinking about DownCrash, looking to my right and seeing the eyes Scarlett gave Tripp, it just made me want it all even more.  I didn’t want to be the party girl everyone thought I was.  I didn’t want to have to face my past and all those
promises.  I just wanted to fool around with Tatum.  

The band hit their last note and Tripp thanked everyone for being there.  Hands were in the air, fingers wiggling, and Tripp threw his guitar pick into the crowd.  A fury of pushing and shoving started and ended a few seconds later.  Tatum then added to it by throwing a drumstick into the crowd.  He then stood and looked right at me, pointing.  My eyes went wide and I froze.  

What was I supposed to do?

Tatum waved his other drumstick and smiled.  

All my eyes could see was his lip ring and sweat.  I wanted to taste both.

What the hell was wrong with me?

Tatum bit on his lip ring as he lined up his throw.  He released the drumstick and I watched it flip over itself, over and over, and I put my hand up, hoping that first, I could catch it, and second, it wouldn’t hurt when it smacked into the palm of my hand.  With a few inches to go, a hand shot out and grabbed the drumstick.  

Some guy started cheering, drunk as anything, slobbering and stumbling in his groups of friends.

I heard Tatum bellow, “What the fuck?” but it didn’t matter.  

I’d go home empty handed, in more ways than one.

DownCrash left the stage and Scarlett grabbed my arm.

“Backstage?” she asked with an excited look on her face.

“You go,” I said.  “I’m going to head home.”

“Seriously?  Maggie... going home?”

“Scarlett, please,” I said.  “It’s just hard right now, okay?”

The place had started to clear out, but some people lingered to talk, drink, and enjoy the sound of the radio playing over the speakers that just a few minutes ago screamed the notes DownCrash played.

“Why is it hard?” Scarlett asked.

“Because I don’t want anyone to think the wrong thing anymore.  And I don’t know what to do about it.”

Promises, Maggie, okay?  We all have to keep our promises... or else...

I shut my eyes and sighed.  

“You think Tatum thinks you’re some slut?”

“Maybe,” I said.  “Maybe not.  I don’t know.  What I do know is that I’ve been up since like five in the morning and I’m tired.”

“What’s another hour or two?” Scarlett asked.

She wasn’t begging me right then, she was trying to help me.  And while I appreciated it, it only killed me more on the inside.  I didn’t want to be helped.  Or pitied.  Or anything like that.  I honestly wanted to go home and sleep.  I wanted to let things blow over like they always did.  Give it another couple weeks, maybe a month, and then I would just be Maggie again.  Nobody would have any stories about me.  Nothing about me getting crazy drunk, making out with a couple guys, and enjoying myself but never going too far.  Like I said, they always made up the other stuff... which was because I let them make it up and maybe because I whispered dirty stuff in their ears, wanting to create a struggle between fantasy and reality.  

“Let me walk you to your car then,” Scarlett said.  

“No,” I said.  “It’s seriously a few blocks away.  Go enjoy Tripp and the band.”

I swallowed and Scarlett put her hands to my shoulders and started to shake me.

“You have to stop,” she said.

“Stop what?”

“Thinking about what you saw.  I already told you like a hundred times.  I’m sorry.  If I knew you were into Tatum...”

“I’m not worried about that,” I said, lying through my teeth.

...promises... lies... 

“You’re a liar,” Scarlett said.

I shook my head.

I kept my mouth shut.  

“All you need to do is walk back with me,” Scarlett said.   “You can bust into the room, walk up to Tatum, grab him, and kiss him.  As much as you want, as hard as you want, as deep as you want.  Then we’re even.”

“And then party-girl-slut Maggie is alive and well, right?”

Scarlett frowned.  “Whatever then.  I’m going to tell Tatum you were asking about him at least.”

“That’s fine.”

“Maybe I’ll slip in your number.”

“Yeah, that’s cool, because we’re in high school...”

Scarlett stuck her tongue out at me and walked away.  She started out with a couple steps and then broke out into a jog.  Whatever crazy connection existed between she and Tripp, they couldn’t keep their clothes on and their hands off each other.  

I turned around and started to leave.  I had the horrible feeling that I was completing the walk of shame and that everyone was staring at me.  Nobody was but it just felt weird.  I even stopped walking and purposely checked my cell phone, then looked around to see if anyone was actually looking at me.  When I saw that not a single set of eyes were upon me, I felt foolish.  With my cell phone tucked back into my pocket, I left but not before looking over my shoulder one last time.  But it wasn’t because I wanted to triple check for people staring at me, it was because I had to think about what could have been.  If I had just gone back with Scarlett... I could be talking to Tatum.  Enjoying myself even.  Maybe even slipping in the truth about the crazy stories going around campus about me.  

But seriously, did rockstars really care about that stuff?

The sidewalks and street were just as busy before the show.  The only difference now was that with most of the people drunk, it was three times as loud.  I couldn’t get away from there fast enough.  I kept my head down and power walked, watching the blackness of the sidewalks in the dark and then watching the light of lamp posts flood around me.  It was like a slow moving strobe light and as I focused on it, I replayed some DownCrash songs in my head.  I thought about the show.  About Tatum... about Tripp, about Logan.  

I turned the corner and saw my car parked four cars down.  From my angle it looked as though I had been parked in.  I froze for a second and sighed.  What a perfect way to the end the night.  But as I got closer to my car I realized the car in front of my car left just enough for me to swing out.  I knew I’d still need to go back and forth a couple times to make sure I could get out.  

But at least I wasn’t stuck.

Score one for me...

“There you are.”

I clutched my key and turned.

The fantasy in my mind had Tatum standing before me, his eyes burning, his lip ring shining, and his hands eager to touch me.  The reality, however, was much different.

It was Danny, and he was drunk.

“Danny... what are you doing here?”

“I’ve been following you,” Danny said.  “Watching that little ass of yours shaking.  Left to right.  Left to right.  Fucking teasing me all night.”

I backed up and bumped into my car.  If I had back into my spot I could have slipped into my car.  I held my key tight wondering if I could use it to defend myself.  If need be.  But that wouldn’t happen, right?  That kind of stuff only happened on television and in the movies.  Not in real life.  

“I just wanted to make sure you were safe,” Danny said.

“I am,” I said.  I smiled, hoping to keep the situation calm.

Danny stepped towards me, his right hand extending, the tips of his fingers touching my face.

“And I wanted to make sure you were alone,” he whispered.

He licked his lips and took his hand off my face.  His body stiffened, flexing his large muscles.  I’d be no match against him and Danny knew that which is why he took another step towards me.  It left inches between us.

“Come on, Maggs,” he said, “I get how it was in there.  You didn’t want to look easy in front of so many people.  That’s fine.”

“I’m not going to a party,” I said.  “I’m going home.”

“That’s great,” Danny said.

His words slurred and he put both hands to my waist.  I shuddered with fear and felt too many emotions crashing into me at once.  I closed my eyes and hoped that when I opened my eyes he’d be gone.  There was no way this could be happening...

But it was.

Danny still stood there when I opened my eyes.

Fuck.

He got closer, erasing those few inches between us.  His body touched mine and he forced his lower half against me, to show me what he had waiting.  I tried to thrust backwards, not wanting to feel anything of Danny’s, but I had no choice.  

“I don’t want go to that party,” Danny said.  “Bunch of fucking jocks, right?”

“Aren’t you a jock?” I asked.

“Yeah, I guess I am.  But right now, I’m going to fuck you.  Then we can talk about me being a jock.”

“Sorry,” I said, “not in the mood.”

I tried to slide to my right and Danny forced his weight against me.  His hands rested near the top of my car and he held me in place with his body.

“I didn’t ask if you were in the mood,” Danny said.  “I said I’m going to fuck you.”

“And she already said no.”

I looked to my left and gasped when I saw the tall silhouette coming from the darkness.  It was like an erotic dream come true watching Tatum walk slowly towards my car.  His long arms were at his sides, a fresh t-shirt hugging his body.  White looked great on him.  A pair of drumsticks stuck out of his back pocket and when Danny saw Tatum, he laughed.

“Dude, fuck off,” Danny said.  “Okay?  You can go fuck any chick in that place.”

“Sure I can,” Tatum said.  “And maybe I will, once you let Maggie get in her car and leave.”

“I’m leaving with her,” Danny said.  “We’re just playing around, right Maggs?”

I shook my head.  Fear had taken my voice.  Fear had taken me back to my life before college, to a time when I thought I had freedom.  I could lick the wind of freedom, see it too, but I couldn’t get it.  

Tatum touched Danny on the shoulder and Danny dropped his shoulder and swung.  Being sober, Tatum backed up with ease and Danny swung at nothing.

“I already told you,” Danny growled.

“So did I,” Tatum said.

I don’t know what got into me right then but I lifted my left knee and connected with Danny.  In my head, it was a direct shot to his nuts, and then he’d keel over and be done.  He’d run away and never bother me again.  Wasn’t that how it happened in the movies?  

Yeah, well that’s not how it works in real life.

My knee came up and hit Danny, but not directly in the nuts.  I hit his inner thigh.  He did jump back, trying to protect his manhood, but when he looked at me, his lip snarled, and I knew he was going to hit me.  I froze, unable to defend myself... promises, Maggie, all of us keep our promises...

“You fucking bitch,” Danny growled and lunged at me.

I saw everything happen as though it was slow motion.  Tatum’s right fist came forward and connected with Danny’s face, spinning him around and spraying blood.  Danny went down to one knee and then was back up a second later.  His unstoppable, never-beat-me jock attitude now had Danny’s eyes set on Tatum.  

“You’re fucking dead,” Danny said.

He swung at Tatum and Tatum swung too.  Danny’s fist hit Tatum in the mouth but Tatum’s fist connected with Danny’s nose.  Danny cried out and fell forward, into Tatum, burying his face in Tatum’s shirt.  Tatum then pushed Danny back and when he looked at me, he must have seen the fear pouring from my face.  

Tatum swung again, one more shot for good measure, taking Danny down for good.  Tatum then stood over Danny and grabbed his shirt, lifting him off the ground.  Blood smeared all over Danny’s face and his eyes were no longer tough.  They were scared.  They were honest.

“If you even as much as look at Maggie again,” Tatum said, “you’ll never play baseball again.  Got it?”

Danny nodded.

Tatum slammed Danny off the ground and lifted him again.  

“Do you understand?” Tatum yelled.

“Yes,” Danny said.  “Yes, I get it.  I get it.  Okay, man?  Fuck.”

“Yeah.  Fuck is right.”

Tatum released Danny again and then tapped him with his shoe.  Danny rolled to his side and fought to get up.  He stumbled into a wall to brace himself, wiping his face, looking at the blood.  He started to murmur something and then stood up, his left hand flat against the wall, and he looked at both Tatum and I.  

“Say something,” Tatum said.  “I dare you.”

Danny didn’t say a word.  He just shook his head and trotted away.  Watching him try to run drunk and bloody was actually kind of funny but when I thought about what could have just happened, my knees started to give out.

Tatum was right there though, his big hands at my arms, keeping me up.

“Are you okay, Maggie?” he asked.

I looked into his eyes and shook my head.  “No...”

“What an asshole,” Tatum said.  “I hate that guy.  I hate jocks.”

“I hate myself,” I whispered.  

I looked down, feeling more defeated than ever.  What had started as a little game, making myself sound promiscuous and fun, turned into this mess.  Turned into guys thinking they could just pin me against my car and dry hump me for fun.  Turned into all the pain I secretly carried becoming like a giant boulder on my back, weighing me down.

“You hate yourself?” Tatum asked.  “Why?”

I shook my head.  “Nothing.  It’s nothing.  Danny just thought I was someone else...”

“No he didn’t.  He thought he was some fucking untouchable jock that could position himself over women.  I wonder how many times he’s done that and gotten away with it.”

I nodded, my head still down.  I couldn’t face Tatum.  Not like this.  I felt so exposed, so vulnerable.  This wasn’t how I imagined my first moments with Tatum should have been.  Not like this.  Not with pain, regret, and emotion.  

“Maggie, look at me,” Tatum said.

I shook my head.  “I don’t want to.  You can go, okay?  Thank you for helping me.  I just want to get into my car and go home.”

“That’s fine,” Tatum said.  “But I just want to...”  Tatum put two fingers under my chin.  It tickled for a second and I cringed, then felt embarrassed that I was so ticklish.  My head lifted and Tatum made me look him in the eyes.  It was exactly what I needed.  “... see you,” Tatum finished his sentence, the two words lingering around us.

I swallowed hard.  

I blinked, hoping tears wouldn’t fall from my eyes.

Tatum just stared for a few seconds, taking me in.  I knew he was trying hard to figure me out.  Right then, if I was the good, honest person I wanted to become, I would have pushed him away and told him to run for good.  To go find some girls back in Un, girls who were drunk, desperate, didn’t come with baggage, and only wanted a one night stand with the sexy drummer from DownCrash.  

But I couldn’t do it.

I was greedy.

I wanted Tatum to keep staring at me.  I wanted him to hold me, protect me, and never let me go.

“How did you get here?” I asked, breaking the silence.  

It probably wasn’t the thing I should have said as I had a chance at a romantic moment with Tatum.  Then again, he had literally appeared from nowhere just in time to save me.

“I wanted to talk to you,” Tatum said.  “When Scarlett came backstage and you weren’t with her, I had to find you.  She said you parked a few blocks away so I started running.  Then I saw you turn the corner and I kept running.”

“I’m glad you did,” I said and wrapped my arms around him.

I couldn’t believe I did it, such a bold move to make.  Okay, maybe it wasn’t that bold of a move but for me it was.  My head rested against his chest.  

It was unbelievably sexy, feeling his body against mine.

It was the last thing I wanted to think, but maybe Tatum wanted the same thing Danny wanted.  Maybe they both knew my reputation and Tatum was sober enough to know he had to work a little harder than to just come out and go after me like Danny did.

I pulled away from Tatum and looked up at him again.

“Thank you,” I said.

It was the only thing to say that rang true and wouldn’t imply anything more or less.

“I hate jocks,” Tatum said again and smiled.

I smiled too.

He was so warm, inviting, and I could see something in his eyes.  Something wanting to come out.  Something he wanted to share.

“Listen,” he said, “I tried to throw you that drumstick...”

“I know,” I said.  “I would have caught it, I think, but that other guy jumped in front of me.”

“I saw him.  Another asshole.  Anyway, I brought you a pair of sticks...”

Tatum pulled the drumsticks from his back pocket and handed them to me.  I gripped the sticks and looked at Tatum, almost in shock.

“You ran all the way here to give me drumsticks?” I asked.

“Worth it, wasn’t it?”

He looked like he wanted to touch me and I knew his hesitation came from Danny.  I wanted Tatum to touch me but I didn’t want to tell him to do it.  I wanted him to do it, I wanted him to start it.  That way it could all be on his shoulders.  

“It was worth it,” I whispered.

I looked at the sticks, the nicks and marks in them, their imperfection obvious yet they could still bring music to life.  Something about holding them meant the world to me.  More than I cared to share with Tatum right then.  I didn’t want to sound pathetic and hopeless, even though I was.

“Why don’t you come back with me?” Tatum asked.  “I’ll hold your hand and make sure no more jocks bother you... we’re just hanging out.  No crazy partying or anything like that.”

My mouth opened.  I heard myself screaming Yes! to Tatum.  I saw myself slipping my small hand into his big hand.  I pictured us walking back into Un together, the eyes upon us, watching and judging.  Everyone nudging each other, Hey, check out Maggie... the slut is at it again...

“I can’t tonight,” I said.  

Shit.  I blew it, didn’t I?

“Not tonight?  Okay.  Just get home safe, please.”

I respected Tatum for not pushing at me but I also kind of hated him for it.  It wouldn’t take much to break me and have me cave and rush away with him, but he understood it.  Somehow, he did.  Maybe my eyes were that weary or maybe Tatum offered as a favor, hoping I would decline.

“Just promise me something, Maggie,” he said.

My lips quivered as fear ran through my body.

Just promise me... always promise me... okay, Maggie?  Nobody has to get hurt, not again.  Not because of a broken promise.  I’m sure seeing things torn to pieces will help you understand that...

“Maggie?  Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said, catching myself.  I saw that my hands clutching at Tatum’s shirt.  

That’s when I realized his shirt was covered in blood.  I had been so focused on his eyes, his face, his lip ring, I missed the blood.

“That’s not your blood, is it?” I asked.

“No.  It’s the jock’s.  I’ll change when I get back.”

“You can’t walk around in a bloody shirt,” I said.  “If police or campus security sees you...”

“You’re right,” Tatum said.

He took a step back and before I could utter a word, he tore his shirt off his body.  

Holy.  Fuck.

He rolled the shirt into a ball and held it tight.

“There.  Better?”

“Much,” I whispered.

My eyes were in shock.  My body tortured.

The lines of Tatum’s body were amazing.  The toned muscles connected with perfection, rippling and running in each other.  I knew this wasn’t just from drumming.  Tatum really took care of himself and his body.  The angled lines of muscle that cut into his jeans made me bite my lip.  I wanted to see where those lines went.  I wanted to follow those lines with my finger, no, my tongue.

I followed the ripped body up and noticed two really sexy things.

First, Tatum didn’t have a single tattoo on him.  I don’t know why that was sexy to me because I love tattoos.  Maybe because I expected him to have tattoos.  Tripp had tattoos... and Tatum was in a band...

But nope, no ink.

The second thing that caught my eyes - which should have been the first and only thing - was that Tatum had his left nipple pierced.  The same side where he had his lip ring.  When I looked up at his lip and started to compare both piercings at the same time, it drove my body wild.  For the first time in as long as I cared to remember, I was so turned on I could feel my panties pulling tighter against my body, absorbing the growing wetness.  

“Everything good?” Tatum asked.

I forced myself to stop eye fucking him and look him in the eyes.

“Yeah, I’m okay.  What were you going to say... you wanted me to promise you something.”

“Yeah, I do.  Promise me that if you need anything you’ll call or text me.”

“Why?”

I sounded bitter but whatever.  I had to stand there and endure an epic match between my heart, mind, and between my legs, all wanting something different. 

“Why?  Because I don’t want you to ever feel alone.  I don’t want you to walk the streets at night in the dark.  And I don’t want some asshole like Danny to ever make you feel less than you really are.  Is that good enough, Maggie?”

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “It’s just... it doesn’t matter I guess.”

“If you ever want to talk about it, it matters to me.”

Tatum flicked his tongue at his lip ring which caused me to imagine flicking my tongue at his nipple ring.  

Fuck, I was so turned on...

Tatum nodded and started to walk away.  I took the liberty of enjoying the sight of his rippling back and the nicest ass I’d ever seen on a guy until Tatum turned the corner and was gone.  I told myself all it would take was a few seconds of running to catch up to him.  Jump on his back and casually slide my hand down over his nipple ring to see what it felt like.  He could take me back to Un and we could...

“No,” I whispered.

I clutched the drumsticks and walked around the driver’s side of my car.  I wasted no time leaving, the lingering emotions thanks to both Danny and Tatum were almost too much to take in.  

On my way home I looked at the drumsticks about ten times.

Tatum purposely went out of his way to give me drumsticks.  All because some guy basically stole the one he wanted to throw to me.  

I parked the car, noticing Scarlett wasn’t home.  I knew she wouldn’t be home for the rest of the night.  She’d stumble in sometime in the late morning, looking like a sexy mess, with that hopeless look in her eyes that Tripp gave her.

Funny how it wasn’t that long ago our roles were reversed.  Scarlett would come home and find the apartment empty while I was out.  

I grabbed the drumsticks and started to study them.

Why two?

I got my answer a few seconds later.  

One of the drumsticks was clean, minus the flaws from Tatum playing drums with it.  The other stick had something written on it, in pen.

A phone number.

Tatum’s phone number.
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I tossed and turned half the night, each time waking and looking at the drumstick on my nightstand.  Of course it was the one with Tatum’s phone number on it.  I still couldn’t believe he went out of his way like that to give me his phone number... and to replace the drumstick stolen from me.  That drumstick was on my desk.  I was more concerned about the drumstick with the phone number on it.  I seriously thought about sleeping with the drumstick but then feared the pathetic embarrassment of actually waking to myself hugging a drumstick, fantasizing it was Tatum’s strong body against mine.

I reached out at one point and ran my finger along the number, feeling the small ripples caused by the pen digging into the wood.  

What if I called him right then?

What if I texted him...?

My phone was right next to the drumstick.

But what would I say?  How would I even begin a conversation with Tatum?  It was bad enough he probably figured me to be some easy girl, but now he had the power over me because he saved me from Danny.  That meant he could either pull out the you owe me one card or he could let the damsel in distress thing create something that really wasn’t there.  But once he was done saving me or worse yet, found out I couldn’t actually be saved all the way, then what?

I finally rolled over and pulled the covers over my head, begging I wouldn’t wake up again.  At that point, I didn’t even want to dream.  Not even about Tatum.  Not about his sexy lip ring.  Not about his chiseled body.  And certainly not about his tempting nipple ring.

No.  No way...

When I opened my eyes again, I rolled over and figured it would have only twenty minutes since my mental argument about dreaming about Tatum.  It was almost ten in the morning.  I rubbed my eyes and checked the clock again.

Yup.  Ten in the morning.

I rolled to my back and stared at the white ceiling.  My mind instantly went back to Tatum.  I kept seeing him punching Danny in the face, over and over.  That killer strength, that commanding voice.  It pinched my nerves in a way that I wasn’t sure if I actually liked it or not.  It definitely touched on some memories that I thought were long dead.  I did feel bad for Danny though.  To be that desperate to try and force a girl like that.  Whatever demons had their hold on him had it good.  I tried to picture him walking around campus with a bruised face and puffy nose.  I wondered what he would tell people.  It wouldn’t be the truth, that’s for sure.  

When I got out of bed I looked at the drumstick.  I touched it and then tossed it into my bed.  My heart hurt a little as I realized that may be the closest I’d ever to having Tatum in my bed.  

I left my room and opened Scarlett’s door.

The room spotless.

The bed made.

I sighed and hung my head.  I sort of missed having her around so much.  She used to always be home.  Always studying.  Always thinking.  Always so innocent.  And because of me, dragging her to a DownCrash show, she now had wild nights and romantic days with Tripp.

Lucky girl, right?

I didn’t make it two steps past the hallway before I saw Scarlett sitting at the table with a steaming mug of coffee in front of her, her eyes red and puffy.

She’d been crying.

I of course thought about Tripp.  What else would make Scarlett cry?  When Scarlett looked at me, she started shaking her head.  That’s when the real panic set in.  I knew enough about Tripp to know he had a rough life in the beginning and sometimes he let that nip at his heels.  I pictured myself explaining to Scarlett that Tripp was sexy but was he worth everything?  Were rockstars really ever going to calm down and stop their ways?  But I knew better than to consider approaching it that way.  Not with what Scarlett had given up for Tripp.

I paused, looking at the coffee, then back at Scarlett.

“Can I grab a cup quick?” I asked in a whisper.

“You’re going to need it,” Scarlett said.  “Maybe even something stronger in it.”

I thought about it.  We did have a bottle of vodka in the freezer.  But, no, no way.  Not this early in the morning.  Not with my head still feeling dazed after everything that happened last night.  

Tatum defending me.  The blood on his shirt.  The chiseled cuts of muscle on his body.  The drumsticks.  His phone number.

Fuck.

I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat across from Scarlett.  We stared at each other for a few seconds before she sighed and groaned.

“What’s wrong?” I finally asked.  

“Everything and nothing,” Scarlett said.  “I didn’t think this... this would be so hard.”

Scarlett straightened her back and looked around.  She pointed to the wall separating the kitchen and living room.  It wasn’t a thick wall and during our time of living in the apartment, we insisted on trying different things from the small piece of wall.

“Remember when we had the frame there?” Scarlett asked.  

The spot remained empty for now but there was a small black dot from the hole the nail made.  

“I remember all the frames,” I said.

“No, the one I stepped on.”

I smiled.  “Yeah, I remember.  It was the middle of the night and you heard something.”

“I thought someone broke in,” Scarlett said.  She finally smiled too, easing the tension in the apartment.  “And I stepped on it... they were like the smallest frames ever...”

“That’s your luck,” I said.

“No.  My style is to step on a two inch round picture frame.  My luck is stepping on it at the perfect angle that a piece of the glass cut into my foot bad enough that we had to go to the hospital.”

“I was there,” I said.  “You screamed like you were being murdered.”

“That’s what it felt like.”

“Two stitches later, you were fine.”

“Remember that doctor?  He was killer hot.”

“I got to look at his ass while he stitched you.”

“Closest to a threesome we’ve ever had,” Scarlett teased.

“Hey, you were the super good girl for how long now?  If it wasn’t for Tripp...”

My smile faded as Scarlett’s eyes widened and filled with tears.

Shit. What had I done?

“Sorry,” I whispered.  “I didn’t mean to say his name... if something bad happened...”

“No, that’s not it at all,” Scarlett said.  

She put a hand on the table, palm up.  I looked at it and then put my hand to hers.  She gently moved our fingertips, tickling each other.  It was something stupid we did once in a great while, seeing who could outlast the other.  

“Then what is it?” I asked.  “You look upset.  You’re freaking me out.  I have to tell about last night... with Tatum...”

I smiled, my body warming over.  Just the mention of his name destroyed me like that.  Scarlett nodded and smiled an honest smile.

She knew already.

Of course she knew.

Tatum had gone back to Un, backstage with DownCrash, where he belonged and where Scarlett had been.

“He told you?” I asked, my cheeks ready to burn red.

“He said you two had a run in,” Scarlett said.  “I didn’t ask but Tripp and Logan busted on him.  He came in shirtless...”

“Yeah,” I said.  “That’s because, uh, there was...”

“He showed up in blood,” Scarlett said.  “He beat someone up for you, didn’t he?”

I nodded.  “Not really for me but to protect me.  You know Danny... something... baseball player.”

“Tall douche bag?” Scarlett asked.

“That’s him.  He tried to grope me. He was drunk, not that it’s an excuse, but Tatum came to give me a drumstick and one thing led to another...”

“He punched him,” Scarlett said.  “Wow.  He likes to punch people, doesn’t he?”

There was a little pain in Scarlett’s face and it brought back the night Tatum had no choice but to punch Andy in the face.  

“Danny took off,” I said.  “But he fell towards Tatum and got blood on his shirt.  No big deal.”

“Sounds like a big deal to me,” Scarlett said.  “Tatum wouldn’t shut up about you.  He begged me to text you all night, wanting me to make sure you were home safe.  Then he kept looking at his phone, looking upset each time he did.”

I glanced over my shoulder towards my bedroom.  I licked my lips.  I thought about the drumstick on the nightstand.  Tatum had carved his phone number into the drumstick but did he really expect me to call him or text him that fast?  What was I supposed to do... rush home and thank him again over the phone?  If that was the case, I could have stayed at the show and properly thanked him.  

I sighed.

“Now you seem upset,” Scarlett said.

I looked at Scarlett and saw the puffiness of her eyes started to subside.  Her mind had started to clear a little and as much as I wanted to dig at her and find out what happened with Tripp, I figured it couldn’t hurt to let her forget about it for a few minutes.  

“I wanted to be with Tatum so bad last night,” I said.  “Like... you have no idea.”

“Why didn’t you?  We were all hanging out.  We got rides back to the garage.  They jammed for a little bit before Logan fell asleep.  He actually fell asleep sitting up while strumming a guitar.  Probably one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.”

“I didn’t want Tatum to think I was a slut,” I said.  No need to dance around Scarlett.

“Why would he think that?”

“Because everyone else does.  Thanks to me.”

“He wouldn’t think that.  He doesn’t care about what people think or say.”

“How do you know that?  Everyone looks at me as an easy lay.  They get what they want and leave.  Which is fine because it’s kind of how I wanted everyone to think.  I enjoyed being with guys... just not, you know, going too far.”

“Why though?” Scarlett asked.  

And there it was.  The big question.  The smallest question but with the biggest answer.

“Just because,” I replied, not wanting to dig deep into my past.  Not right then.  Not with Scarlett having something personal to share herself.

“Well, whatever it is, I think it’s sort of crazy.  I doubt Tatum would look at you as an easy lay.  Okay?  Once he got to know you, Maggie, how could he think that?”  Scarlett paused and then smiled a little.  “Plus, even if it was... you know, a one night stand, wouldn’t it be totally worth it?  I mean, you said with all those other guys you didn’t go all the way, so why not Tatum?  Think about that for a second.  Super hot drummer rockstar...”

“I guess I owe him one for saving me from Danny,” I said.

Scarlett nodded and drank her coffee.  

A weird silence crept in.  I didn’t want to talk about Tatum anymore.  I was getting really turned on and at the same time, my stomach churned, reminding me of everything that had happened in my life and whether or not Tatum deserved a mess like me.  Then again, I could just take Scarlett’s advice and enjoy him for a night.  

But I didn’t want to believe in one night... I had done that for a long time... I wanted to believe in forever.  I wanted to be promised forever, the right way, and I wanted to promise it back.

...promise me, Maggie, promise me...

“You need to talk now,” I said.

My heart raced and warm pulses were in all the right places in my body.  It felt wrong though because as Scarlett nodded, she started to tear up again.

“I know I do,” Scarlett said.  “But I’m honestly afraid right now...”

I closed my hand around Scarlett’s hand.  “Tell you what, why don’t I ask questions then?”

Scarlett nodded.

“Are you pregnant?”

Scarlett’s mouth fell open.  “No!”

“Good.  Are you engaged?”

Scarlett shook her head.  She swallowed hard, prompting me to go the opposite direction.

“Are you and Tripp over?” I whispered.

“No, we’re fine,” Scarlett said.

“Did you two have a fight?”

“No.  Unless you mean a fight with his bed sheets.”

“Ew,” I said.  “Just... ew...”

“Can I show you something?” Scarlett asked.

“Sure.”

Scarlett produced her left hand in a fist.  I thought engagement ring again even though Scarlett already said they weren’t engaged.  I thought then maybe it was a promise ring or something like that.  Like a pre-engagement.  The kind of things guys used to keep their girlfriends quiet for a little bit longer while they decided to actually propose.  

When Scarlett opened her hand, palm down, there were no rings on her fingers.  But I did hear something metal hit the table.  She took her hand away and I stared down at a... key.

A key?

“A key?” I asked.

I looked at Scarlett, confused.

“You don’t get it?” Scarlett asked.

“Is that the key to your heart?”

I couldn’t imagine Scarlett ever being that cheesy, but who knew.  I never thought in my wildest imagination that Scarlett would fall so hard for someone like Tripp.  But life just works that way, doesn’t it?

“No, it’s not the key to my heart,” Scarlett said.  “It’s a key to Tripp’s house...”

Tripp’s house...

That’s when it started to sink in. But Scarlett made it very clear a few seconds later.

“I’m moving in with Tripp.”

I felt like a boulder had been thrown at my chest.  I sat back and let out a long breath.

“I know,” Scarlett said.  “I know.  This is crazy.  I’m so sorry, Maggie.  But last night, we were in his loft, talking and, you know, fooling around... when I took his shirt off, he had the key on a chain hanging from his neck.  He wouldn’t tell me what it was for until I... well... finished...”  Scarlett’s cheeks burned red.  “Then he told me it was my key to his house but if I took it, I had to move my stuff in.”

“Did he threaten to break up with you?” I asked.

“No.  Not like that.  He wanted me to move in.  And I want to move in...”

“Of course you do,” I said.  “You two are great together.”

“Please, Maggie...”

“It’s okay,” I said.  It sort of wasn’t okay, but it sort of was.  “You need to live.  So do I.  We knew we wouldn’t live together forever, right?”

“I don’t know.  I never thought about it.”

“Seriously, think about it.  If we lived together forever, we’d end up single, stuck together, with like a hundred cats in our apartment.  We’d end up on some hoarding television show, digging through garbage to find each other.”

Scarlett smiled.  “I’m so scared though.”

“Scared of what?”

“Everything.  I’ll be living with a guy, for the first time ever.  And then... you.  I’m going to be abandoning you.”

“Abandoning me?” I asked.  “You’re not leaving the country, are you?”

“You know where Tripp lives.”

“I know, Scarlett, I was joking.”

“I’ll still pay half the rent here,” Scarlett said.  “I insist on it.  Tripp is going to let me live with him for free.”

“Well, not for free,” I teased and wiggled my eyebrows.

“If that’s payment, then I’ll keep buying,” Scarlett said.  

She started to laugh but then her voice cracked and she looked ready to break down in tears.

“Don’t be upset,” I said.  “I’ll be fine here.”

“Are you sure?  I mean, Maggie, you just admitted to me about who you are...”

“Who I am?”  I smiled.  “It’s not like that.  I just enjoyed extra attention.  Trust me, I’ll be fine.”

“You need to call Tatum,” Scarlett said.  “You need to enjoy him.”

“Maybe I will,” I said.  “But first I have to find a new roommate.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Scarlett said.  “I’m really upset here.”

“So am I,” I said.

“You don’t look it...”

Scarlett stood from the table and walked to me.  She reached into her pocket and produced another key.  I thought about making a joke... was it a key to Tatum’s place too?
but I couldn’t when I realized what key she then placed on the table.

The key to the apartment.

Our apartment.

My apartment...

That’s when it really hit me.  The key on the table, the idea in my head of coming home, alone, all the time.  When I looked up at Scarlett, her eyes were as red as her face was.  She had more to tell me.  And part of me already knew what it was.

“How soon?” I asked.

In my head, moving out meant moving out soon... maybe a month or two.

“I’m thinking this weekend,” she said.  “I don’t want to screw you over, but if you want to find a new roommate, everything is paid for the month already.  That gives you some time then.”

I nodded and tried to bit my lip.  When I did I thought about Tatum and his lip ring.  For whatever reason that was the final straw to my already frail emotions.

I lost it then. My head lowered and the tears finally came.

Scarlett was on her knees a second later, touching my face, forcing me to look at her.  She had tears in her eyes again.

“It’s about fucking time,” she cried.

“For what?”

“For you to cry.  Damn you, Maggie, how do you hold that in?”

“Used to it,” I said, hinting at something much deeper and darker than losing my roommate.  

Scarlett hugged me and I hugged her back.  We somehow ended up gently rocking back and forth.  We stayed there for a good minute until I felt Scarlett’s sobs change into small fits of laughter.  It made me smile.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

Our heads rested on each other’s shoulders.

“Thinking about Tripp and Tatum.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Imagine if they saw us right now,” Scarlett said.  “They’d probably make some kind of comments...”

I thought about Tatum and Tripp, standing next to each other.  Tatum’s taller figure, looking down at Tripp’s wilder eyes.  I knew how they would have felt seeing Scarlett and I in such an embrace.  The crazy thoughts in their sick minds...

“Fucking perverts,” I whispered.

There was a second of nothing and then both Scarlett and I broke out laughing.

Scarlett wiped her eyes and checked the clock.  “Shit.  I have to get ready for work.”

“How long is your shift today?” I asked.

“I’m covering the afternoon and that’s it.  I’ll be home by six at the latest... with wine.”

“With wine?”

“We’re going to celebrate this place, just you and me.”

“That’s a deal,” I said.  “I have to go to the store and cover inventory, but I’ll sneak out by then.”

I worked as a part-time assistant manager at a local printing company.  The owner was a friend of the family and he let me pick and choose my hours and schedule.  It was a small company and he understood my college schedule - and my life - but he had been slowly letting me more into the business.  He and his wife were never able to have kids so they treated me as their never-had daughter.  He even hinted a few times about selling the business to me.  But my mind was too focused on school... and now Tatum...

I stared at Scarlett and we each took shaky breaths, teetering on crying again.  Together, we smiled and nodded, mentally agreeing that we’d save our tears for that night.  

Scarlett stood and called out that she had dibs on the bathroom first.  I didn’t bother arguing, soon enough the shower would be mine, all the time, whenever I wanted it.  I looked at the apartment key on the table and closed my eyes, torn between emotions... should I cry over Scarlett leaving?  Or should I smile because Tatum had been talking about me all night?
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I managed to get out of work by five, literally right after Scarlett texted me that she had gotten out of work too.  It felt good to have our schedules fall into place.  I ordered a pizza to pick up on the way home and Scarlett reminded me again she would be getting wine.  I thought for a second about asking if we should invite Tripp and Tatum to really make it a party in the apartment, but I think we both wanted it to just be us.  To talk about stories, look at pictures, watch our favorite movies, and cry a little more.

The idea was officially shattered when I got home with the pizza and found Scarlett on the phone with Tripp.  She was so happy, so giddy, so open and free.  I’d never seen her act like that before with anyone.  Not even with Andy, when he was still around.  Tripp really was the perfect man for her and it somehow just worked.  Their pasts collided and molded a future that worked for them.

And that’s exactly what I wanted.

I knew someone couldn’t sweep in and rewind time to change things.  I just wanted someone to come in and stare into my eyes and not down my shirt.  I wanted someone to follow my heart and not my reputation.  Even though it was the reputation I created, I wanted to destroy.

Scarlett saw me finally and ended the call with Tripp.  When she put the phone down, her smile was practically ear to ear, her face flushed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“The things he says... they’re just so real, you know?”

“I actually don’t know,” I said.  “I live in a fake world, but I’m happy for you.”

I put the pizza on the table and opened it, inhaling the warm smell of cheese, sauce, and dough.

“Better hit the gym extra early tomorrow,” Scarlett said.

“You probably get your cardio in though in other ways,” I teased.

Scarlett found two wine glasses and kept smiling.  She walked to the table and bumped her hip into mine.  She put the glasses down and I saw she already had the wine open.  She picked up the bottle and took a drink from it.

“To us,” she said and handed it to me.

“What, do you think you’re some rockstar now?  Drinking from the bottle?”

“Shut up and drink,” Scarlett said.

I couldn’t argue with that.  I drank from the bottle and put it down.  Scarlett poured us each a glass and then looked at me, holding the glass.

“What are you doing?” I asked.  “This isn’t a wedding or something...”

“Just listen to me,” Scarlett said.  “You’re the craziest girl I know, even if you claim you’re not crazy.  And I love you for it.  You were with me through rough times you didn’t know were rough for me.  But just by being here, you made it matter.  By going out, having fun, enjoying your life, it helped me.  It doesn’t matter if you haven’t fucked a hundred guys, trust me, that’s a great thing.  Just know how much you mean to me.  And all I want you to do now is what I had to do...”

“Which is?” I asked.

“Follow your heart.”

Scarlett tapped her wine glass to mine and we drank.  

When she stopped she said, “Oh, by the way, Tatum says
hey.”

I almost gagged on wine.  “What?”

“Yeah, Tripp was at band practice.  Tatum yelled from the background... Tell your hot friend I say hey and to put that drumstick to use... whatever that means.”

My mouth fell open and I smiled.

“What does that mean?” Scarlett asked.  “That’s not like something sexual, is it?”

“Oh, you’re gross,” I said.  I couldn’t help but visualize where Scarlett’s mind had just gone.  Uh, talk about uncomfortable...  

“What does it mean then?” Scarlett asked.

“Tatum wrote his phone number on the drumstick.”

“Are you kidding me?  And you didn’t call him or anything?”

“Yet,” I said.

“Yet?  What kind of excuse is that?”

“I didn’t say it was an excuse.”

“Not calling him is an excuse in itself.  The drummer from DownCrash gave you his number and you didn’t do anything with it?”

“That’s not true.  I have the drumstick on my nightstand.”

“Yeah, because that’s going to get you in his bed, isn’t it?”

“I already told you...”

“Stop that talk,” Scarlett said.  “Take a chance with Tatum.  The way he talked about you last night, trust me.  He’s not concerned about a reputation.  And remember, it doesn’t even exist.  When you tell him that, it’ll be like you’re a virgin.  I bet that’ll turn him on.”

“Change of subject,” I said and went into the kitchen to find plates.

We ate, we drank, we talked, we laughed.  The only thing we didn’t do was cry which Scarlett ruined when she told me the next time she gave me her apartment key it would be for good.  She had taken it back that morning so she could let herself in after work which would be one of the last times she’d be able to do that.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” she asked me.

“Not that I have a choice,” I said, “but yes, I’ll be fine.  I’m not going to hold you back, Scarlett.  You and Tripp belong together.  Enjoy it.”

Somehow the wine bottle ended up empty.  I joked about it at first, calling Scarlett a closet drunk, but once I stood from the couch, I realized maybe I had been the one who drank most of the wine.  I put my hands out for balance and started to laugh.  It wasn’t even eight o’clock and I was drunk.

“You know, now would be the time to call Tatum and Tripp over,” Scarlett said.  “I’m sure they’d take advantage of this.”

“No way,” I said.  “I don’t want to be taken advantage of.  I wanted to be loved.”

“How sweet,” Scarlett said.

“You don’t get it,” I said.  I felt my walls starting to break down a little.  I knew if I opened the flood gates, I wouldn’t be able to shut them.  “It’s all I really want.  Maybe that’s why I liked to make up stories about other guys.  So I could avoid it or something, I don’t know.”

“Stop avoiding things then,” Scarlett said.  “Celebrate life to not avoid things.”

I nodded and smiled, but didn’t feel so confident about that.  

Scarlett’s cell phone beeped and she dove towards it, almost face planting into the coffee table.  I watched her face as she read the text message.  I knew our night was going to be coming to an end...

“Make sure he comes to get you,” I said.

Scarlett looked up.  “What?”

“We’ve been drinking.  No driving.”

“How did...”

“Your face,” I said.  “Band practice is over?”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said.  “Tripp wants to do something.”

“Has he been drinking?”

“No.  Not during band practice.  Not anymore.”

“Then tell him to come get you.”

“No.  I can’t.  Tonight...”

“We had our pizza and wine,” I said.  “And laughs and cries.  I’m spent.  Seriously, Scarlett, I’m spent.”

“You’re calling it quits already?  You’re an old woman.”

I stuck out my tongue.  “Sorry I’m not some groupie.”

Scarlett’s face dropped and she shook her head.  “That was low.”

I smiled.  “So is leaving your roommate hanging.”

I disappeared into the kitchen and opened the freezer and saw the vodka.  That would make a great friend for the night, once Scarlett left, of course.  When I closed the freezer, Scarlett stood there, looking hurt.

“Maggie...”

“Scarlett, I was joking,” I said. 

“I feel terrible.”

“Terrible enough that Tripp isn’t driving here right now?”

“He’s on his way,” she whispered.

I stepped to Scarlett and held her shoulders, both for dramatic use to make a point and to balance myself thanks to the wine.  

“Scarlett, listen to me.  Go have fun.  Enjoy Tripp.  Enjoy life.  Enjoy love.  I’ll catch up soon enough.”

“You can start catching up tonight.”

Scarlett nodded towards my bedroom but I didn’t look.

Yeah, yeah... the drumstick...

Scarlett and I spent our last few minutes of the night looking at some of the pictures hanging on the wall.  They were all collages of us, spanning our years together.  It was fun to see how much we had changed.  Different clothing, hair styles, and thinking back to those first days of moving into the apartment.  How it went from becoming a dorm away from school to a home.  An actual place to live.  But when I saw Scarlett, I realized we were both living together with enough secrets to fill the place.  We were close but we held so much back for so long.  I didn’t understand why but I knew it must have meant something.  Scarlett’s secrets had taken her to Tripp.  And my secrets... 

“He’s here,” Scarlett said, looking at her phone.  “Are you sure...”

“If you say Are you sure... one more time, I’m going to slap you.”

“Okay, okay, I’m going then.”

We hugged and when Scarlett opened the door, I called for her.

“Do me a favor.  Tell Tripp to tell Tatum I was asking about him.”

Scarlett smiled.  “Are we in high school?  Tell him yourself.”

With that Scarlett was gone, probably gone forever for all I really knew, and that meant I was officially alone in the apartment.  Not forever, but for now.  The silence was enough to drown a person and even after I turned up the television in the living room and put music on in my bedroom, it did nothing for me.  The noise couldn’t attack the loneliness in my heart as it spread like wildfire.

This was why I liked being near guys.  They weren’t afraid to hold me and touch me, and once they were drunk enough to fall asleep, the night could end and I’d be in the embrace of somebody.

“If we don’t keep promises, Maggie, than what can we keep?  This is all for your own good.  Not mine.  I don’t like this at all... Maggie, okay?”  

I look at the ripped skin on his knuckles, the crimson rush ready to spread down the back of his hand.  I lick my lip and taste the same thing.  Blood.

“Just keep your promises, okay?  Forever.”

The vodka kept me comfortable for a little bit. I enjoyed the burn as it went down and the smooth feeling as it continued through my body.  I somehow ended up in my bedroom, sitting on my bed.  The music had ended and I didn’t bother putting more on.  It wasn’t going to do a thing for me.  Looking at the stereo I thought about DownCrash.  Then I turned my head and saw the drumstick on the nightstand.

“Tatum...”

My mind flashed images his fist connecting with Danny’s face.  So hot.  His body exposed as he tore his bloody shirt off.  So sexy.  His eyes devouring me.  So protecting.

Maybe Tatum could keep doing it.  Exactly what he did last night.  He could fight something for me, take his shirt off, and then keep protecting me.  As long as I stayed with him.  Fight.  Naked.  Protect.

It made sense, right?

I reached for my phone and started texting before my mind could understand what my heart was trying to do.

Hey you. I listened.

The message was sent and I started to read it, over and over, trying to figure out what Tatum would think reading it.  I always hated text messages for that reason.  Was there any real emotion behind them?

A few seconds later, my phone vibrated in my hand.  That didn’t take long at all.

Hey beautiful.  I’ve been waiting for what feels like forever.

My heart jumped. Between my legs it was anything but calm. Tatum just proved my last thought wrong.  There could be emotion through text messages.

He sent one right after that.

Coming to visit me?

I laughed.  Then I growled.  Why did I drink wine?  Then vodka?

I can’t drive.  Might have had something to drink.

I cringed sending the message, realizing it did nothing to help my reputation.  Tatum could read the text and know that I was home, drunk, and take advantage of me.  Then again, if that happened, it wouldn’t really be taking advantage of me, not at all.  I was more willing than I could probably explain.

Tatum texted back.

How much of ‘something’?  Can I come pick you up?

I bit my lip, knowing this was one of those moments when I felt like everything in my life could change forever.  Of course, I had about a dozen of those per week and they all turned out to be nothing more than passing moments in life.  But with Tatum, I knew it could be true.  I knew he could change my life, one way or another.

I touched my phone, debating on what to type.  Flirt?  Get serious?

I’ve had enough of ‘something’.  Trust me, you don’t want me right now, I’m a mess.

It didn’t seem like the right thing to write but whatever I guess.  Eventually I’d have to spill my guts to someone.  Why not Tatum?  The worst he could do was stop responding to my texts.

Which he didn’t...

A mess?  What kind of mess?  Are you okay?

I then felt like a hopeless victim, desperate for attention to fix my situation.  They were the same kind of feelings that rolled through me when I wanted to be with other guys.  

I’m not sure I’ve ever been okay.  I’m not Scarlett... I can’t just let things go from me, not now.  

I sent the message as tears filled my eyes.  The feeling inside was pure abandonment.  I felt like such a baby, the surges of jealousy pouring through me, thinking about Scarlett and Tripp together, holding each other, laughing, having fun.  I listened to the silence of the apartment and heard the murmur of the television, knowing it was the only voice I’d hear because nobody else was there with me.  

I felt my phone vibrate.  It had to be a reply from Tatum.  I told myself to talk to him, to call him, to go back to having a little flirty fun.  But instead I fell back on my bed.  My head hurt and the room spun.  I couldn’t figure out if it was from the wine and vodka or my mind.  

My phone vibrated again, the reminder notification that a message waited, unread.  

“Tatum,” I whispered, “come find me...”

I shut my eyes, picturing Tatum without a shirt on.

At least I passed out semi-happy.






~7~

 

When I felt someone touch me, I shuddered.  I moaned and shook my head.  All I could picture was some creep like Danny - or one of the other guys I led on night after night - finally making their move.  The cards turned on me.  Me too drunk to defend myself or flirt my way out of the situation.

“Maggie, relax,” a voice said.

I instantly relaxed.  The voice was sexy.  Smooth yet commanding.  My eyes fluttered and I opened them, the room still spun.  My mind began to race again, picking right up where it left off.  

But then I saw him, standing over me.  

“Tatum?” I whispered.

“Jesus, Maggie, what the fuck are you trying to do to me?”

He looked pissed off.  But my gosh was it the hottest pissed off face I’d ever seen.  I’d purposely fuck up for the rest of my life if it meant Tatum would look at me like he did right then.  His eyes were big and mean, like a rattlesnake ready to attack.  His touch, however, was caring and gentle.  

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I texted you and you never replied,” he said.  “I flew over here and the door was unlocked.  Are you crazy?  I thought something...”  Tatum exhaled, his warm breath spreading over my face.  It warmed me up.  

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.  “You’ll get used to me letting you down.”

Tatum lifted me, wanting me to sit up.  As I stared into his eyes, the room finally stopped spinning.  The night started to make sense.  I lunged at Tatum, surprising him as my lips crashed to his.  My perception was just a little off and I felt my teeth hit the inside of my lip.  It stung for a second and I groaned but it didn’t matter, I was kissing Tatum.  The tip of my tongue couldn’t resist touching his lip ring.  I did and Tatum pulled back in a hurry, his eyes wide.

“Whoa, wait a second,” he said.

“Wait...?  For what?”

“Maggie, you’re wicked drunk right now.”

“Isn’t that how you like it?  A drunk chick all over you?”

Tatum smiled.  “Actually, I’m sort of all over you.”

I looked down and saw the position we were in.  Tatum leaning over my body.  His left arm outstretched on the bed, his right hand holding the back of my head.  My legs were open, perhaps something I couldn’t help because it was Tatum on top of me.

“Just do it,” I whispered.  “Please.”

“Do it?  Do what?” Tatum asked.

“Me,” I said.  “Right now.  Get it over with.”

Tatum pulled away from me as far as he could. When he let me go, I hurried and put my hands to my bed, balancing myself.  I blinked, trying to regain more than half the senses I had right then.

“Stay put,” Tatum said.

He stood and tried to leave.  I grabbed at Tatum’s back pocket, my fingers sliding right in.  He kept walking and it pulled me from the bed.  I cried out and fell to the floor in a heap of drunken mess.

“Fuck!” Tatum cried out.  He fell to his knees and had his hands back on my body.

I started to laugh and clapped my hands.

“Maggie, what are you trying to do?” he asked.

“I wanted to grab you,” I said.  “I wanted to touch you.”

Tatum sighed and then had his hands under my neck and my legs.  He lifted me with ease.  I wasn’t sure if it was a complement to my weight or his strength.  No matter what, it was super hot.  I wrapped my hands around his neck and pulled at him, wanting him to kiss me.  Isn’t that how it happened in the movies?  Then he could place me on the bed and...

“Did it hurt?” I asked, my voice slurring as I was about to fall asleep or pass out.

“Did what hurt?” Tatum asked as he bent down to place me on the bed.  

He started to back away and I had his shirt.  I looked at him and smiled.  I was turned on.  More than he could really know, but then again, all he had to do was touch between my legs to feel it.  Even if he left my panties on, he’d feel it... I was so wet...

“Your nipple ring,” I said.  “Did it hurt?”

“A little,” Tatum said.  

“Show me,” I said and started to lift my shirt.

In my mind, it was sexy and seductive.  Lifting my shirt, letting him bite on my nipples, enjoy my body.  Tatum put his hands to mine and shook his head.

“You need water first.  Then we can talk piercings and pain.”

I giggled and tried to grab at him again, but this time he made it out of the room.

The second he disappeared from sight, I knew what I had to do.  Maybe Scarlett was right after all.  Just go with it and enjoy Tatum, right?  If he was into my reputation and wanted to exploit it then fine, I could get into that, no problem.  If he wasn’t into my reputation and had some kind of heart of gold, or whatever, then he’d come back to a nice surprise.

I lifted my shirt over my head and reached behind for my bra.  How could a sexy drummer like Tatum resist a woman drunk and topless?  I had already begged for him, this would just make more clear what I wanted from him.

My fingers barely touched the clasp at the back of my bra when Tatum came back into my room, holding a bottle of water.

“Hey, wait a second,” he said.  

I was leaned forward, looking up at him.  I looked down and saw my chest flooding my bra.  One quick twist of my fingers and my breasts would be exposed.  But Tatum’s eyes didn’t have the exact excitement I had hoped they would.  He blinked frantically, forcing himself to stare at my face.  He twisted the top off the water and handed it to me.

I didn’t move, yet.

“You can look,” I whispered.  “I don’t mind.”

Tatum turned his head and let out what sounded like a growl.  “Just drink the water, Maggie.”

“Come on, look at me,” I said.  “I know you want to.”

Tatum let out a breath and then all hell broke loose in the sexiest way ever.  He grabbed the water bottle from my hand, spilling the chilly water on my arm.  I shivered and felt my chest react.  If my tender nipples weren’t already super sensitive thanks to Tatum, they were now aching and hard.  His hands were then on my shoulders and a second later, I was pinned down on my bed.  I put my hands to his arms, feeling the thickness of his biceps and triceps, ready to claw at them if need be.  

My body raged.

My mind and heart finally matched, thinking one thing...

Have me.  Please, Tatum.  Have me.

He stared at me for a few seconds and then finally spoke.

“You have no idea what I want,” he said.  “And whatever you think you’re doing right now isn’t the way to get what you want.”

“Worked before,” I said.

“Oh yeah?  Drunk and throwing yourself at guys?”

“But I never did anything,” I said.  “I just pretended to.  And then told everyone.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” I said.  I felt stupid, just saying that little bit sounded pathetic.  “Nothing.  Are you going to touch me, Tatum?”

“No,” he said and moved away from the bed again.  

I felt crushed and sat up, still sitting in my bra.  Tatum handed me my shirt.  I held it for a seconds, hesitant on what to do.

“You don’t want me?” I asked.

Tatum smiled.  “You really think that?  Then you’re stupid drunk.”

“What does that mean?”

“Maggie... look at you.  You’re beautiful.  Why do you think I gave you my number?  I thought you’d call me right away.  And if you think for a second I wouldn’t... I wouldn’t enjoy you, you’re insane.”

I blushed.  I had no control of my senses and my cheeks were red enough that they began to throb.  

“Then... why...”

“You’re drunk,” Tatum said.  “I refuse to have you wake up and then regret me.”

“I would never,” I pleaded.  I swung my feet from the bed and stood up.

I almost went back down but Tatum held my shoulders.

“Maggie...”

“I would never,” I said.  “I’ve done such dumb things, to keep attention on myself, but this, this feels right to me.”

Tatum squeezed my shoulders and sighed.  “Of course it feels right.  You’re drunk.  Everything feels right.”

“No, it’s not like that,” I said.  I felt tears ready to rush to my eyes.  “I’m alone right now... everyone thinks something that isn’t true.  Scarlett is moving out.  I’m alone.”

“I’m right here,” Tatum said.  “I’m not leaving, not tonight.”

“You’re here but I don’t... I don’t feel you.”

We looked at each other in silence for a few seconds.  Tatum nibbled on his lip ring.

“You don’t feel me?” Tatum whispered.

Something burned in his eyes and when he moved closer to me, I gasped.  Our bodies touched and it suddenly seemed unfair that I had no shirt on and he did.  I wanted to feel his muscular body, bare, against mine.  He lowered his head and our foreheads touched. 

“Can you feel me?” Tatum whispered.

“No,” I lied, wanting more.

His nose touched my nose, gently moving left to right.  Each time he moved, waves of intense heat moved through me.  Everything tingled, from the tips of my toes that began to curl all the way to the very tip of my nose.

“Now?” he asked.

I shook my head.

He moved his head down and I felt his warm breath on my neck.  My fingers forced their way into his belt from the bottom, trying to pull at him, wanting him tighter against me.  I wanted to feel him grow hard.

Tatum resisted a little and exhaled again on my neck.

I moaned.

“You feel that,” he said.

“Nope,” I said and smiled.

Tatum put his lip ring to my neck and moved it slowly, up and down, just a few times.

“That?”

“Not a thing,” I whispered.

My body felt so amazing.  Being drunk, Tatum finally touching me, nothing seemed like it could be better.  

Tatum pulled his mouth from my neck, but lingered for a few seconds before he retreated back to his original position with our foreheads touching.  I strained my eyes to look into his.  Something still burned, something honest and true.  It was almost overwhelming.  What seemed like a good hookup started to feel like something much greater.  

“Maggie,” he said.  

“Tatum,” I replied.

“I...”

“Shut up,” I said.

He swallowed and his right hand crept down from my shoulder.  I tried to turn my head to watch Tatum do whatever he wanted to me.

“Don’t look away,” he ordered.  “Stare at me.”

“Okay,” I said.

His fingertips moved to the strap of my bra.  One of his fingers moved under my bra strap.  He followed it all the way down until his finger was inside my bra.  He added more fingers and with the gentlest command, his hand moved into my bra.  When his fingertips pressed along my nipple, I whimpered.  The pleasure was intense; my knees tired to bend, my aching center sought relief.  His entire hand was then over my breast, cupping me tight.  Tatum’s eyes were locked to mine.  

“Please,” I whispered.

Tatum made his growling sound again and he squeezed my chest, once, and then took his hand away.  He backed up and made fists, shaking his head.

“Maggie, no,” he said.  “No.”

“Why?  Tell me, Tatum... why?”

He reached for my shirt and handed it to me.  “Get your shirt on.  Drink some water.”

“I’m not that drunk,” I said.  It was sort of a lie.  I was drunk, but I wouldn’t wake up the next morning and not remember Tatum.  It wouldn’t be a shock to find him in bed with me.  And I knew I wouldn’t wake and regret him.

Tatum felt otherwise.

“I don’t do that stuff,” he said.  “I don’t care what anyone thinks of me and I don’t care what anyone thinks about the band, I can’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“Take advantage of a drunk girl,” he said.  “Especially you, Maggie.”

“Why?  I’m not good enough?”

Tatum came at me again.  He kept his hands tight in fists and let his body bounce off mine.  He stared daggers at me.  It scared me and turned me on all at the same time.  

“That’s the thing,” he said, his voice calm and soothing.  “You’re good enough.  You’re more than good enough, Maggie.”  His hand touched my hair, sliding it behind my ear.  “And I don’t want to remember anything happening like this.”

“Please don’t go,” I said.

My heart melted, much like my panties, but they were two separate sets of emotions I had to deal with.

“I won’t go anywhere,” Tatum said.  “I promise.”

“Sleep with me,” I said.  “I mean, in my bed.  With me.  I want you to hold me.”

“Maggie,” Tatum tried to say.

Before I knew it, my hand went up to his mouth.  In my mind, it was supposed to be a romantic move, me covering his mouth so I could say or do something even more romantic.  Instead, I smacked him in the mouth.  

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

Tatum touched his mouth, his lip ring, and then he said, “Get in bed.”

I was in no position to argue with Tatum.  I sat on the bed and took the bottle of water, drinking as much I could.  The water tasted great and while I convinced myself it would cure everything - the pain of the moment, the pain of yesterday, and the pain of tomorrow - I knew that it probably wouldn’t even be able to stop the waiting hangover for me in the morning.

After drinking half the bottle of water, I finally put my shirt on, succumbing to the fact that out of all the guys I could have fooled around with and the one guy I actually wanted to fool around with, Tatum had to be the one who didn’t want to fool around with me.  Because I was drunk.  The hottest drummer in the hottest band... and he had morals.

Just my luck.

“Move over,” Tatum said as he put a knee to the bed.

“You’re sleeping with me?” I asked.

“I’m sleeping next to you.  Just to make sure you don’t fall out of bed or try to get out of bed.  Now move.”

I looked at Tatum, wanting to be pissed.  He was commanding and teetering on being rude.  But his body language was anything but.  If he was trying to make me feel gross about myself, he failed miserably.  What he didn’t know was that I was used to being talked down to and being used.  The only difference was that with Tatum, I welcomed it... because he was just so freaking sexy.






~8~

 

I woke up and refused to move.  I refused to even move my eyes as I waited for the sledgehammer feeling to hit me.  I knew it had to come and when I remembered what I had drank the night before, it made my stomach flip.  After blinking a few times, I rolled to my back and sighed.  The white ceiling wasn’t spinning and the room felt calm and very comfortable.  Sun flooded around the blinds in my room.  Obviously, it was morning, but my bed was surprisingly cozy and I felt like I could sleep twelve more hours.

When I looked to my left, I realized what made my bed suddenly feel so comfortable and welcoming.

Tatum.

My jaw dropped.  I licked my lips, wanting to taste Tatum.  But I didn’t.  I tasted stale breath and wine.  Gross.  Then I remembered Tatum and I didn’t go anywhere.  He stopped it.  Over and over, he stopped it.

But at least I had him in my bed. 

I rolled to my left and thought about touching Tatum.  I knew where I wanted to touch, but I wasn’t sure where I should.  The more the night came back to me, the more the erotic moments left my mind and the serious entered.  

How desperate I sounded, all the hints I left dangling.  

Oh no, my shirt too.  

I took my shirt off... and then tried to take my bra off.  

My cheeks turned red.

I ended up as the drunk slut everyone thought I was.  But Tatum didn’t take advantage of it.  Even with my shirt off, he stopped it.  Even with my fingers at the clasp on the back of my bra, he stopped it.  Even when I kissed him, begged him to touch me, to have me, he...

“Morning,” Tatum said with his eyes still shut.

I gasped and jumped, not expecting to hear his voice.

“You coped a feel,” I said.

Tatum opened his right eye first, then his left, and he looked at me.  “Did I miss something?”

“You touched me last night,” I said.

I watched Tatum’s lip curl.  I had touched a nerve.  And Tatum had touched me.  He cupped my left breast the night before, I remembered it.  His big hand moving along my breast and nipple, teasing me, loving me for a few seconds.

“That’s what you remember?” Tatum asked.

“Yeah, it is,” I said.  “I was drunk, with no shirt on, and you touched me.”

“You took your shirt off on your own,” Tatum said.  “And you... you just wanted it...”

Tatum started to scramble, fighting emotions.  He looked ready to explode, his face tense, stuck between regret and anger.

“Why did you stop then?” I asked.  “You were already there.”

“Because it was wrong to keep going,” Tatum said.  “Okay?  I didn’t want you to wake up like this.”

“Like this?”

“Yeah.  Questioning everything.  Wondering why.  Trying to remember.  When I have you, Maggie, I want you to be there, completely.  I want you to be, with me. I want you to feel it, enjoy it, and remember for the rest of your life.”

My jaw dropped again.  I wanted Tatum so bad.  My right hand finally found courage and I touched him, at his shoulder, pulling at his shirt.  Tatum growled like he did the night before and rolled towards me.  A second later he was on top of me, our noses close to touching.

“I want you to remember it every second... every time you breathe...”

My lips quivered.  I swallowed and then smiled.  “So you think you’re going to get me in bed?”

Tatum looked around.  “We are in bed.”

My hand slipped behind his neck and I tried to pull but Tatum resisted.

“Don’t do this again,” I said.  “Tatum...”

“Maggie,” he said, my name sounding so beautiful coming from his lips.  “Don’t push me.”

“What if I do?  What if I want to?”

Tatum lowered his lips to mine and we shared a short kiss.  He was then off me, still staring at me, something burning from within him.  

“You were really drunk last night,” Tatum said.  “You tried to strip yourself...”

“I know, I’m sorry about that.”

“I don’t know if I exactly agree with being sorry,” Tatum said with a smile, “but you did put me in a bad spot.  A beautiful girl took her clothes off and I had to stop her.”

“You shouldn’t have.  I’d remember everything.  I know I would have.”

“So, you remember everything then?” Tatum asked.

There was a teasing glance floating through his eyes.  I suddenly started to think harder than ever, wondering if I had said or done something.  Tatum didn’t give any other hint so I finally nodded, knowing I was potentially lying.

“Okay,” Tatum said.  “You remember everything.  I believe you.”

“Do you?”

“Do you want to see if it hurts?” Tatum asked.

His face was serious, mind wasn’t.

Do you want to see if it hurts?

“What...”

“Thought you remembered everything,” Tatum teased.  “It’ll only take a few seconds.”

“If it hurts,” I said.  I thought about DownCrash.  I thought about playing drums.  I thought about everything.  

Then I realized maybe it was being tortured, wanting something so bad and not getting it.  He had to endure his own urges all night because I was drunk.  But that didn’t make complete sense because I suffered too.  All I wanted was to wake up and find my body still tingling, still throbbing thanks to Tatum.

“Show me,” I finally said.  “Show me what hurts, or whatever.”

“Or whatever?” Tatum asked.  “Maggie...”

“Hurry up before I change my mind,” I said.

“Roll to the other side for a minute,” Tatum ordered.

I listened, tempted to look over my shoulder, but I didn’t.  I waited.  I felt one of his hands touched my shoulder and I gritted my teeth to keep from letting out a groan.  His fingers drew lines down my back to the bottom of my shirt.  I then felt his fingers touch my bare back.

“No, that doesn’t hurt,” I said.

“Good,” Tatum said.  “Enjoy this while you can...”

The words made my body shudder.  I ached everywhere thanks to Tatum.  His hand continued up my back and finally came to rest at my bra.  One of his fingers ran left to right along the clasp.  I thought about saying something, maybe teasing him and asking if he knew how to take a bra off, but I didn’t have a chance.  With the twist of his fingers, my bra was undone.

Oh... fuck...

Tatum was beautiful.  Brilliant.  My breasts pushed forward, finally having relief.  Between my legs was as wet as the night before.  Everything was tender and when I felt Tatum’s fingertips touching the back of my arm, I finally let out a moan as I moved my arm.

He wanted to reach around me.

“Are you sure, Maggie?” he whispered.  

“Yes,” I said, still unsure what I had agreed to.

Tatum’s body came closer to mine.  He rested his chest near the top of my head.  I felt his heart pounding, heavy, fast thuds compared to the flutter of heartbeats in my chest.  

When he touched the right side of my left breast, I moaned again.  His entire hand soon held me tight.  His fingers began to massage, squeezing almost to the point of pain but never quite getting there.  Each time he squeezed, more stuff happened to me.  Everything started to feel more and more sensitive and I couldn’t believe that I was already ready to finish.  

Tatum then started to close his fingers, moving his palm off my breast.  The more his fingers came together, the more pressure he applied.  Part of me wanted to look over my shoulder and see Tatum’s eyes, see what kind of expression he had while touching me.  But I couldn’t move.  I was frozen, eagerly awaiting what Tatum had in store.

I found out a few seconds later when his middle finger and thumb came together. He held my erect nipple between his two fingers and just waited there.

“Maggie,” he whispered, “you make me want to go crazy... that’s why I had to touch you last night.  I’m sorry I did, because you were drunk, but I couldn’t stop.”

“It’s all I wanted last night,” I replied.  “It’s all I want right now...”

Tatum rubbed his face against my cheek.  I felt the metal of his lip ring.  It made my insides throb some more.  I’d never been so close to climax without finishing in my life.  

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said in a devilish voice.

I moaned but that, along with my breath, was stolen a second later.

Tatum brought his middle finger and thumb together in a squeeze that I never saw coming.  I knew Tatum had a wild side to him, that much I could read in his eyes, but to actually experience it, to feel it...

I cried out as the pain surged not just at my tender nipple and not just through my aching breast, but through my entire body.  

He didn’t let up either.

His strong fingers squeezed some more, bringing tears to my eyes.  I clung to the pillows and wanted to wiggle away but I didn’t.  I couldn’t.  I was paralyzed from the pain and the excitement.  

“That, you can feel,” he whispered into my ear.

I tried to mumble something, but it came out as a hopeless cry.  

Tatum hadn’t let up at that point and when he slipped his right hand around my body, touching my other breast, I finally was able to cry out in intense pain and pleasure.

“Fuck,” I managed to say.

“That’s right,” Tatum said.  “That’s what the pain is like.  It’s like
fuck.”

“Stop,” I mumbled.  “I can’t take it...”

On command, Tatum’s fingers opened.  His hand on my left breast was gone, my nipple throbbing, matching my racing heartbeat.  I could sense his hand lingering close to my breast.

“Touch me,” I whimpered.  “Make it feel good...”

“That I can do,” Tatum said.

He moved quick and with passion.  Begging him - while sober - definitely worked on him.  

I was on my back a second later and Tatum grabbed the bottom of my shirt.  My stomach rushed up and down, fluttering in heavy breaths.  His rough knuckles glided against my skin and I watched as my breasts were finally exposed for Tatum’s eyes and any of his desires.  Of course I had this already planned the night before, but being drunk, as much as I hated to admit it, I may not have remembered it.

Tatum stared at me, his face almost in shock.  When I saw my left nipple, I noticed it’s normal pink rose color was now deep red.  The fair skin of my breast was a creamy color but the area around my nipple was red too.

“Look what you did,” I whispered.

“Maggie... you wanted it...”

Tatum showed no remorse and it killed me.  I was so close to an orgasm, all I needed was him to touch me.  Just touch me between my legs and I’d be done.

“Why did you do that?” I asked.

Tatum smiled and shook his head.  He didn’t give me a reply.  I watched his lips come down to my nipple, moving gently in circles.  The feel of his soft lips was soothing.  Then I felt the hardness of his lip ring and I shuddered, my hands gripping the sheets and thrusting my lower half up, desperate for him.  His tongue came forward with a soft flick, just enough to bring back some of the pain, but not enough to make me uncomfortable.  When his lips closed over my nipple, his tongue began an amazing massage.  He pressed and moved in circles, somehow making everything feel right.  

“Holy fuck,” I said.  “I’m... I’m so close already...”

Tatum’s lips closed and he pulled back, bringing my nipple with him for a second before making a popping sound.  He looked at me and smiled.

“You’re a liar,” he said.

“I swear, I’m not.  I’m ready to explode.  If you...”

Tatum was back at my nipple.  Then his mouth opened wider, engulfing some of my breast.  I felt the surge in my body again, so close to coming.  I grabbed Tatum’s hand and placed it between my legs.

“Do it,” I said.  “As hard as you can touch me.”

I took my hand away and Tatum gripped me between my legs.  The pressure of his fingers pushed my pants into my panties and my panties into... me.  I felt the explosive rush of my orgasm, attacking me like a blooming flower.  It started between my legs and the pleasure quickly ran up to my breasts.  

Tatum moved off my breast and stared at me as I came.  His hand remained between my legs, over my pants, his fingers pushing and moving.

“Wow,” he said, “you really wanted it...”

“You have to no idea how bad I want it,” I said as my body attempted to cool down.

“Show me,” Tatum said.  “Show me how bad.”

I smiled and pushed Tatum away.  Before he could say a word, my hands were at my pants and then they were off.  Tatum’s eyes had all of two seconds to look at my red panties before they were sliding off too.  His left hand started to move towards me and I swatted it away.

“It’s not fair,” I said.  “I’m the only naked one.”

Tatum smiled and tugged at my shirt.  “You’re not naked, yet.”

I tugged at his shirt.  “Neither are you...”

Tatum sat up and peeled his t-shirt off his body.  It was hotter than the other night when he took the bloodied shirt off.  I was closer, there was better lighting, and my mind was so focused on him and sex, I made out every muscle, every curve, every delicious piece of his body that I wanted to have.

He looked at me and hesitated with his hands at his pants.

“What?” I asked.

“You said some things...”

“Like telling you to hurt me?”

“No, you asked me if my nipple piercing hurt,” Tatum said.  “So I asked if you wanted to see what it felt like.”

My mouth opened but nothing came out.  My eyes looked at his nipple ring and I licked my lips again, wanting to taste it.

“What else did I say?” I asked, almost too afraid to hear it.

“I just want to make sure you’re sure,” Tatum said.  “I don’t want to become someone’s regret.”

I put my hand on top of his hands, moving them out of the way.  

“Nothing with you could ever be a regret,” I said.  My fingers pulled at his belt.  “So, if you have regrets...”  I unbuttoned his pants, slid his zipper down, and my hand moved inside.  

“Do you feel any regrets?” he asked with a wicked smile.

“I feel something,” I said.

And I did.

Whoa.

It was huge.  Hard.  Ready.

I moved my hand away, hating that I did it, and put my hands to my shirt.  I took my shirt and bra off, throwing them across the room.  With that out of the way, I slipped my fingers together and put my hands behind my head, waiting for Tatum.  

There was no hiding how aroused I was.  From my chest to my slit, everything was ready.  My toes were already curled, thanks to Tatum’s mouth and fingers.  As he kicked his pants off the rest of the way, my eyes were finally able to see him completely in the hard flesh.  He didn’t touch himself and rolled towards me.  As Tatum climbed on top of me, I moaned and put my hands to his shoulders.

I squeezed, bracing myself.

“Maggie...”

“Fuck me, drummer boy,” I teased and giggled.

I looked down just in time to see Tatum’s body connect with mine.  My mouth opened for what felt like the hundredth time and he pressed forward.  He was there and then inside me, my body welcoming him.  Tatum groaned and the muscles in his arms flexed.  They were like steel.  When he fully entered me, he stopped and put his lips to mine.  

I kissed him and he was the first to open his mouth, allowing our tongues to touch.  I couldn’t contain myself as I went for his lip ring.  The taste of the metal.  The erotic feeling of it.  I thrust my hips, sliding along Tatum.  He growled and pulled out then came right back at me.  I let out a cry and then focused again on his lip ring.  This time Tatum allowed me to enjoy it.  My lips and tongue were on his ring, licking, tasting, suckling.  I pulled until he groaned.  The only way he got me to calm down was to thrust as hard as he could, forcing me to cry out.

I opened my mouth and let Tatum do his job.  

I looked down, watching the sweaty muscles of his stomach contracting as he thrust at me.  With each thrust, he brought me closer to another orgasm.  When he lowered his body to mine, his rock hard chest against my tender breasts, I let out a series of cries and started to climax again.

“Oh, shit,” Tatum said.  “You’re coming, aren’t you?”

I tried to smile but I couldn’t.  Everything became focused between my legs.  I pulsed and throbbed against Tatum.  He didn’t stop though, his thrusts becoming harder and deeper, if it were possible.  His lips touched my neck, followed by his tongue, flicking and tasting my skin.  He moved down to my chest, lifting his body.  He touched my right nipple ever so gently. It made me shiver thinking about the intense pain he caused to my left one just a few minutes ago.

My fingers moved to his back, following the strong lines of muscle all the way to his butt.  I cupped him and pulled, wanting him faster.  

“Yes,” I moaned, lifting my head to his ear.  “Yes.  I want to feel it... please, Tatum, please...”

Tatum groaned and moved faster.  He started moving so fast that another surge of orgasmic pleasure hit me.  My hands clawed at his back.  My mouth clamped down near his shoulder and I let out a series of moans, trying my best not to let my teeth sink into his skin too much.  Tatum was lost in his own world for a few seconds and I found out why.  He offered me one last thrust and as he began to come, he buried his head into the curve of my neck and let out a deep breath and groaned.  The explosion inside my body was intense yet perfect.  I moved my body as hard and fast as I could, not wanting to spare a second of Tatum’s body inside me.  When Tatum finally eased himself, he didn’t just end everything.  I had expected him to slide his way off me and out of my bed, to go home, because he got what he wanted.

Instead, Tatum rolled to his side, taking me with him.  He was still inside me during the sudden move, so I had a whole new tingling sensation rushing through my body.  As his body relaxed, he slowly exited me, but his hands were everywhere.  His left hand touched my face.  My skin savored the touch and I would remember it forever.  His right hand started at my shoulder, much like last night, and ended up at my breast.  He massaged around my nipple.

I couldn’t be sure right then if was still sore because the only thing that dominated my body was pleasure.  

All thanks to Tatum.
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“Hope I didn’t hurt you,” he said.

“Nope,” I said.  “I asked for it.”

“Yeah, you did.”

I swallowed and sighed.  The pleasure still hadn’t gone away.  It kept coming in waves.

“Tell me about everything,” Tatum whispered.

“Everything like what?” I asked.

“Last night, you started to get upset...”

“Did I cry?”

“No,” Tatum smiled.  “But you were getting upset.”

I looked down and saw Tatum’s large hand cupping my breast.  I’d never been in such a calming moment with a man when naked before.  I wasn’t used to anything like this happening.  If by some chance I did decide to fool around with a guy, it never went beyond the sexual encounter.  

With Tatum, he wanted to be there...

“Do you have band practice?” I asked.

“Of course I do,” Tatum said.  “Does that matter right now?”

“I mean, if you have to go and get ready, or need to call someone...”

“Do you want me to leave?” Tatum asked.

“No.  I just figured you were waiting for an opening to leave.”

“An opening?  Maggie, if I wanted to leave, I’d stand up and walk out.  After getting dressed, of course.”

I smiled.  I slid my body closer to Tatum. I did not want to spare an inch of space between us.

“Don’t leave,” I whispered.  “I don’t want you to.”

“Then I won’t.” Tatum said.  “At least not for a little while.  I do have band practice.  But you can come if you want.  You’ve been there.”

Of course I had been to band practice.  I’d seen the garage.  It’s where I first got to actually look at Tatum, sitting behind his drums, creating music.  I got to see him stand from behind the kit, holding drumsticks, playing with his lip ring, tearing my heart to pieces.  

That’s how it felt right then, staring in Tatum’s eyes.  I never wanted that feeling to go away.

“Tell me about last night,” Tatum said.  

“You’re not going to let it go, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Well, can you at least stop holding my boob for a minute?  It’s an emotional story.”

Tatum laughed.  His hand slid up to my shoulder and he moved to his back, allowing me to rest halfway on top of him.  When my left leg moved, I felt Tatum and he was still mostly hard.  I shuddered, wanting to just reach down, grab him, and start the morning over again... and again... and again...

But I knew Tatum wasn’t going to let me do that.

“Scarlett is moving out,” I said.  “That was the start of last night.”

“I heard.  Tripp said something to us about it.  He made sure that she wouldn’t get in the way of the band.”

“You think she would?” I asked.

Tatum took a deep breath and asked, “What else happened last night?”

I noted how he avoided my question.  It didn’t make me feel very good, but at least I knew I had something to go back to.  Maybe I could get him to talk to me then.  Spill his beautiful guts.  Or just get back inside me and spill something else there.

“Everything got to me,” I said.  “Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“Your phone number was the easiest to get.”

“Really?”

“I kind of kept the drumstick on my nightstand.”

“How cute.”  

Tatum leaned in and kissed me.  Just once.  I didn’t want just once.  I wanted forever.  I was used to just once and hated it.

...promises, Maggie.  Please.  It’s always about promises...

“You look upset right now,” Tatum said, calling out my fragile memory.

“I have been thinking about things.”

“Then don’t think.  Talk.”

“I’m not the kind of girl that does what we did,” I said.  It felt okay to admit that to Tatum, although by the look in his eyes he knew what we did wasn’t the first time I did  it.  “But I sort of told people I was that kind of girl.”

“You spread rumors about yourself?”

“I wouldn’t say rumors.  It wasn’t like I didn’t want people to think certain things.  I kind of created my own image.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you have an image?”

Tatum licked his lip ring for a second.  “Okay, sure.”

“Well, why do you have your lip pierced?  And your nipple?”

“Why?  Because I wanted to get them pierced.  I liked them.  I didn’t do it because I’m a drummer and I definitely didn’t do it to make people think I was cool or sexy.”

“But you are,” I said.

“And you’re beautiful,” Tatum said.  “Whether you’re a virgin or a big slut, you’re beautiful.”

I felt the urge to cry but swallowed it back.  “Thank you.”

“So tell me why you wanted people to think you slept around.”

“Because nobody would leave me then,” I said.  “I could get what I wanted, when I wanted it.  If I needed a ride home, guys wanted to take me home.  If I needed a drink or a date or someone to hang out with...”

“But you never fucked anyone?”  

Tatum raised an eyebrow and I rolled my eyes.

“Come on,” I whispered.

“What?”

“I don’t want to get into that...”

“Why not?  Are you a virgin?  I doubt it.”

“What makes you say that?”

“If you’re a virgin then that was the hottest virgin sex in the world.  You knew how to move...”

My body warmed up, wanting Tatum again.

“I’m not a virgin, okay?”

Tatum smiled.  “Don’t get defensive, I’m just asking questions.”

“What about you then?  Tell me... how many girls have you had?”

“A few,” Tatum said.  “None that really mattered though.”

“Did you get them all because you’re in a band?”

“Were you attracted to me because of DownCrash?”

“At first?  Yeah.  Then I saw you... talked to you... eye fucked you...”

“Okay, fair enough,” Tatum said.  “The band gives me an image.  But I don’t let it mess me up.”

“So I’m messed up?” I asked.

“You were last night.  Why?”

“I told you, I didn’t want to be alone.”

“But why?  Sometimes it’s good to be alone.  To sit and think.  To relax.  To just enjoy your own company.”

“I don’t think I make very good company.”

The conversation started to move towards a place I wasn’t comfortable with.  But I was stuck.  I had Tatum in my bed.  We were both naked.  Our bodies together.  His arms had casually worked their way around me, holding me tight.  I’m sure if I asked he would have let me go, but I couldn’t be sure he’d ever hold me again.

“Did someone break your heart?” he asked.

“Not just my heart,” I said.  “More like... like my soul...”

I blinked and my eyes were full of tears.

Fuck.  

I didn’t want to cry.  I hated to cry.  And if it were a few years ago, I wouldn’t have been allowed to cry.  Because I promised I wouldn’t.

Never break a promise.  Ever.  Trust me.  You never want to break a promise...

“Christ, Maggie, you’re shaking right now,” Tatum said.  “Are you... afraid?  Is it because of me?”

I shook my head.  “No.  Not you.”

“But someone?”

I nodded.

Tatum’s face started to look angry.  His grip on me went from loving to protective, a man perhaps ready to kill.  I thought about him punching Danny again...

“Was it Danny?” he asked.

“No, not him.  I mean, sure, he’s part of it all.  But that’s only because of what I said about myself.  He thought he could land an easy score.  Which, if it were a month ago...”

“Don’t say things like that,” Tatum said.  “Who hurt you?”

“He’s not on campus.  Not even at our school.”

“I didn’t ask that.  I asked who he was.”

I blinked, feeling a tear leave my right eye.  It ran down my face to the pillow, quickly absorbing into the cloth.

“You can tell me anything,” Tatum said.  “I’ll protect you.”

“Why me?  What have I done?”

“You don’t think I’ve noticed you?” Tatum asked.  “I may not be like Tripp, going after what I want so quick, but I see.  Oh, trust me, I see.  You were at a table with friends.  Laughing.  Nibbling on your straw, trying to look sexy and flirty when you should have realized you already look that way without doing a thing.”

I opened my mouth, but Tatum kept talking.

“I saw you in the crowd, screaming and singing.  You came to the garage with Scarlett.  Flirting.  Touching my cymbals.  I hate when people touch my cymbals.  I hate seeing fingerprints on them.  But yours... I left them there, Maggie.”

I didn’t know what to say.  Here I had thought of myself as some desperate girl, needing Tatum, but his eyes had done the same romantic journey through me too.

“I don’t know what to say right now,” I said.  “I’m not used to the after-the-night stuff.”

“Aw, is this your first sleepover?” Tatum teased.  “You’re growing up.”

“Stop it.”

“Come on, tell me who the guy is.”

I closed my eyes, ready to mutter his name.  I’d thought it a lot, probably at least once a day, but to actually say his name...

“Derreck,” I whispered and shuddered with fear.

“Derreck,” Tatum said.  “Sounds like an asshole already.”

“Because of his name?” I asked.

“No.  Because you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I nodded and swallowed, feeling a rush of emotions hit me that I thought were long gone.  I couldn’t believe I could feel this way, with Tatum naked in bed with me.  Something so right mixing with something so wrong.

Fuck.

“It’s okay,” Tatum said.  “If it’s that bad...”

“No.  I mean, yeah, it’s really that bad, but you want to know.  I want to tell.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Hold me tighter,” I whispered. I put my head against Tatum’s chest. 

The next tear that fell hit his chest.  I didn’t care.  He asked for this.  I figured if I told him everything and he left, at least I got it all off my chest.  Maybe then I could move on, survive, and actually start enjoying myself because, face it, sex was great.  Sex with Tatum was explosive and body aching, but I did enjoy sex.  Without worry, guilt, and regret.  

Tatum’s grip on me was fierce, exactly what I wanted.  His left hand buried itself in my hair, playing with a gentleness that made me think of sex... I thought of him doing the same thing except pulling at my hair.  

What the hell was wrong with me?

His other hand started to move up and down my back, soothing me, relaxing me, leaving the bedroom completely silent until I decided to talk.

“He was literally everything I had,” I said.  “He came into my life right at what I thought was the perfect time.  My mother married her boyfriend, which should have been a good thing, but her boyfriend didn’t want me around.  He didn’t want a daughter, he wanted a wife.  And he wasn’t afraid to tell me that or remind me of that.  My mother married him and justified the way he treated me by actually telling me that in a few years I’d be on my own and it would be unfair for her to be alone because of me?”

I sighed a whimpering sigh.  Sometimes I really hated feelings.

“Mother of the year,” Tatum whispered.  “I had one of those too.”

“I never met my father so I had nobody to turn to except my best friend, Annie.  But the summer all this happened, she went away with her mother to Florida for the entire summer.  It was right after her mother caught her father cheating and things were a mess.  They needed to get away and it was the only thing that saved Annie’s mother from leaving for good.  That would have probably killed me.  But during all that I met Derreck.  He had a motorcycle and bright blue eyes.  The perfect mix of innocence and bad boy.  There was something about him that made me believe he could save me.”

“Did he save you?” Tatum asked.

I listened to Tatum’s heartbeat.  Staying calm, for now, because I knew that wouldn’t last for much longer.

“He saved me in the sense of taking me away from myself.”

“What does that mean?”

“First, it was just my own little obsession.  To be near him.  With him.  Then he slowly turned the tables and forced me to obsess over him.  He made me promise on our first date that we’d wait three months to have sex.  I was a virgin and it sounded so sweet... but he was serious.”

Promise me, Maggie.  I can take anything but I can’t take a broken promise.  To me, a broken bone is easier to deal with than a broken promise.

“... When two months came, he forced me to have sex with him.”

“He raped you?” Tatum growled.

“No, not quite.  He didn’t hold me down.  He just... I don’t know... mentally beat me up I guess.  Everything was about the promise we made.  But that was the first of many promises I had to make.  When I finally got sick of it, I broke a promise.  I promised to help him steal money from our high school and when I backed out, he tried, got caught, and got expelled.  I thought that would be it with him, but he kept coming around.  He forced me to keep being his girlfriend and since I broke a promise I was punished.”

“Punished?  What does that mean?”

I started to shake.  

He shuts the door.  He locks it.  My body cringes.  Usually when he locks the door, that means we’re going to fuck.  He sometimes fucks with kindness, seeking pleasure.  Most of the time it’s out of anger.  He wants to take his frustrations out... and he does it on me, or actually, in me.  

Today is different.

“You fucked me over,” he says in a smooth voice.

“I told you I couldn’t do that,” I say.  “That money was for charity...”

“You promised,” he says.  “You broke your promise.”

“You can get into another school,” I say.  “You know tha...”

The last ‘t’ is slapped from my mouth.  I hear the crack and see spit flying out of my mouth before I feel the pain.  I feel the pain before my mind registers what just happened.  

Derreck... hit me.

I touch my jaw.

It’s sore.

So sore.

I look at Derreck and his hand is coming at me again.

I shouldn’t have broken my promise.

“I shouldn’t have broken my promise,” I whispered.

Tatum squeezed me tighter as more tears fell from my eyes.  The erotic moment with Tatum had been destroyed now.  I wasn’t sure if romance existed then.  It was now tragedy hour... while naked.

“I’m so sorry, Maggie,” Tatum said.  “If I was there...”

“You weren’t,” I said.  “And I can’t go back.”

“How many times?”

“Enough times,” I said.  “I didn’t keep track.  But it only happened when we were alone.”

“That’s why you hate being alone,” Tatum said.  “I understand.”

“And Derreck was afraid of other guys,” I said.  “As weird as that sounds.  He would get awkward if it wasn’t his group of guys.”

“Makes sense.  My mom’s boyfriends used to smack her around too.  Those are the guys who are nothing but giant pussies.  I beat the shit out of one of my mother’s boyfriends once.  I made him cry like a little baby.  Thankfully I did it when I was seventeen... kept me out of jail.”

“I’m sorry I’m so fucked up,” I said.  “That’s why I’m not used to this next morning stuff.  I just like the company until everything is chased out of me.  Then I come home, sleep it all off, and do it again.  And again.  And again.”

Tatum rolled towards me then on top of me.  “No more of that.  No more chasing shit away, Maggie.  I’m here now.”

“Tatum... that’s not fair to you.  You have a life.  We’re just fooling around right now.  Aren’t we?”

“Are we?” Tatum asked.  “The way my heart’s racing right now, it’s more than fooling around.”

“We don’t know each other.”

“Yeah we do.  You know what I do.  I know what you do.”

“What do I do then?”

“Me,” Tatum said and smiled.

I bit my lip and slowly opened my legs.  I felt Tatum touch me.  He was hard again.  I swallowed and nodded, wanting him.  He touched my face and for the first time in my life I understood what it felt like to make love.  

Fucking was hotter but making love started to pull the pieces of my heart back together again.






~10~

 

I stood shoulder to shoulder with Scarlett.  We watched DownCrash play a show and I felt like I was someone special in the jam packed college bar.  Every table was full, the bar flooded with people, the floor dangerously full.  And yet, in the midst of that, Scarlett and I were able to stand in a special spot, near all the sound equipment because we were with the band.  

Watching Tatum play and sing did something to me.  I knew my eyes had to be glistening much like Scarlett’s did when I watched her stare at Tripp.  I totally understood it all now.  What it meant.  How it felt to know that the person on stage would come home to you.  While all the girls in the crowd screamed and wanted their own rockstar fantasy to come to life, I knew mine would.  My fantasy would step from the stage, a sweaty mess, grab me, and carry me away.

And that’s just what Tatum did.  

Scarlett was a little more skittish around Tripp after a show, unsure about the feeling of his sweat pouring all over her.  It seemed odd to me that she would act like that, but it didn’t matter to me.  Tatum tossed his drumsticks into the crowd and came to me.  His eyes were dead set on mine and he lifted me for an after show kiss.  He pulled me tight and I felt the sweat transferring from him to me.  All that did was make me think of sex.  I licked his lip ring at any chance I could get and we were then treated to free food and drinks.

All because I was with the band.  

People didn’t care about who I used to be.  They cared about who I was right then.  Maggie the party girl, the slut, was suddenly Maggie the really pretty girl who gets to sleep with Tatum.  It worked for me because out of all the false things that had been said about me, finally something held true.  

I got to sleep with Tatum.

After the show we went back to the garage and I got to watch the boys of DownCrash set up their equipment.  It amazed me that they were so dedicated to their music and their lives to do such work.  People thought the band just showed up and played but there was much more to it.  Tatum had to take apart his entire drum kit, pack it up in the band’s trailer, then haul it to a show to be set up.  Then he had to take it apart, bring it back to the garage, and set it up again.  

Over and over.

Night after night.

Show after show.

But that was their life, their dedication, their way of reaching out to the world in a greater way.

Scarlett moved out and while I promised her I would be okay, there was a part of me that ached every time I walked into the apartment.  It was my apartment now, but I could not open the door to Scarlett’s old bedroom because it would crush me.  Those were the nights when I needed Tatum, so I would send a quick text and he would be there.  There to hold me, there to love me, and there to protect me.

I knew I was falling for him, but I wasn’t sure how far I had fallen.  When I was in his strong grip, the world felt safe and right.

“We have a show tomorrow night,” Tatum said as we sat on my couch, watching television.  

“You always have a show,” I said, kissing his neck.

“No, this one is kind of a big deal for us.”

“Really?  Why?”

“It’s a big show.  We’re opening for a band on tour.”

“No way.  They’re coming here?”

Tatum shook his head.  “No.  We have to be in Springsford.”

“Springsford?  That’s...”

“Five hours away.  We’re going to road trip it and sleep in our cars.”

I saw the way Tatum’s face lit up with excitement.  Playing our college and the surrounding towns had turned DownCrash into the hottest local band.  They were treated well, got paid a ton of money to play the bars and clubs, but I could also sense something bigger waiting for the band.  They were too good.  They deserved something bigger.

“That’s awesome,” I said.

“Yeah.  A friend of Logan’s knows somebody.  There’s going to be a management team there.  We might have a chance at something here.”

“You deserve it,” I said.

“Come with me.  With the band.”

“On the road like that?  I can’t.  I have classes...”

“Fuck them,” Tatum said.

I bit my lip.  I swallowed.  I hated being pressured.  Being cornered.  I stared into Tatum’s eyes and knew what it all meant to him.  

“Is Scarlett going?” I asked.

“You two don’t talk much anymore, do you?”

I rolled my eyes, trying to avoid the topic.  “She’s busy.  I’m busy.”

“You don’t live together anymore,” Tatum said.  “So that glue is gone, huh?”

“I guess you could look at it that way.”

“Well, Scarlett actually went home for a week.  Her great aunt passed away.  She has to go to the viewing and funeral.  The timing works since she and Tripp can’t go a second without each other.”

“Oh yeah, I sort of forgot about that...”

I talked to Scarlett on the phone the day before for a few minutes.  Girlie chit-chat stuff.  I wanted to get together with her but she didn’t have time, or maybe she didn’t want to.  I don’t know.  But she told me that her great aunt died.  She said the woman was filthy rich and hoped she had an organized will.  It amazed me too that she would take time away from Tripp.

But that meant I’d be the only girl with the band then...

“I can’t do that to the band,” I said.  “I don’t want to get in the way.”

“You’re not in the way,” Tatum said.  

“Plus, my friend Annie might be coming in for a night.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.  She was my best friend from high school.  She’s the only other person who really knows about... you know...”

Tatum nodded and his lip curled.  He looked ready to hurt someone.  

“I don’t want you alone,” Tatum said.  “We’ll skip the show.”

“Like hell you will,” I said.  “I’m definitely going to tell Annie to come.  And if not, no big deal.  It’s one night.  You’re the one who told me I need to be alone, right?  To relax.  To enjoy myself.”

I smiled and winked.

Tatum pushed himself at me.  His right hand slipped between my legs and he growled at me.  “You better not touch yourself while I’m gone.”

“You better take good care of me before you leave then...”

Tatum looked up and I followed his stare.  He made sure the curtains were shut in the living room.  He looked over his shoulder, making sure the door to the apartment was locked.

When he looked back at me, his eyes were filled with lust and bad intentions.

He kissed me with a passion I never experienced in a kiss before.  I gripped the back of his head, holding him in place.  We made out for what felt like hours, our heads turning side to side, our tongues battling for space, me biting his lip and lip ring, him nibbling on my lips in return.  When the kiss finally broke, we stared at each other, out of breath.  His lips were raw red.

“Fuck,” he said.  

“That’s what you do to me,” I said.  

“Yeah, well watch what I’m going to do to you.”

His hands were at the bottom of my shirt, lifting it just above my belly button.  He gripped and shifted down the couch. I let out a moan, my mind racing at the possibilities of Tatum’s wild urges.

He kissed me just above my belly button.  The tip of his tongue circled around my belly button and then he was moving down.  My pants stopped him, but only for a second.  His left hand pulled at my pants, opening them with what little space he could manage.  I felt the tips of his fingers touching my panties and I thrust at him.  Tatum put his head to my stomach and his tongue tickled down into my pants, reaching all the smooth skin he could reach.  

I touched his head and moaned.

“Tatum... please...”

His other hand came to my pants and he unbuttoned them.  Tatum wasn’t in the mood to speed things up though.  He slid my pants down just above my knees and stopped.  He held my legs in place.

“What are you doing?” I asked, feeling desperate.

“Making sure you’re well taken care of before I have to go,” he said.  

I opened my mouth, wanting to say something smart, witty, sexual, but I froze when I saw Tatum’s lips touch my leg.  He kissed up my leg, to the line of my panties.  With his nose, he teased me and played with my panties.  He moved between my legs, to my sweet center, kissed me once over my panties, then repeated the same process down my other leg.  It was torture, but I loved every second of it. 

I needed it.

When he kissed down to where my pants were, he opened his hands and backed away.  

“Kick your pants off.”

I moved my legs one at time, working my pants down.  I couldn’t help but groan each time I did, knowing that Tatum watched my body moving.  With a thong on, there really wasn’t too much I could hide.  I was so warm and wet that when I finally got my pants off, I opened my legs, ready for him.

Tatum went back to work, touching the inside of my legs, rushing up with speed.  His thumbs rubbed over my panties.  The second he touched me, I cried out and pumped at him, losing to my instinctive needs.  His thumbs moved side by side, up and down, not missing a spot of my slit.  I wanted my panties to be off right then but I wasn’t in control of this.  My job was just to feel the pleasure and never forget it.  When he started moving his thumbs in opposite directions - one up, one down - I grabbed for the couch cushions, bracing myself.  

Then one of his thumbs pulled at the side of my panties.  He finally touched my bare, wet skin.  He made small circles for a few seconds and then cut between my body and didn’t stop moving until he touched my sensitive clit.  He touched and I jumped, aching for more. My body remained in some kind of pleasure filled shock.  Tatum enjoyed every second of this and he pressed harder, moving left to right, forcing my body to thrust at him.  His finger was then gone as fast as it appeared, leaving me lingering, moaning, and watching for the next move.  

Tatum took hold of the side of my panties and pulled. This time, he took my panties off by himself.  No requests.  No commands.  That didn’t shock me as much as the look in his eyes.  It was ravenous, the kind that made all my nerves tingle as Tatum placed his hands back to my legs.  He moved the same way as before only his hands and fingers weren’t seeking to touch me or please.  Instead, his hands moved to the inside of my thighs and pushed my legs open, holding them there.  As he lowered himself I knew what was going to happen.  All I could focus on was his lip ring, waiting for it to touch me.

When he licked me, the tip of his tongue cutting along my slit, I cried his name.  When his lips closed over me, tasting and moving, I felt the lip ring, the small metal touch, and I lost all control.  Never before had anything metal been down there with the intention of pleasure.  And Tatum knew that.  And Tatum wasn’t afraid to use it.  He moved up and down, not afraid to move his head or lick as fast as he wanted. He was also not afraid to groan at something he enjoyed doing.  All that made the experience ten times hotter and ten times more orgasmic.  

My hands were back to his head, my fingers tight around his hair, pulling at him, thrusting at him.  When Tatum stopped and looked up at me, the smile on his face could have stopped the world.  

“What the fuck?” I managed to growl, stuck between torture and orgasm.

“Think you’ll remember me?” Tatum whispered.

His mouth hovered over my most tender of areas and yet he talked to me.  It was so hot, so intense.

I nodded.

Tatum slid his hands from the insides of my thighs up to my body.  His hands cut under my shirt and he made no hesitation going for my breasts.  His strong fingers pushed under my bra.  He squeezed and massaged and then his tongue went back to work.  In less than a minute I reached a climax I couldn’t contain.  As I came, Tatum held everywhere... from my breasts to between my legs, he had complete control.  

When it stopped and he took his hands off my chest and his tongue from my throbbing center, he had his shirt up and off before I could say a word.  

We weren’t done...

I sat up as best as I could, tearing at my own shirt.  I couldn’t stand the feeling of my shirt blocking my skin.  And my bra was positioned very uncomfortable, hugging all the wrong spots.  

I had my top off, rendering me naked, just as Tatum stood to work on his pants.  He dropped them, along with his boxers.  As I stared at his thickness, I groaned.  My hand shot out to grip him and when I touched him, we both shuddered.  I held him for a second, almost in shock, but then started to move.  Slowly, my hand stroked, just to feel what Tatum had to offer.

Trust me, I knew what he had to offer.  And I wanted right then.  Forever.

Tatum lowered his entire body to mine.  The mood changed from wild and erotic to romantic and passionate.  He touched my skin, his muscles caressing my softness, his thickness resting between my legs.  His right hand touched my chest, above my breast, in a move that poured out emotion.  I looked down and saw his large hand spread wide.  

He was feeling my heart beat.

When I looked back into his eyes, I smiled, then used my right hand and did the same to him.  I noticed something new... Tatum’s heart beat was faster than mine. 

Was he that nervous?

Was he that excited?

His other hand touched my hair, his fingers finding a way to flow through my hair somehow.  He didn’t pull at any knots and his fingertips touched my head the right way, making me feel tingly everywhere.

“Maggie, this isn’t just... this,” he whispered.

“This?”

Tatum thrust a little, making sure I understood what this meant.

“Not just sex?” I said.

“No, not just sex.  This is something more.  This is something I haven’t felt in a long time.”

“Maybe this is something I’ve never felt,” I said.  “Something so real.”

“Trust me,” Tatum said, “this is all real.  Almost too real.”

“Don’t leave me,” I said.

“Not tonight,” Tatum replied.  “But you can still come with me...”

“I think I’ll come,” I said.  I lifted my head and put my lips to Tatum’s ear.  I’d never tried so hard to be seductive.  With Tatum though, it felt easy.  I nibbled his ear and finished my sentence... “I think I’ll come, right now.”

Tatum growled and nuzzled at my cheek until our lips were lined up so he could kiss me.  All I really wanted was to taste Tatum’s lip ring on last time, but when Tatum gave me his tongue, things turned really hot.  A few seconds later, he positioned his body perfectly with mine.  With a quick thrust, Tatum was inside me.  It felt as good as the first time, if not better.  We matched each others sounds and movements, endlessly wanting to please one another.  I thought about what Tatum had said - This is something I haven’t felt in a long time - and it gave me a little hope that maybe he had something share too.  

My hands moved to his chest.  I pushed, forcing him up.  His arms locked and I took a few seconds to admire the muscles of his arms before my eyes were finally set on what I really wanted... his nipple ring.

I stared, wondering if it would hurt him.  As he thrust harder at me, digging deeper than I could ever remember someone reaching inside me, I had to go for it.  

I started by kissing his other nipple, my lips touching, my tongue flicking, just enough to tease him and make me jump a little.  I kissed inch by inch across his chest, working to his pierced nipple, as a surge of pleasure flowed through my body.  My head fell back for a few seconds as I needed to cry out.  It told me Tatum liked me kissing his chest, teasing my way to his piercing.  When I finally got there, I ran my tongue along it gently, waiting for his reaction.  He groaned so I did it again.  On the third time, I hooked the tip of my tongue into the ring the best I could and pulled.  I didn’t have much pull on the nipple ring, but it did a number on my body.  I ended up reaching a surprisingly quick climax, my hands clawing at Tatum’s shoulders, my lips pressing tight to his chest as I moaned.  

When my climax passed, I went back to work at Tatum’s piercing.  I licked, swirling my tongue, then pressed as hard as I could.  I became obsessed with the piercing.  It was different, exotic, it screamed bad boy rockstar
the same way tattoos did, except this was much more erotic.  I finally worked up the nerve to bite at it.  My teeth scraped the metal piercing and my nerves pinched.  It was like the nails on chalkboard kind of cringe but I fought it and bit down.  

Tatum groaned and then I started to pull.  

It was so hot until finally Tatum said, “Damn, Maggie...”

I strained my eyes to look up at him.  I realized then that he had stopped moving.

I opened my mouth and licked his nipple ring one more time.

“Sorry,” I whispered, “I wanted to taste...”

Tatum smiled and shook his head.  “Enjoy then.”

He picked up where he left off, leaving me crying his name as I struggled to bite at his piercing again.  When I finally got it, my mouth and tongue went wild.  I got so into it - the sex, the allure, the lust – that Tatum had to remind me a few times that the nipple ring was attached and that it could still hurt.  After I had my fun there, I kissed up his muscular chest and found comfort in his neck.  My arms were wrapped tight around his neck and I held on with all my might, offering myself over and over, matching his thrusts with thrusts of my own.  It didn’t take long then for Tatum to finish, his strong hands cradling my neck and back as he came, allowing me to feel the muscles of his stomach pulsing over and over.

When it was all over, our bodies tried to relax, but it was impossible for that to happen.  We managed to fit facing each other on my small couch.  The lack of space meant our bodies had to remain very close.

As we breathed heavily at each other, our eyes were... looking at everything, absorbing everything.

“This is crazy,” I finally said. 

“What is?”

“You.  The drummer from DownCrash...”

Tatum smiled.  “That’s the reaction I usually get.”

“Not cool.  Is that the reaction you’re going to get when you leave?”

“No.  I would never... not with you here, waiting for me.”

“So, you’re not going to... with someone else?”

“Why would I?  I don’t want anyone else but you, Maggie.”

“What about before?”

I saw Tatum’s eyes roll.  I had him.

“Come on, tell me,” I whispered.  “I told you everything.”

“Someday,” Tatum said.

“Someone break your heart?”

“Actually, the other way around.  But I don’t want to ruin the moment with you right now.”

“Fair enough,” I said, but my mind wouldn’t let it go.

...the other way around...

Tatum had broken someone’s heart?  Sure, I guess anyone’s capable of breaking a heart or two, maybe that’s even part of the requirement of finding true love... you can’t understand how real love is until you’ve had your heart broken.  True love mends the cracks and glues the pieces back together.  

“When are you leaving?” I asked, knowing our time would have to end eventually.

“Tomorrow morning,” Tatum said.  “We want to road trip it out and have some fun.  Stop for lunch, get there early.  Set up.  Practice.  Whatever.  Kind of enjoy it all, you know?”

“And you’re staying the night?”

“Yeah.  By the time the show is over and we enjoy ourselves, it’ll be late.  So we’ll sleep in the van or the trailer, I don’t care.”

“It’s amazing,” I said.  “Chasing your dream like that.”

“I already have my dream,” Tatum said, but didn’t say what that actually meant.

“I’m actually going to miss you,” I said.  “Being with you... is fun.”

“Fun?  That’s all I get?  Fun?”

“What do you want me to say?  That I’m hopelessly addicted to you right now.  That the thought of you leaving, even for one night, makes my stomach flip over and over.  That watching you leave my apartment makes me fall for you more and more...”

Tatum kissed me.  He stole whatever else I was going to say and when he pulled away, he smiled.  “I know.  I get it.”

“You get it?”

“Trust me, Maggie, I get it.”

“Good.  Just don’t get lost on the road.”

“As long as you don’t get lost here,” Tatum said.  

“I promise,” I said as shivers ran through my body.

Always keep your promises...

“No, no,” Tatum whispered, nuzzling his lip ring against my ear.  “No promises.  Promises don’t keep.  Let’s just have words.  Words we can keep.  Forever.”
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It was the kind of night where nothing would help the feeling inside the pit of my stomach.  I could have gone out, called friends, but in reality, I just wanted to sit home and relax a little.  I wanted to be alone, I wanted to think about things, and I wanted to actually relax.  I couldn’t believe my mind and body were in agreement of it, but they were.  

When I saw the menu for the local Chinese restaurant hanging on the side of the fridge with a neon pink flip-flop magnet, my night officially became full.  I could have dinner delivered and literally not have to leave my apartment.  It was the first time since moving into the place that I had a night alone and stayed in.  That normally didn’t seem so pathetic, but it actually was considering what the alternatives were and what I used to do to get out of the house for a night.  

Sitting on the couch, I channel surfed and settled on a
chick flick on one of the movie networks.  I didn’t know the movie and I didn’t care to really watch it.  All that mattered was that it would end happily.  Guy and girl would find out they were meant for each other and roll the credits.  

Of course, after ordering food and settling down with a glass of wine, I thought about Tatum.  How could I not?  I was sitting on the couch, the same spot where I had been sitting the night before when he... well, you know.  When his tongue came to life.  When his mouth did things in places I could have only fantasized about.  

It was perfect.

Tatum was perfect.

Things were feeling perfect.

I couldn’t help myself as I texted Tatum a picture of the couch.

Wish you were here...

I didn’t think he’d reply, but when my phone went off and it was from Tatum, I actually cried out in happiness.  Talk about hopeless puppy dog love.

Wish you were here...

He replied with the same text, but then a few seconds later a picture came through.  

It was a picture of Tatum’s drum set, set up, with the lights from the stage shining on it.  The multi-colored lights reflecting off the golden cymbals made it look so damn cool.  Part of me wished I was there, but I couldn’t interfere like that.  

I wrote back to Tatum.

You wish I was on your drums?  lol

Tatum wrote back a minute later.

Well, not on the drums... but on the drum throne... 

My cheeks started to turn red.  Was that a sexual comment?

My answer came when my cell phone vibrated again.  It was a picture of the drum throne, close up.  Then a message from Tatum.

It would work better if I sat there... then you could sit on top of me...  ;)

My mouth fell open.  My body warmed and all the right spots started to ache for Tatum.  

Hundreds of miles away and he could still turn me on.

I saw myself climbing on top of Tatum, his pants undone, straddling him on a drum throne...

My phone vibrated again.

Just thought I’d give you something to think about.

I smiled then groaned.  I hated being turned on like this. 

I wrote back to Tatum, knowing it would probably one of our last texts.  He had to play soon.

Thanks for teasing me.  Just make sure you come back to me.  I’ll be waiting.  :)

I put my phone down and one last message popped up.

Don’t worry.  I’ll be coming soon enough.  :)

I laughed and reached for my wine.  I sat back on the couch and felt alive.  It felt okay to be alive too.  Being near Tatum had me thinking about my future.  Maybe I could finish up this semester and seriously consider taking more hours and more responsibility at my job.  Hell, if they wanted me to take it over... to buy it... that would be a nice future, wouldn’t it?  Running my own business, watching Tatum and DownCrash kick ass every night.  My smile started to fade as I thought about Tatum’s life beyond college.  Maybe that’s why the band was out on the show.  They needed to be away, to find more fans, to find a bigger stage.  Then again, that opened a hundred doors all by itself.  

Everything right inside me started to feel wrong and the wine wasn’t helping.  Not at all.  I tried getting into the movie, but that didn’t work.  I put my head back and closed my eyes.  My stomach rumbled and the wine sloshing around didn’t help matters.

“Where’s the food?” I asked, as though someone would magically show up and give me an answer to any and all my questions.  

The knock at my door came a minute later and I jumped.  It surprised me but it also excited me.  

I needed food.

Anymore wine without food and it would have been a bad situation.

The knock came again.

“Hold on,” I yelled as I ran to the kitchen to get the money on the counter.  

I unlocked the door and opened it, holding a twenty in my left hand.  The smile on my face from imagining the taste of the chicken and broccoli I had ordered was gone a second later when two fingers took the twenty out of my hand.

“Thanks, I can use it.  Mind if I come in?”

I opened my mouth, maybe to protest, maybe to scream, but nothing happened.

“Never mind,” the voice said, “I don’t have to ask, do I?  You made me a promise... and we always keep our promises, don’t we?”

As he stepped into my apartment, everything slowed.  The hell of my past had suddenly stepped into the present.  

When he stopped walking and turned, he smiled.

It was the same smile that sucked me in back in high school, the same smile he gave me before and after he punished me.  

It was him.

Derreck – my abusive ex – was really here.
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I tried to close the door and a hand was there, keeping the door open.  I turned, wide eyed, to find the delivery driver standing with a bag of food.  He repeated my phone number and address and I nodded, still in shock.  

He named the cost but I didn’t hear it.  I wanted to tackle the man, steal his keys, and drive to Springsford to find Tatum.  Then again, what would that do?  Did I really need to drag Tatum into this?  I looked over my shoulder and Derreck stepped towards the door.  I felt his right hand touch my right side and I cringed.  I gasped as Derreck held out the twenty.

“Here you go,” Derreck said, smiling.  

That fake smile.

That fake face.

That fake everything.

The delivery driver handed me the bag of food and then started to dig in his pocket for change.

“No,” Derreck said, “you keep it.  Have a good night.  First time I’ve seen my girlfriend in a while.  Looking forward to tonight.”

Derreck winked and the delivery driver nodded.  He didn’t say a word as Derreck pulled me back and closed the door.  He engaged the deadbolt and then took the bag of food from me.  I watched him walk to the dining room table and start to take the food out.

“Damn,” he said.  “You know, I was thinking about calling.  I wish I did.  There’s only one plate here I guess.”  He looked over his shoulder and smiled.  His blue eyes were piercing.  “I guess we can share.  Just like old times, right?”

“Derreck,” I finally mumbled.  “Derreck... what...”

“Hey, look at this,” he said, “two fortune cookies.  Sweet.  You still remember to add in bed after the fortune, right?”

I thought about the last time I saw Derreck, the night of high school graduation.  Sitting in his car in the back parking lot of an empty baseball field.  Talking... making promises... I was doing everything to get him to take me home and not end up with my pants down in the backseat of his car.

Derreck put the food on the table and took the lid off.  He inhaled the smell and shook his head.  “You still eat this shit?  Chicken and broccoli... why not get something better?  Christ, I knew you’d never change.”

“What are you...”

I still couldn’t make a sentence.  I glanced at my cell phone.  But that wouldn’t do good.  I couldn’t call Scarlett.  I couldn’t call Tatum.  And my keys were in my room.

Fuck.

I couldn’t even run from Derreck.

When he turned and came at me, I felt trapped and cornered.  I jumped back until the back of my leg crashed into the table next to the couch.  My knee bent in pain and as I was forced to sit, I knocked the lamp over.  I looked to see it falling.  Derreck managed to grab the lamp before it hit the floor.  

“Whoa,” he said.  “Are you that surprised to see me?”

I slithered away, around Derreck as he put the lamp back on the table.  He turned and I froze again.  This time when he stepped towards me, I didn’t move.  He took my right hand, his fingers moving along my hand.  

“It’s been so long,” he said.

“Derreck...”

“That’s my name,” he said.  “I told you I’d be back.  I promised, right?”

I nodded.  Yeah, Derreck did promise that.

He looks at me, turning the headlights off on his car.  The pitch black is only met by the silhouettes of the baseball field fence.  It’s scary.  And it’s scary looking at Derreck.

“We can make this work,” he says.  “I just have to go away for a little while.”

“It’s not jail?” I ask.

“Do you think I’d lie to you?  Fuck, Maggie, what’s wrong with you?”

He takes my left hand and swings it at my face.  I slap myself, not hard, but the implications are there.  The potential of what Derreck could do if I bother him the right way... or the wrong way depending on how you look at it.  

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.  “I’m just nervous.”

“About what?”

“We’re out of high school now...”

“That’s fucking great.  Finally.  What a hellhole.”

“I think I’ll miss it,” I say.

Derreck slides his hand to my wrist and squeezes.  “Trust me, you won’t.  You understand that?”

I wince and say, “It’ll leave a mark...”

Derreck told me a while ago that if he ever starts to go too far - or as he calls it, ‘crossing the line’ - to remind him that he could leave a visible mark.  That would be bad.  That’s what he tells me all the time.  Seeing a mark would take our love away.  

Derreck opens his hand and touches my face.  “Promise me you won’t miss it.  Right now.  Promise me.”

I nod.  “I promise, Derreck.  I won’t miss high school.”

“You’re going off to college,” he says.  “Going to let a bunch of seniors fuck you?”

“No,” I say.  “Never.”

“Fuck off,” he growls and turns.  “I have to go to Florida for a little while, that’s all.  My father is making me go.  To help him with his construction company.  I have to pay off some fines and my mother doesn’t want me around.”

“I’ll be at school, nowhere else,” I say.

“Yeah, sure.  I bet you’re fucked within the first week.”

“That would be cheating,” I say.  “I’d never cheat on you, Derreck.  We promised.”

“That’s right,” Derreck says.  “That’s why we’re here right now... we can never break promises, right?”

“Never,” I whisper.

“Good.  Because I’m breaking up with you tonight.  Right now.  But you have to make a promise.  Understand?”

“We’re breaking up?” I ask.

Derreck looks at me and nods.  “I’m a fucking man, Maggie, okay?  I’m going to Florida... the beaches, the women... I won’t be able to help myself.”

My heart twists and breaks.  “You’re going to sleep with other girls?”

“No, I’m going to fuck them.  That’s about it.  But I won’t break my promise.  We’re broken up now, so it’s not cheating.”

I’m in shock.  My body hurts... from everything...

“But I’ll be back,” Derreck says.  “Okay?  I promise you, Maggie, I’ll be back.”

I nod.

“And I need you to promise me...”  He slips a hand to my neck.  His thumb touches my throat and the rest of his fingers dig into the back of my neck.  “... promise me you’ll be waiting for me.  When I come back, we pick up where we left off.”

My lips quiver.  I can’t make this promise, I really can’t...

“Maggie, promise me...”

I hesitate again.  

Derreck’s grip tightens.  I’m ready to break down and cry.  There’s darkness everywhere... inside the car, outside at night, and deep within my heart.

“You have to fucking promise me,” Derreck growls.  “Right now.  Fucking do it...”

I nod.  I’m shaking, but I nod.

“Say it to me,” he commands.  “Tell me you promise.”

“I promise,” I say.  “I promise, Derreck.”

“You promise you’ll be waiting for me?”

“I promise.”

“You promise we’ll be together?”

“I promise.”

He takes his hand away.

I swear... I hope it’s the last time he ever touches me...

Derreck’s hand squeezes mine.  “Are you okay?”

I looked at him, wanting to scream how I really felt, but I couldn’t.  The fear rushed back like nothing I could have ever imagined in my life.  

“Oh, you’re just so surprised and happy, aren’t you?” 

I stared.  It was all I had.

“Well, listen, Maggie, baby, I’m starving.  I flew in from Florida and grabbed a car to get here.”

“Grabbed a car?” I asked.

“I know a guy,” Derreck said.

That’s what he always used to say.  

I know a guy.

And that generally meant something illegal.

“You were in Florida for such a long time,” I said.

“Of course I was,” Derreck said.  “I told you I’d be gone for a while.  But I promised to come back and I did.”  

Derreck touched my face.  The first time in years.  My blood ran cold.  All the passion and life Tatum had given me was ripped away.  

I looked to the table, to my cell phone, still wondering if I could find a way out of this mess.

Derreck moved my face to force me to look at him.

“You kept your promise, right?”

I swallowed.

“Are you fucking married?”

“No,” I said.

His hand on my face tightened.

“Engaged?”

I shook my head.

A flicker of a smile came to his face.  “Even if you’re seeing someone, that doesn’t fucking matter.  Promises are promises.”

That wasn’t good enough for me.  I intended to crush Derreck’s promise the second he took me home... well, a block from my home.  He pushed me from his car and laughed, telling me to walk home and cry it all out before my mother saw me.  I heard the next day he went to a graduation party and slept with someone.  And I was supposed to keep some kind of promise to him?

“Wait a second,” Derreck said.  “That look on your face.  Something’s hiding...”

Derreck’s hand touched my stomach.  He pushed and squeezed, making me feel uncomfortable.

“Are you knocked up?”

“What?” I asked, my voice going up.

“You want to talk to me like that again?” Derreck asked.

And there I was, right back to where I was in high school.  Scared.  Alone.  Stuck with Derreck.  

“Sorry,” I whispered.

“Now, I’ll ask again.  Are you fucking knocked up?”

“No,” I said.  “I’m not pregnant.”

Derreck nodded.  He looked down and started to lift my shirt.  My hands pulled at my shirt, stopping him, but I knew the consequences.  I let Derreck lift my shirt up, exposing my stomach.  

“We’ll have to get you a gym membership,” Derreck said.  “I don’t remember you looking like that...”

My face burned and my heart started to fall to pieces, again.  

“You keep looking at your phone,” Derreck said.  “Let’s have a look...”

I opened my mouth and whimpered.  

Shit.

He’d read my texts.  All those texts with Tatum.

He lifted the phone and tossed it hand to hand.

“So, tell me,” Derreck said.  “Who’s the lucky asshole about to lose his girlfriend?”

“Drummer from a local band,” I said.  

“A drummer?  Some dumb fuck that couldn’t learn a real instrument, huh?”

I mentally compared Derreck to Tatum.  Tatum towered over Derreck.  Had more muscles, more brains, more heart.  Tatum could destroy Derreck, which didn’t scare me that much.  It was what Derreck would want to do back to Tatum.

“Does he fuck you?” Derreck asked.

“Well...”

“Of course he does.  I told you the second you walked onto campus, those legs would be open.  And yet I still keep my promises, don’t I?  To my little whore...”

Every nerve pinched.

That’s where it all started.

Derreck calling me a whore.  Telling me that the only way I’d ever get attention was with my body.  Everything else meant nothing.  

“That’s done now,” Derreck said.  “The rockstar can find someone else to fuck on the weekends, okay?”

“Derreck... it’s...”

“It’s what?  What is it?”

His eyes were beady and he looked ready to strike.  The years in Florida had bronzed his skin but more so, the years working for his father’s construction company had chiseled his arms.  Maybe back in high school I would have found the new muscles sexy but I didn’t now.  They were terrifying, reminders of the strength Derreck now possessed.

“It’s nothing,” I finally said, admitting defeat.

“Of course it’s nothing,” Derreck said, “I’m here now.  Like I promised.  Now, why don’t we eat and talk?”

Derreck moved and I followed.  He dropped my cell phone on the table and his finger began to scroll through the messages between Tatum and I.  I saw his face make all kinds of reactions.  Anger, hurt, then some satisfaction.

“Going to fuck him on a seat?” Derreck asked.  “Kind of slutty, don’t you think?”

I swallowed and didn’t respond.  Sometimes it was easier to chance punishment from not responding than to respond knowing there’d be punishment.  

“Looks like the rockstar is at a show.  Does his band play here a lot?”

I nodded.  “They’re very popular on campus and around the towns.”

“Great.  We’ll have to check them out next time they’re playing.”

How could I deal with this?  How could I talk to Tatum?  How could I see the band?  How...

“Maggie,” Derreck whispered, looking right at me.  “I promise.”
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Derreck thankfully never liked to cuddle.  He preferred his side of the bed, rolling tight in the covers and succumbing to sleep.  That left me sitting up, looking at the dark outline of Derreck under the covers.

The clock read three in the morning.  I pictured Tatum, sleeping in his car, enjoying life.  Playing such an important show, wanting DownCrash become something bigger than a college band.  And here I was, going to get in his way if I asked for his help.  My heart ached like it never had before.  

Nobody understood what slept next to me, the only person with some sense of understanding was Tatum.  I touched my cell phone, thinking about what to do.  I pressed a button and the screen didn’t turn on.  Confused, I picked up the phone and started pressing all the buttons.  Nothing.  No response.  Not even from the power button.  I didn’t remember the battery being low.  I flipped the phone over, opened the back, and my body cringed.  Back in high school, Derreck used to steal my battery.  He regulated my cell phone, telling me who I could talk to and when I could talk.  If I broke his rules - or his promises, as he always put it - I would lose the battery, or worse.  

The battery to my phone was on the nightstand.  He must have done it as some kind of warning, memory, or perhaps a way to just invoke fear in me.  Whatever it was, it worked.  I put the battery in my phone and turned it on.  Two messages came through, both from Tatum.

This was going to crush me.  I knew it.

What a show... Strange not having everyone know you but some people actually did.  Hope your night is going good too.

Ten minutes later, Tatum sent another one.

Text me when you can.  I’ll be sleeping in a van... living the dream.  :)

Living the dream.

I sighed.  

I looked to my right, holding my phone up to cast light on Derreck’s body.

Tatum was living the dream and I was living the nightmare.

Just knowing Tatum was okay and thinking about me relaxed me enough to finally fall asleep.

I woke to the feeling of Derreck crawling over me.  I did my best to fake sleep, hoping he didn’t want to do anything.  It made me sick to imagine Derreck trying to touch me like Tatum did.  He could never do what Tatum did.  And there would be no way I could fake my way into enjoying it.  My body didn’t care about promises, it cared about pleasure.

“Good morning,” Derreck whispered. 

His breath stunk rotten and stale.  He kissed my forehead and climbed out of bed.  There were times, not as few and far between as I would have thought, when Derreck could be normal, even romantic.  He proved it a couple minutes later when I smelled coffee and heard the sound of my small kitchen coming alive as a fresh breakfast began to cook.

Derreck cooked and served both of us, holding his coffee mug up, smiling.

“Let’s toast each other,” he said.  “To being together again.”

“Did you take the battery out of my phone?” I asked.  My mouth instantly snapped shut, regretting how jumpy I sounded.

Derreck didn’t like confrontation and he hated paranoia.  

Maybe the morning had some kind of effect on him, but Derreck remained calm.  I half expected him to throw his hot coffee at me, but instead he answered my question.

“You know what?  I did take the battery out.  I heard the phone beeping and it pissed me off.  So I took the battery out.  No need for it, right?  You were with me.  I’d kill for you.”

Derreck smiled.  

Some people said stuff like that - I’d kill for you - to sound romantic in love.  But with Derreck, he meant it.  He was dangerous, violent, and while I never wanted to see someone die, it made me wonder if he ever did kill someone, would that get him taken away forever?

He sipped his coffee and then said, “Maggie, look at me.”

I looked at him.

“Don’t question me like that, okay?  I’m not here to hurt you.  I’m here to take care of you.  Rockstar hour is over.”

I nodded.  “Okay.”

“Did you talk to drummer boy yet?”

“No.”

“You better.  Let him know what’s going on here.”

“They’re driving back today,” I said.  “I’ll talk to him later.”

“Not here,” Derreck said.   “I have no need to see some tattooed freak trying to fuck my girlfriend.”

“He doesn’t have tattoos,” I said.

Derreck’s lip snarled.  “Good to fucking know, Maggie.  Want to know about the women I met in Florida on the beaches... with their tight stomachs and big tits?  You want me to compare them to you?”

I shivered and hugged myself, shaking my head.

Why couldn’t I get away from this?  Why couldn’t I run?  I was older now... back in high school I was a kid, a confused kid.  I watched my mother remarry and I felt neglected.  Derreck scooped me up.  But that was then.  

I needed Tatum here.  I needed him in town.  I needed to see him, touch him.  I needed to finish falling in love with him.

But as I looked at Derreck, I really wondered what was going to happen.

Scarlett had moved out, leaving the apartment to myself.  She wasn’t even in town, I couldn’t call her.  

“That’s what was I wondering too,” Derreck said.  He leaned to his left and peered down the hall.  “This is a two bedroom place, right?”

I nodded.  It bothered me that Derreck could basically read my mind.

“Two bedrooms for one person,” he said.  “Roommate?”

“No,” I said.  “She just moved out actually.”

“Well, look at that.”

“She moved in with her boyfriend.  He’s the lead singer of DownCrash, the band...”

“Oh, I get it,” Derreck said.  “You were trying to be like your roommate.  Didn’t anyone ever tell you that drummers are the dumbest ones in the band?  Poor girl, you, you’re so lucky to have me here.”

I wasn’t exactly sure I considered myself lucky.

My cell phone beeped with a text message and as I turned, Derreck put a hand out to get my phone.  

Rules were rules.

Promises were promises.

Just like that, I was back in high school, taking orders from Derreck.  The difference now was that I didn’t have the comfort of my house to run to.  

Derreck looked at my phone, leaning against the counter, with a cocky grin on his face.

“Drummer boy texted you,” he said.  He waved the phone but it was too far away to read.  “He wants to know what your plans are today.  What should I say, Maggie?  Should I tell him you’re with me?  That we’re fucking each other like rabbits?”

I shook my head.  “Please let me talk to him.”

“You’re begging me for things now?  See?  This is why it’s better when I’m around.  I just tell you what to do.  You don’t need to think or worry.”

Derreck looked down and started to type.

I stood from the table, knowing the move was an act of defiance.  I couldn’t handle Derreck saying something bad to Tatum.  I couldn’t crush Tatum through a text message.  

“All done,” Derreck said.

He dropped the phone and walked to me.  His hands touched my hips and he kissed my cheek.  His nasty breath had the undertones of coffee.

“I wanted to tell him,” I whispered.

“Shut up, Maggie,” Derreck said.  “Fuck, you think I’m some asshole, don’t you?”

I didn’t reply.

“I told him to come here at three, okay?  You can meet him in the parking lot and talk.  I won’t go out, I promise.  Handle things the way you need to.  But end it.  It’s done.  Time we all keep our promises, right?”

I shut my eyes and nodded.

I had five hours until I’d have to break Tatum’s beautiful, sexy heart.
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I figured, at some point, Derreck would leave because he was never the type to sit for too long.  He always had to be on the move, getting into trouble, keeping some promises, or finding indulgences that he didn’t need.  But to my shock he remained in the apartment all day, lingering, walking around, talking to me as though we hadn’t spent a day apart for years.  He told me he had to go to Florida to get some stuff and that we’d go together.  We were going to drive to Florida, make a big road trip out of it, and then drive back.  Sometimes he seemed normal, sometimes he seemed like the same old Derreck.  When he took a shower, he asked for my cell phone.  Asking instead of demanding was a slight change, but the overall purpose still hurt me.  He didn’t trust me with the phone and he didn’t trust me with my own keys because when I went into my bedroom, my keys were missing.  

I snuck to the bathroom door and slowly opened it, making it in without a sound.  There on the sink were my phone and keys.  Just sitting there. Within reach if I dared to do it.  I pushed the door open a little more, my foot touching the damp tile floor.  As I started to reach out, the water turned off and Derreck tore the shower curtain open.  

I gasped and froze, my eyes wide, staring at his naked body.

“Well, hey there,” he said, smiling.  

He had no problem finding confidence in himself and I couldn’t blame him now.  Back in high school, it was what it was, but now, the muscles on his body were dark and sexy.  That was, they were sexy until I looked at his face, remembering the person the body belonged to.  

“You should have told me you wanted to fool around,” he said.

I swallowed and caught my breath.  “Yeah.  Sorry about that.”

He hadn’t noticed I was going for my keys and cell phone.  He thought I wanted sex... with him… I shivered.  

Never.

Never again would I do that with him.

He reached for a towel, wrapped it around himself, and stepped from the shower.  It sent a wave of relief through me, knowing nothing sexual would happen.  For as much of a tough guy as Derreck tried to be, he acted like a baby pretty boy sometimes.  

Especially with sex.

When he got out of the shower or felt extra clean, he wouldn’t have sex.  He didn’t want to ruin the way he looked or smelled.  He didn’t want to take his clothes off and not have them look the same way back on.  He didn’t want the smell of his skin or cologne to be sweated away, or his skin to stink like sex.  The way he used to say it made me feel like there was something wrong with me.  Like I... like I smelled bad or something.  

But Tatum never said a thing.  He never cared about having sex with me.  When we wanted each other, we went for it.

Derreck stepped towards me.  “I know I look different but so do you.  However, our eyes are the same, aren’t they?”

Derreck touched my cheek and moved his pointer finger near my eye.  

“Yes,” I said.

Derreck’s eyes were the same wild blue eyes that stole my heart a long time ago.  

“Our hearts are the same,” he said.  “And our promises.”

I nodded.

“Kiss me,” Derreck said.  “Kiss me right now, Maggie.”

There it was.  

A sexual command.

Sure, what did a kiss really mean?  Nothing really.  Then again, as I thought about seeing Scarlett kiss Tatum and how it made me feel, a kiss could mean everything.  A kiss with Tatum fixed my broken heart.  A kiss from Tatum right now could sweep me away from this hell.  And a kiss with Derreck could suck me deeper into it.

“Kiss me,” Derreck repeated.

His hand moved to the back of my head.  He could have pulled me to his mouth but I knew he wouldn’t.  Nothing was ever forced, just commanded.  That’s how Derreck worked.  But with his commands came punishments.  To him, if he commanded something, that meant a promise had been made.  And promises were always kept.

His fingers wrapped around my hair and he tugged a little.  Just a nice little reminder of what he could have if he wanted.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Maggie?” he growled at me.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Don’t be afraid.  Kiss me.”

I licked my lips and moved towards him.  I wished I hadn’t brushed my teeth all morning and afternoon.  I wished I ate fish or something smelly like that to chase him away.  But I didn’t and I did brush my teeth.  My mouth was kissable, which should have given me confidence, with anyone but Derreck.

My lips fluttered against his for a second and I pulled back.

“What the fuck was that?” he asked.  “Kiss me like you meant it.”

I closed my eyes and pressed my lips to his, holding steady.  When I tried to pull away, Derreck wouldn’t let me.  I had engaged him now... his lips parted and he tasted my lips.  The kiss broke and he smiled.

“Give me that tongue,” he whispered.  “Right now.”

I kissed him again, my lips parting.  I offered my tongue and we began to kiss.  I felt like I was being slobbered on.  There was no passion, no lust, no romance behind it.  Each time he closed his mouth against mine, I felt the torture increasing.  Then he stepped forward, letting me feel what the kiss had done to him.  I pulled back and broke the kiss.

“Fuck,” he said.  “I wish I didn’t just get out of the shower... I’d fuck you so hard right now, Maggie, you’d forget all about drummer boy.”

I nodded and licked my lips again.  I looked down and saw the bulge against the towel.  Derreck was hard.  But I knew that if it was Tatum, that bulge would be bigger.  Much bigger.

“I’m getting dressed,” Derreck said.  “Go get ready for your meeting with the rockstar.  Break his heart good, maybe he’ll write a song about it.”

Derreck laughed and I didn’t.

I wasn’t ready for this.  I wasn’t ready for any of it. 

I thought about canceling with Tatum, but the idea blew up in my face when he texted me - on my way!.  Tatum would see through my words in a heartbeat and the more I thought about it the more I hoped he would because it wouldn't be such a bad thing.  If he could see... if he could see it in my eyes, how I felt, maybe he could help me.  

But at what cost?

Taking on Derreck was taking on a loose canon, and the Derreck from high school was a man now, not a boy.  Not a hormone driven, fast car driving bad boy.  He was a muscular, intense man, hell bent on forcing me into keeping promises I made at the tender age of eighteen.  

It was a lifetime ago to me, yet that lifetime currently whistled in my bedroom as he dressed himself.  The faint odor of soap and body spray lingered in my apartment, and the more I smelled it, the more I realized that my time of my apartment was probably going to go back to being called our apartment.

Ten minutes later, Tatum pulled up outside.

I rushed to greet him, knowing a set of evil eyes would be upon us.
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Tatum had his arms open and as ironic as it was, I ran towards him as though I hadn't seen him in ten years.  Just that little bit of time away and look how much things had changed.  I thought about if Tatum hadn't had the show up and he was in the apartment when Derreck showed up.

What would have happened?

What could have been?

I halted a few inches from Tatum knowing that if I dared to jump into his arms I'd have hell to pay later on in the day and night.  

"Hey, what's wrong?" he asked.  "You look scared."

I swallowed.  How was I supposed to do this?

"Tell me about the show," I said, avoiding the painful topic I'd need to get to.

"It was good," Tatum said.  "New crowd, new fans.  Sold some CDs, talked to a guy from a management group.  He already had our CD and loves it.  We might have representation soon."

"Then you'll be on bigger tours?"

"I don't know, why?"

I felt anger hit me.  The sudden realization that I may never get to touch Tatum again.  Kiss his mouth.  Taste his lip ring.  Tease his nipple ring.  While I needed to take that anger out on Derreck, I couldn't.  It wasn't in me.  But I could give it all to Tatum.

"Did you fuck anyone?" I asked, my voice bitter.

"What?  Why would you ask that?"

"Why won't you answer?"

"Maggie, I wouldn't do that to you..."

"You're a big rockstar now."

"We played one big show, last night.  What's going on?"

Tatum looked around and I moved towards him.  My finger touched his chest.  Fuck, he was hot, but I had to stay mad.

"Just tell me what you did last night."

"I slept in a van," Tatum said.  "We drank after the show, partied and crashed."

"How drunk were you?"

"What?"

"Drunk enough to fuck some girl?" I asked.  "I bet you were."

Tatum grabbed my arms and I whimpered, my eyes filling with tears.

"Whoa, what's going on here?" Tatum asked.

I looked at him, giving him the look that I knew I needed to give.  His face changed, understanding something.  What, I didn't know.

 "We can't be together," I said, finally saying what would keep my promise alive in Derreck's eyes.

"We can't be together?" 

"No.  It's done here, okay?"

"What's done?"

"Us, Tatum.  We had fun but it's done."

"We had fun?  Maggie, I haven't stopped thinking about you since I left here.  I could barely sleep last night hoping you were okay.  All this time thinking about music and life and none of it made complete sense... could I fall in love and still have a band?  It never worked before, no matter how serious, and then you come along..."

"Just stop it," I said.  "I can't hear it right now."

"Why?  What changed?"

I sighed and looked at Tatum.  He was hurting.  I was crushing him with each passing second.

"Just let it go," I said.  "You know everything, Tatum.  I'm a mess."

"A mess, huh?"

Tatum opened his hands and I watched him put them to his sides.  I had pictured a much different scene for when Tatum came back from his show.  One that involved us rushing into my apartment, to my bed, touching first, fucking second, and eventually talking about whatever.  My body ached for his touch and protection.

"You deserve more," I said.  "Your band is huge and only going to get bigger."

"And that means we can't be together?"

"You deserve to have fun in your life, not punching guys because they're touching me." 

"Punching guys?  I knocked Danny on his drunk ass because he deserved it."

Tatum's lip snarled and he opened the door to his car.  This was gut wrenching.  This would leave me alone with Derreck forever.  

"Don't you want a better life?"

"What does that even mean?  My life with you is better, no matter what happens around that."

I bit my lip and shook my head.

"So this is it?  I go out on one show and you freak out?"

"Yes," I whispered.

"I call bullshit," Tatum said.

"Call it whatever then, I don't care."

"I think you do.  Let me come inside.  We can talk."

"No," I yelled and stepped back.

Tatum nodded.  "Something bad would happen if I came in..."

"Let it go."

"Something," he said again.

His eyes told me he knew something.

"Maggie... don't do this..."

"Please," I whispered and shut my eyes for a second.

"I'm going to text you.  I'm not leaving you for good.  I don't care what promise was made."

I looked at Tatum and wanted to go with him.  And I should have.  I should have jumped into his arms and ran away.  But I was afraid for Tatum too.  He didn't deserve to be pulled into Derreck's hellish world.  

To let him leave.

As our eyes met one last time, he mouthed something to me. 

I'll protect you.

I wanted to believe him, but I couldn't.
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The days started to move fast and under other circumstances that might have been a good thing.  If I had been counting something down, like Tatum coming back to get me or Tatum coming home to me for good, it would have been a good thing.  But as time sped along.  I felt more and more trapped each time I looked at Derreck.  The only thing I had to look forward to with time racing by was death.

How could someone in their twenties think that way...?

There were times when Derreck was romantic.  He made dinner, picked out the perfect movie, tried to casually touch me, hug me, or hold me.  Even when it came to other stuff, if I didn’t want to, we didn’t.  And that meant since he came back, we hadn’t touched each other sexually.  I knew that clock was ticking down to zero because if I was going to keep my promise to Derreck, meaning I loved him and would fulfill his every wish and desire, that would include a lot of activity in the bedroom.  He spent a lot of time on the phone, each call making me wonder if he didn’t run from the law.  He went out one day and came home saying he had a job with some old friends doing landscaping.  I didn’t want to believe anything about him.

We sat at the table, sharing a silent lunch, when a knock came at the door.  I turned my head, praying it was Tatum at the door.  I couldn’t get the image out of my mind of Tatum standing at his car, ready to tear the door off.  Tatum’s eyes burning at me, ready to take me away.  

But he didn’t.

I didn’t want to blame him for not doing more, not with the way I had been acting, but part of me hurt.  I just wanted someone to do it all for me, just once.  Sure, Tatum had punched Danny in the face, but I wanted Tatum to punch the world away for me.  To protect like he said he could and probably would... but to do that, I’d have to embrace him.  I’d have to let him in.  Let him...

“Don’t move,” Derreck said as he stood from the table.  

I found myself still sitting, even with a good minute passing since the first knock came at the door.  My mind and body suddenly felt trained, like I was an animal or something.

Derreck opened the door and said, “Can I help you?”

“Where’s Maggie?”

I knew the voice.

I smiled.

I turned and waved to Scarlett.

Derreck turned to his side, looking at me with annoyed eyes.  “Friend?”

“That’s Scarlett,” I said.  “She used to live here.”

“So that’s your empty room?” Derreck asked.

“Yeah.  And you are...?”

Derreck smiled.  “How terrible of me.”  He put his hand out and Scarlett took it.  “I’m Derreck, Maggie’s boyfriend.”

Scarlett’s eyes widened and she nodded.  Obviously confused.  She looked at me, ready to signal me to talk, but Derreck cut that short.

“We’re having lunch right now,” Derreck said.  “If you don’t mind...”

“No,” Scarlett said, “I just wanted to stop by.  I haven’t talked to Maggie since my great aunt died and...”

“How sad,” Derreck said.  “Death is always sad.”

“I didn’t really know her,” Scarlett said.  “Didn’t bother me too much.”

She took a step towards the apartment and Derreck shifted.  I cringed and thought about standing.  I held back for a second.

“Is everything okay here?” Scarlett asked.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Derreck replied.

“Can I come in?”

“You don’t live here anymore,” Derreck said.  “You abandoned your friend for a singer, didn’t you?”

“Wait, what...”

“Scarlett,” I called out.

Derreck put a hand out to me... it started as an open hand but became a fist.  

“You left her,” Derreck said.  “And I came back just in time to pick up the pieces.”

“The pieces?” Scarlett asked.  She looked over Derreck’s shoulder at me.  “Maggie, what’s going on?”

“She’s safe now,” Derreck said.  “No more rockstars or rock shows.  This is real life now, okay?”

I couldn’t believe Derreck was so abrasive like this.  Then again, Scarlett was a woman.  He loved confrontation with women.  He knew they’d back down and if not, his hands could do the rest.

“Just get out of here,” Derreck said.  “Okay?  I found her huddled on a couch, alone, waiting for someone.  I should have never left her before, but I had to.  Now I’m back and nothing is going to take that away.”  Derreck leaned towards Scarlett.  “Nothing.  Understand?”

I saw the spark of fear grow in Scarlett’s eyes.  She had an inkling of my daily life, but she could walk away without consequence.  I wasn’t so lucky.

Scarlett looked at me and I nodded.  I needed her to leave.  She couldn’t be a hero either.  She didn’t understand Derreck and she didn’t need this at all.  

“I get it,” Scarlett said.  “I just wanted to stop by for a second...”

“And that second passed two minutes ago,” Derreck said.

Derreck looked ready to kick Scarlett, but she backed away some more and finally left.  Derreck slammed the door and locked it.  When he turned, I jumped up, ready for whatever came next.

“Old friends suck,” he said.  “Fucking screw you over and come looking for more.”

“She didn’t screw me over,” I said.  “She moved in with her boyfriend.”

“Yeah?  Was that the plan for you too?  Move in with the drummer?”

I shook my head.  “We hadn’t gotten that far...”

I caught myself but enough had been spilled.  Derreck came at me with a thousand fires.  I backed into the table and leaned into my plate of spaghetti and sauce.  Derreck had a finger touching my nose which was nothing compared to what I thought he was going to do.  His eyes were on fire and his voice ready to burst.

“I don’t want to hear it,” he said.  “I don’t want to hear a fucking thing about it...”

My phone vibrated and beeped.  We both looked and Derreck grabbed the phone.

“That bitch doesn’t stop,” he said.  “She just texted you.”

I swallowed, only imagining what it could have said.

Derreck let out a laugh.  “Perfect.  She wants to go to a concert with you.  She said DownCrash is playing a show tonight.  She wants you to go.  She didn’t mean to cause any trouble and hopes you’re not hurt.”

Derreck looked at me.

We stared in silence.

“It’s okay,” I said, “I’m not in pain...”

“I know that, babe,” Derreck said, his voice suddenly soothing.  “And because of that, we’re going on a date tonight.”

“A date?”

Derreck smiled.  He backed away and threw my phone on the table.  It hit and the screen lit up with Scarlett’s text showing.  I saw Scarlett added a frowning face at the end of her message.  She was probably driving, beating herself up for doing something wrong that really wasn’t that wrong.  It hurt that she moved out, sure, but I didn’t want to lose her over it.  Things had been fuzzy lately, but I thought time would work it all out.  Time always worked things out... unless, of course, time was stolen from you.  

I looked at Derreck as he took his plate to the kitchen, dropping it into the sink.  I checked the back of my shirt.  It was ruined.  I wasn’t going to bother trying to get the red sauce stain out of it.  

“You better get changed before we go out,” Derreck said.  “Looks like you got your period or something.”

I shook my head.  He was such an idiot.  

“Where are we going tonight?” I asked.

“Good question,” Derreck said.  “You know, being in town, I haven’t done anything fun yet.  I got settled with you, found a job, and I think tonight I’ll celebrate that.  And what better way than to go where everyone else is going...”

He smiled and I knew what he wanted to do.  

“... we’re going to see your buddies... what are they called again?  DownCrash?”
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It should have been a fun night.  Scarlett was there, next to the stage, and when she saw me, she waved, saw Derreck, and decided not to come near me.  I couldn’t say I blamed her for not coming near us, but I wanted to at least get a chance to tell her that however things looked right then it had nothing to do with her moving out of the apartment.  

Derreck took me to the bar where he stood for a few seconds, eyeing a spot.  Two women sat next to each other, the one on the right leaning a little bit towards the other.  I saw Derreck make his move - not before checking both women out, I wondered if I was good enough for him which, in turn, made me angrily at myself for caring what Derreck thought of me.  He weaseled his way next to the woman, elbowing her as she lifted her drink.

“Fuck,” she said and looked at Derreck.  

Derreck had his -ready-to-strike eyes going.  “Fuck?  Is that how you talk?”

“Fuck you.  You spilled my drink.”

“No, I bumped you, which I apologize for.  This is spilling it...”

I grabbed his right wrist, but he used his left hand.  He smacked the woman’s drink from her hand, letting it spill and fall to the floor, the glass cracking.  The woman look shocked and ready to cry.  

“Come on, let’s find a new spot,” her friend said as she pulled at the woman.

They both stood and walked away, the woman staring at Derreck.  I knew that face.  That look of utter disbelief that a human could be so mean and be such an asshole for no reason what so ever.  

“There, now we have seats,” Derreck said.  

I sat down and as the bartender walked by, Derreck reached out and grabbed her arm.  She turned, ready to throw a drink at Derreck, but caught herself, remembering everyone was a paying customer.

“I need a towel,” Derreck said.  “Someone spilled a drink here.”

“Sure thing,” the woman said.  

The bartender served the drinks in her hand and gave Derreck a towel.  When he handed it back, he smiled at her with that flirty smile and batted his perfect blue eyes.  The bartender looked at me, waiting for a reaction, but I was too numb.  All I could think about was Tatum.  Knowing he was in the same building.  Backstage, probably getting ready, tapping his drumsticks against a table or a wall, thinking about the setlist.  Or maybe he was thinking about me.  

I blushed, feeling a little cocky, but then I felt Derreck’s eyes upon me.

“When do these guys play?” 

“Little while,” I said.

Derreck rolled his eyes.  “You probably have it all memorized, don’t you?  Know where they play, when they go on, what songs...”

I shrugged my shoulders and didn’t respond.  I’d be setting myself up then.

We drank two beers and Derreck gazed upon the packed restaurant and bar.  I couldn’t be sure what he was looking at and I honestly didn’t want to know.  Calling me his girlfriend made me wonder if our promise of no cheating was back in place, but I feared asking that would only make me look like I was going to cheat on Derreck.

“Do you have work tomorrow?” I asked, hoping to strike up some kind of conversation with Derreck.  I figured if I was going to be stuck with him, tonight and forever, I might as well try to be civil with him.

“Yeah, I do.  Why?  Should I have cameras installed in the apartment?”

I shook my head.  “No.  I have work too.”

“Same place I bet.”

“Well, yeah.  I manage it.  They want me to buy...”

“That’s nice,” Derreck said, ending the conversation.  

The lights on the stage came on, testing different colors.  This caused some of the crowd to cheer, ready for another DownCrash show.  I should have been ready.  I should have been excited.  I should have been backstage.  With Tatum.  With Scarlett.  With Tripp and Logan, too.  I should have been... there.  In the moment.  In the surge of the storm that DownCrash created.

The lights in the bar and restaurant dimmed and finally turned off.

It was time.

My heart raced, like it always did for a show.  When the three figures took the stage, my heart pounded.  My mouth went instantly dry and I saw Tatum’s silhouette behind the kit.  

I hadn’t seen him since he left the parking lot of the apartment.

“What’s... going... on?” Tripp yelled into the mic.  

The crowd responded with a fury of screams.

I didn’t scream.

I wasn’t sure if there would be punishment if I screamed.

DownCrash started their first song.  The lights came on and I saw him.  I saw Tatum.  Playing behind the kit.  His drumsticks hitting the drums and cymbals.  His lips touching the mic as he sang during the first chorus.

He was beautiful.

He was hot.

He was sexy.

And he’d never be mine...

My heart switched from racing to aching.  Then again, it had been aching since the second I opened the door to my apartment and Derreck stood there. 

The band in their normal fury of rock n’ roll, commanded the stage, the bar, and the restaurant with ease.  When Tripp spoke, everyone listened and cheered.  When Tatum kicked at the drums, either a part of the song or in line with what Tripp was saying.  

During a quick lull, Derreck leaned towards me and said, “These guys suck.  How could you like them?”

Of all the things I wanted to say, I held them back, my eyes on the stage.  My eyes, more importantly, stuck on Tatum.  He played like normal, which actually hurt me.  Why?  Because somewhere in my mind, the hopeless romantic wanted Tatum to be aching for me.  To be dying for me.  I wanted him to look like hell, miss some beats, and eventually quit everything in his life until I became part of it again.  

But that’s not how life worked, at least not how it worked for me.  I wasn’t ever part of something so romantic and never would be.  The closest I got to romance was when Derreck cooked or said something nice, but even then those moments were cut short because he would flip his switch and go off the wall shortly after.  

“Hey, how ‘bout we slow things down?” Tripp asked.  “We’re going to do something a little different and fun here.”

My interest was sparked.  I loved different and fun.  With DownCrash, everything seemed different and fun.  Not that I would know.  I had my chance to be with Tatum.  To go to the practices.  To be in the garage where the band practiced.  To go to that show with them.  

The regret pained me.  

Tripp turned and nodded.  

Tatum stood from the drums and more than a handful of women in the crowd began cheering and whistling.  

“You like Tatum?” Tripp yelled into the mic.  

More people cheered.

“You know, he doesn’t even have a single tattoo...”

Tatum pointed his middle finger at Tripp.  Tripp laughed.  Tatum took an acoustic guitar from off stage.  He put the guitar strap over his head as he walked towards Tripp.  I noticed Logan doing the same.

They were going to play acoustic.  Three guys and three acoustic guitars.

My heart melted... so did my panties.  It was the first time I had been turned on since Derreck showed up.  It felt good but it also felt wrong.  I hated the idea that out of everybody in the place, Derreck would be the one who was able to enjoy it.  

“No tattoos,” Tripp said, “but... he does have a piercing... or two...”

The crowd kicked up again and Tatum shook his head.  His tongue flicked at his lip ring, to emphasize that only one piercing was visible.  

I smiled, knowing where the other one was.

I wondered how many women in the crowd knew too, but I liked to pretend that I was the only one who knew.  Let it be my little, dirty secret.  

The three members of DownCrash all stood, holding acoustic guitars.  They plucked a few strings, strummed a few chords, and Tripp finally said, “Can we get a few damn stools here?”

The crowd laughed and a man rushed three stools on stage.  

They sat and readied themselves to play.

“Okay.  Let’s do this,” Tripp said.  “This song is called...”

Derreck leaned towards me, his hand on top of mine, squeezing extra hard.  “Where’s the other piercing?”

I didn’t hear the name of the song and I didn’t hear the first few chords being played for that song.  I saw the band playing, mostly focused on Tatum and how sexy he was.  Derreck’s question paralyzed me because this became one of those moments where I would be wrong no matter what I did.

If I ignored Derreck, I was wrong.

If I answered the question, I was wrong.  

The song continued and Derreck wasn’t going to let this go.

“Do you really want to make a fucking scene right now?” he growled in my ear.  “I’ll stop this damn show right now.”

I swallowed and shook my head.

His hand squeezed mine again, even harder. 

It hurt.

“Tell me where the other piercing is,” he said.  

His voice was so cold, so mean.  It was the voice he could make that made me know for sure that he could hurt someone.  Not just with words or idle threats, but with his actions.  Maybe not even his bare hands, but the actions forced through his evil mind.

“Derreck, please,” I said to him.

“Please nothing,” he said.  “You have one more chance.”

The song moved into an explosive chorus, all three guys singing at once.  I could pick out Tatum’s voice with ease.  It made me feel okay until my eyes met Derreck’s.

“Fine,” I said.  “His nipple is pierced too, okay?”

“His nipple?” Derreck asked.  “Are you fucking kidding me?  His nipple?”

The chorus ended and the song slowed back down to the intro riffs.  Logan and Tatum strummed and Tripp took the lead riff.  Then Logan began to pluck the chords with Tatum strumming.  I hated that some of my attention was off the song.  

“Is that it?” Derreck asked.

“Yes.”

“He doesn’t have his dick pierced or something?”

Again, it was a losing question to answer.  I shook my head.

“You promise?”

“I promise,” I said.

I turned but Derreck still hadn’t let my hand go.  When I saw him stand, my heart sank.  I thought for a second Derreck was going to storm the stage and do something stupid.  But I knew better.  Derreck was intense, but I doubted he’d put himself in that kind of position.  He pulled at me, looking over his shoulder with a terrible smile.  The smile of heartbreaking intention.  

I stood and followed, Derreck taking me into the crowd.  I wanted to pull back, break away, and run.  I couldn’t face things like this.  Derreck wanted to get close to the stage.  He wanted to torture Tatum in any way possible.  Derreck bumped his way through the crowd, hitting people, apologizing, telling people that I was the biggest DownCrash fan in the world.  Anything to get people out of his way without confrontation.  I couldn’t believe that people bought into it and just moved out of the way.  Maybe they saw my face, thinking the pale, shocked look was because of the band.  When we reached the front of the crowd, Derreck pulled me in front of him.  His hands were then all over my body, holding me, rocking me, acting as though he actually cared about the song.  

He didn’t.

He cared about what was going to happen.

As the band sang and played, it took Tatum a minute to finally look around and then down.  When our eyes met, his mouth remained open but he didn’t sing anymore.  I heard the difference in the song, but I wasn’t sure if the crowd noticed or cared.  He continued to play guitar as though it was second nature.  Our eyes burned at each other.  I could feel the connection, still alive and well.  I swallowed and my eyes glazed over.  All I needed to do was give some kind of signal and I was certain Tatum would have dove off the stage to protect me.  

Before I could do anything, Derreck put his lips to my cheek.  He started to kiss me, over and over, working to my neck and then finally to my ear.

“This is fucking killing him,” Derreck whispered.  “Fucking killing him.”

I looked at Tatum as I moved my shoulder, trying to shoo Derreck away.  But how did it actually look?  It could have been some kind of cute gesture.  His lips were back at my cheek as DownCrash continued to play.  

The song came to an end and the crowd applauded.  That included Derreck, who put his hands up and started to whistle.  My eyes were locked to Tatum’s.  I wanted to mouth something to him, but there was too much to say.  He stood and lifted the acoustic over his head.  He stood for a few seconds, looking at me.  He looked destroyed.  

I felt the same.

He closed his eyes as he started to turn and that’s when it hit me, what I could’ve mouthed to him.

The truth.

The only truth I really knew right then.

I love you, Tatum.

I was in love with Tatum from DownCrash.

I suddenly found a shot of energy.  I pictured myself taking the stage and jumping into his strong sweaty arms.  He could take me away from all of it.  Derreck wouldn’t do a thing to Tatum... no way.  I had to believe it.  

My toes curled and I licked my lips, planning my escape.

I could do this.

I could leave Derreck.

I could shatter all of his fucking promises.  

I watched Tatum walk to the side of the stage and someone handed him an acoustic guitar.  I was going to wait until he turned to make my move.  So he knew I was coming and he could react.  As my heart started to fill with life again, I watched a tall, skinny girl walk up to Tatum, holding a pair of drumsticks.  She had long, straight hair and the face of an angel.  A small, pointed nose, thin lips, and skin that looked like porcelain.  She handed Tatum the drumsticks and then kissed his cheek.  

My mouth fell open in shock. 

Tatum smiled and turned to walk away.  That was my moment, right there.  But it was stolen when the girl smacked Tatum’s ass, playfully, with the hint of something else there.  

I saw the look in the girl’s eyes as Tatum walked to his drum kit.

It was the same look I gave Tatum.

Derreck’s hands suddenly felt like handcuffs on my body.

Holding me forever.

Taking everything away.

Tatum sat at the drums and looked at me.

I loved him, but the eyes staring back at me... they didn’t look the same.  

Tatum had moved on, just like I told him to do.






~18~

 

The show ended in explosive fashion, with Tripp running across the stage, playing the same riff over and over with Logan holding his bass in the air and Tatum standing over the drums but not missing a beat.  They played and played for hours, letting the last of their energy drain, letting the crowd scream their lungs out until it all came to a screeching stop.  

The silence that followed was intense and Tripp put his mouth to the mic.

“Thanks,” he whispered and smiled.

That was it.

The show was over.

The crowd cheered and began to leave, some going for the bar for another drink, some going for the tables, hoping to grab a bite to eat.  Many went for the front door, leaving to continue their night.  I stood watching the stage, doing my best to see the band after they left the stage, but it was too late, they were gone.

I should have been backstage.

On the side of the stage the entire show.

I should have been handing Tatum his drumsticks and kissing him.

The thought of Tatum with another girl crushed my heart.  The pieces were already shattered over and over, but with Tatum moving on, backstage with another girl, probably kissing her, probably fucking her, it turned the pieces of my heart into ashes.  

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Derreck said.  

He pulled at my waist and used me to push forward again with the crowd.  I put my elbows up, crashing into person after person, hitting them, knocking them away.  I faced tons of pissed off faces, apologizing over and over, hoping nobody would smack me in the face for being rude.  

“Hey, asshole!” a voice cried out.

I looked left and saw a big, burly looking guy with a thick beard and dark eyes coming towards Derreck.  I smiled, hoping it was someone to knock the shit out of Derreck.  But I couldn’t get that lucky.  The man pushed through the crowd the same way Derreck and I did.  Someone said something to the guy and he stopped, grabbing a handful of the other guy’s shirt and went nose to nose for a second.  The big guy looked like a bull ready to trample someone.  He let the other guy go a second later then came over to Derreck.

“You son of a bitch,” he bellowed at Derreck and grabbed his shoulder.  “I was wondering if you were coming out tonight.”

“Yeah, I decided,” Derreck said.  “Took the woman out for the concert.  She loves the band.”

“Those fucking pussies?”  The big guy waved his hands at the stage.  “Strum some notes and get pussy all night, right?”

“If it works,” Derreck said.

“Fuck that.”

“What’s up?  What are you doing now?”

“I’m going to battle my way to the bar and get lit up.  Want to join me?”

Derreck looked me and smiled.  “That’s Nick.  I work with him.”

I looked at Nick.  The man was nothing but muscle and evil eyes.  

“Let’s go, Derreck,” Nick said.  “Leave the little lady to herself.  She can fend her way home.”

Derreck pulled me close to him.  His lips were at my ears.  “Go the fuck home and wait for me.”

“You can’t drive drunk,” I said to him.

“I can’t?  Are you telling me something?  Are you ordering me not to do something?”

“Derreck, please,” I said.  “I don’t want anyone to get in trouble...”

“The only trouble will be if you’re not home, waiting for me.”  He pulled away and looked at me.  His lip curled.  “Promise me.”

I lost the battle, easily and willingly, nodding.  “I promise,” I whispered.

“Good.  See you later then.”

Derreck turned and Nick wrapped one of his big arms around Derreck’s neck.  The two of them pushed and punched their way through the crowd, knocking people out of the way without care.  If anyone dared to say something, they were thrown and one guy even took a quick punch from Nick to the gut, dropping him.  

It was terrifying to watch the capabilities of Derreck and Nick.

However, it didn’t surprise me because Derreck had always hung out with the craziest, scariest people.  People who had no hearts and most of the time, no minds.

I looked around, feeling trapped and alone in the middle of the crowd.  

I couldn’t just leave, could I?

If so, how the hell would I get home?

Walk?

It would take me an hour, at least, to walk home.

I spotted Derreck and Nick at the side of the bar.  I peered to my left, looking at the stage.  Most of DownCrash’s equipment had been taken away.  The band was still backstage.  

That meant Tatum was still backstage.

I thought about him looking at me.  I thought about the girl kissing him.  I thought about everything.  

I needed to see if I could talk to him.  Ironically, I hurried against the movement of the crowd, but everyone moved out of my way.  I made it to the stage in no time.  I slowly walked towards the side, as far as I could go.  A small barrier separated me from the backstage.  Just like in the other clubs I’d been in and DownCrash played, next to that area were the doors for the bathrooms and the kitchen area.  

I just stood there, feeling alone and hopeless.  I knew if Derreck saw me lingering, he’d make me pay for it.  Plus, I had to make sure I was home when Derreck came back, or else.

For the few minutes I stood there, I just hoped whatever was happening backstage was what Tatum wanted.  Finding someone who could love him, appreciate him, care about him, and not just because he was a rockstar or because he was deadly sexy.  Someone needed to care for Tatum for who he was.  The way his eyes looked, the way his touch felt, the way his heart...

“Maggie?”

I heard Tatum’s voice, but didn’t respond right away.  As far as I was concerned, it was all inside my mind.  

Then I felt a hand on my shoulder and I cringed.  I could only imagine it being Derreck, ready to unleash hell because I stayed there.  I looked to my left and saw Tatum standing there.

“Tatum...”

“Maggie, are you okay?”

Tears filled my eyes.  I shook my head.  “No.”

“Shit... come with me, quick.”

Tatum took my hand and we darted for the bathrooms.  He chose the women’s room and closed the door behind us, locking it.  

I stopped and stared at him.  His tall frame blocking the door.  That’s all I ever wanted to see.  Tatum blocking all the bad from getting in and hurting me.  Hurting us.

“What’s going on?”

I looked around.  “I’m in a bathroom with the drummer from DownCrash.”

“Better than the men’s room, trust me.”

I smiled as a tear fell out of my eye.

We stood in silence.  I had no idea where to begin or what to say.  

But Tatum did.

He stepped towards me and I didn’t step back.  I wasn’t afraid of Tatum like I was with Derreck.  Tatum touched my cheek, wiping the tear away.  I wanted his hand to linger but it didn’t.  I squeezed my eyes shut so more tears would fall.  When they did, he put both hands to my face.  His thumbs rubbed the tears, taking them away.  His right hand fell away from my face but his left hand stayed.  

This was all I ever wanted... this real moment.  

His left hand slowly moved to the back of my neck.  I could feel everything between us.  The passion between still burned.  

He put his forehead to mine, just like the night I was drunk and he came to save me.

Our noses touched and Tatum kept going.  He pulled at the back of my neck and brought his lips down to mine.  We kissed once and Tatum moved away.

“Fuck,” he whispered. 

“Tatum, please don’t...”

“I can’t, right now,” he said.

I opened my mouth and Tatum put his lips to mine.  We didn’t kiss, we just let our lips touch for a few seconds.

I felt more tears fall from eyes.

Tears of fear.

Tears of passion.

Tears of perhaps believing that whatever Tatum and I wanted would never actually happen.  It would only be collected in a few steamy memories I could hold forever.  

“I have to know,” Tatum said, his lips fluttering against mine, “did he hurt you?”

“This time?  Of course.”

“Physically...”

“No,” I whispered.  “I avoid him the best I can.”

“Why then?  Why... Maggie, why?”

I could hear Tatum’s voice cracking.  The passion in the room quickly rolled into regret.  Both of us regretting so much at once, but we didn’t have to apologize to know we were sorry.

“I can’t explain,” I said.  “I just... don’t know...”

“Is he here now?” Tatum asked.

I closed my eyes and nodded.  

“Does he know you’re here?”

“Yeah.  He’s drinking with a friend.  He thinks I’m on my out though.  I have to be home when he gets there or...”

“Or what?  Will he... touch you?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Tatum took a deep breath and put his head back.  I heard him growling for a second and then his fist connected with the wall.  The drywall cracked and the thunderous sound was only followed by my helpless cry.

“Dammit, Maggie,” Tatum said, “I was gone one night...”

“He came back,” I said.  “He came back like nothing ever happened.  I promised him...”

“Another fucking promise?” Tatum asked.

“When we were eighteen I promised him that I’d be there when he came back.  I didn’t mean it then, but he came back.  I didn’t know what to do...”

“I knew you didn’t mean a thing you said,” Tatum said.  “And I swear to you, Maggie, I will protect you.”

Tatum moved at me again.  I reached for his right hand and touched his swollen knuckles.  

“He won’t hurt you,” Tatum said.  “I’ll tell him to leave.”

“He won’t leave,” I said.  “That’s not how it works.”

“Then how does it work?” Tatum asked.

“You tell me first,” I said.  “You moved on already...”

“I what?”

“That girl... she kissed you...”

Tatum lowered his head.

“It’s your new girlfriend, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know,” Tatum whispered.  “Okay?”

“You don’t know?  What does that mean?”

Tatum looked back at me, his eyes desperate and sad.  “She’s... my ex.”

I laughed and touched my face.  “How fucking perfect.  We’re both with our exes.”

“My story is a little different than yours,” Tatum said.

I took that as a shot and let out a small cry.  Just to know that Tatum did that to someone, knowing for sure now, it was like a thousand knives inside me at once.  It was... unfair.

“I’m sorry,” Tatum said.  “But after you... my mind was just... I needed to right a wrong and I did.”

“Right a wrong?”

Tatum sighed.

I suddenly wished we weren’t in a damn bathroom, but it was the only safe spot in the club, maybe the world even.  Plus, with the door locked, I guess I was trapped with Tatum.  

It could always be worse.

“Listen to me,” Tatum said.  He grabbed my arms and pulled me towards him.  “Carrie was the girl I was with when DownCrash started getting popular.  She stayed with me through the shows, the girls, the everything.  But as the band got bigger and better, it became too much to handle.  Something had to give somewhere.  I was being pulled on all sides.  From Tripp.  From Logan.  From the shows.  From the recording.  From the practicing.  From Carrie.  Then it came down to a choice.  I knew it.  The band knew it.  Even Carrie knew it.  I didn’t set out to hurt anyone and I believe you didn’t do the same with me.”

“Did I hurt you?” I asked.

“Fuck, Maggie, you crushed me,” Tatum said.  “Watching you yell at me, knowing something else was hurting in you, something I couldn’t get to.  I had to drive away from your apartment while you were in pain.  Do you know what that’s like?”

“Yes!” I cried out.  “I watched you drive away in pain.  Because of me.  I didn’t want to cause you pain, then or now.  I want you to be happy... in love... smiling... kissin...”

Tatum’s lips touched mine again.  This time with more passion.  More heat.  With the same intense lust as before.  I moaned, feeling warming pleasure everywhere.  It was exactly what I needed right then.  

The kiss broke again, much like before, and again, Tatum whispered, “Fuck.”  

“Tatum, don’t stop,” I begged.

“Let me finish my story,” he said.

He still held my arms as he continued.

“So, one night, while we were drinking after a practice, it all came together for me.  I needed to choose.  Either music or love.  Not both.  They couldn’t exist together because one would always try to top the other.  My heart belonged in one spot and one spot forever.  I sobered up by staying up all night, thinking about DownCrash and thinking about Carrie.  I knew my decision long before I made it, but it was nice to reflect on what I had with Carrie.  We had that young romance and butterfly feeling...”

Jealousy burned in me.

I wanted to be young, romantic, hopeless, floating.

“So I broke up with Carrie.  I destroyed her heart and just let it fall.  She begged me not to do it.  She begged me for anything.  And right after that happened, her father had a heart attack and died shortly after.  It was the hardest six months of her life.”

I nodded.

“I didn’t even get in touch with her after her father passed away.  I just ignored her for such a long time, and it always bothered me.  Then you came along, Maggie, and changed everything I knew.  I don’t care if we weren’t together for a long time or not even a real couple, whatever.  You just... made everything right.”

“Right to go back to her?”

“It’s not like that,” Tatum said.  “I swear.  I thought about what your ex was doing to you and if I couldn’t fix it, I could at least fix what I did wrong.  So I did.  I called Carrie and apologized.  We met up and talked... and I realized something... I can have both.  I can have music.  I can have romance.  I see the way Tripp and Scarlett look at each other and they both know and respect what music represents to each other and the band.  It just works.  And I want that.  I deserve that.”

“Of course you do,” I said.  “You deserve the world, Tatum.”

Tatum took a deep breath.  “You showed me that, Maggie.  That love and music can exist side by side.”

“Great,” I said.  “I showed you how to get back together with your ex then.”

“No,” Tatum yelled.  “Fuck.  No.  I look at you, right here, right now, and it just makes sense.  The world makes sense looking at you.”

“Then prove it,” I said.  “Do something about it.  Make me... feel it.”

Tatum bit at his lip ring.  Temptation danced around us in the bathroom.  The rest of the world stayed right where it belonged - outside.  The reality of whatever waited felt like a dream and Tatum and I felt like reality.  He kissed me again and this time, I could feel it, this kiss wasn’t going to end a few seconds into it.

Our lips were locked and when he opened his mouth, I stole the chance to finally have the kiss I’d been dying for.  My tongue explored his mouth and his hand on the back of my neck squeezed.  He groaned and his hand down at his side came forward, touching my hand.  Our fingers interlocked and as we kissed, my heart fluttered.  My heart came to life.  The pieces began to lift, just like that.

Tatum pressed against me.  I felt his body, finally.  The hardness of his muscles under his shirt.  The light dampness of sweat from the show.  The scent of desire.  He began to push me so hard that I had to back up.  He was too strong and I was too ready.  I stepped back, over and over, stumbling a few times, almost falling, until I crashed into the wall.  I let out a cry and Tatum groaned.  

I touched between his legs.  He was thick and ready.  I needed him.  I didn’t care about anything right then.  Just Tatum.  Just his body.  Just our passion.  I pulled at his zipper, allowing one of my hands to get into his pants.  I felt him over his boxers, rubbing him up and down.  

Tatum gripped my waist.  He unbutton my pants and forced them down.  My skin tingled at the touch of his fingers.  His right hand cut up between my hips, touching my panties and then tearing them to the side.  His fingers touched my moist slit, and then two fingers were in me.  My mouth opened and I let out a long moan.  Tatum slid his lips down my chin to my neck.

“Maggie,” he whispered.  “I... can’t control myself...”

“Don’t.  Don’t control it.  Do it.  Right now.”

My hand moved into his boxers, gripping his hard, bare skin.  I wrestled until he was exposed, my small hand racing up and down his erection.  I moved as fast as I could until Tatum stopped me.  

“Fuck, girl, you’re going to kill this moment,” he said.  

We looked at each other and we both smiled.

The moment was so wrong... in so many ways... but when he touched me nothing felt so good and so right.

Our eyes were locked as he guided the thick tip of himself into me.  His hands were then back at my hips, holding me, positioning me, preparing me.  My body thrust at him, wanting more.  My knees bent and I offered myself the best I could.  Tatum moaned and thrust forward, fully entering me.  My mouth fell open, my breath stolen from the intense pressure and pleasure coming together in the same second at the same spot.  

Our bodies connected over and over, and we acted as though they were the last seconds we had alive or the last moments we’d ever touch each other.  At one point my hands were under Tatum’s shirt, feeling his abs tightening as he fucked me.  I finally found comfort behind his neck, I locked my fingers together as I held on tight.  The harder he bucked at me, the better it felt.  Knowing that just beyond the walls of the bathroom was the bar and restaurant, along with both Derreck and Carrie, it made everything riskier and hotter.  

I lifted my legs off the floor and Tatum’s hands cupped under the back of my legs.  He lifted me a little more, putting me in the perfect position and I wrapped my legs tight around him.  His hands then moved to my ass where he cupped and pulled, wanting more of me.  The sex got hotter as we breathed heavily and cried out to each other.  When I looked into Tatum’s eyes, I could see a little regret and I knew he could see the same in my eyes.  But beyond that, more dominant than anything else was the fact that we wanted each other.  Nothing else mattered as he thrust deep in me.  

My back tried arching against the wall and when I felt my climax rushing, I put my mouth to Tatum’s ear and bit for a second.

“I’m coming,” I managed to whisper with a whimpering moan.

Tatum grunted and came at me harder.  He exploded a few seconds later, matching the intensity of my orgasm.  We were against the bathroom wall, the thrusts slow and deep.  Our lips came together again.  I put my feet back to the floor only to have Tatum thrust a few more times, lifting me each time he did so.  

I moaned through every thrust until Tatum pulled himself from me.  He took two steps back, put himself away, and stared at me.  I stood with my hands at my side, my pants and panties still down, stuck between pleasure and shock.  

I couldn’t believe that just happened.

More so, I couldn’t believe I broke a promise to Derreck.  A big promise.  

“Maggie,” Tatum said.  

I swallowed and tears filled my eyes.

“Shit,” he whispered.

He came back to me and bent his knees.  I looked down at him and watched as he gripped my panties.  He gently lifted my panties, followed by my pants.  

“Should I have done that?” Tatum asked.

A tear fell from my eye and I smiled.  “Yes.  You should have... and more...”

“Maggie,” Tatum said, his hand touching my face.  “I never want you to be in pain.  I never want you to hurt.”

“Tatum, I’m in love with you.”

Tatum’s mouth closed.  He didn’t blink.  The seriousness of our relationship had just been put into a catapult and sent off into space.  

“I love you, Maggie,” he said.

We kissed again and I casually fixed my panties and pants.  I did my best to look as normal as I did walking into the bathroom.  

Tatum and I lingered for a few minutes, staring at each other, kissing, knowing the seconds were counting down until we would have to face the outside world.

“What are you going to do?” Tatum asked.  “I want to help.”

“There’s nothing you can do,” I said.  “It’ll only cause trouble.  I’m going to talk to Derreck... tell him...”

Tatum nodded.  “If you need me...”

“You have to deal with your stuff too.”

Tatum nodded and closed his eyes.  “I fucked it up again.”

It was my turn to touch Tatum’s face.  My thumb went for his lip ring, playing and teasing.  

“You didn’t fuck anything up, Tatum,” I whispered.  “You’re following your heart.”

“Now you sound greedy,” he said.

“Maybe I am.  Don’t I deserve to be greedy, for a second at least?”

“You deserve anything you want,” Tatum said.

He backed away and put his hand to the doorknob.  I could read his consoling eyes, the worry and guilt crashing like waves.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.  “I’ll be home before anything happens.”

“I need to see you again,” Tatum said.  “Soon.  I’m not waiting days or weeks.”

“Tomorrow.  Derreck has work.”

“When are you going to talk to him... about...”

“When he gets home from work, okay?”

Tatum shook his head.  He closed his eyes and put his head back.  The grip on the doorknob was fierce, his knuckles white.  

“Tatum, what’s wrong?”

“I can’t do it,” he said.  “I just can’t.”

“Can’t do what?” I asked.  “Us?”

“Not that,” Tatum said.  “I’d die for you, Maggie.  Right here, right now.  And tomorrow... and forever.  You’ve shown me things I never thought possible.  Even when you weren’t with me, it was all there.  Just waiting.”

“Someone else just stepped into it, right?”

“No, not at all.  Carrie is nothing compared to you.  I need to just apologize and finish it.  Just so you know... we never, uh, you know.”

I nodded.  “Me and Derreck, the same.  I don’t want anyone but you, now and forever.”

“You mean that?”

“I swear on it,” I said.

“I don’t want to force you into anything though.  That’s why I can’t say anything else right now.  And what we just did... we can’t again.”

“That makes me want to end things with Derreck quicker.”

“That’s up to you,” Tatum said.  “I’ll wait forever if I had to.  I hope I don’t.  And if you feel he’s dangerous, let me help you.”

“I told you,” I said, “if you step in, it’ll make things worse.  I should have said something sooner to Derreck.  I’m sorry I hurt you, Tatum.  I’ll carry that for the rest of my life.”

“I won’t,” Tatum said.  “True love always finds its way.”

He tore the door open and left.  I considered chasing after him, like I should have done when he started to leave the parking lot of my apartment.  Again, I held back.  With Tatum, I felt strong.  I felt confident.  I felt powerful.  And I felt pleasured.  Cared for.  Loved.  Without him, I felt vulnerable.  All because of Tatum and his hold on me.
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I opened the bathroom door and started to work through the smaller crowd.  I spotted Derreck almost instantly, laughing with Nick.  Of course, a few girls were around them.  I wanted to judge the girls, call them sluts or bitches, anything to boost my spirits, but in reality, what did he know about Derreck?  About me?  Derreck was probably buying drinks left and right, breaking promises.

But I had broken a big promise.  

Right in the women’s bathroom.

My face reddened and my mind replayed the images while my body replayed the pleasure.  I turned and darted through the kitchen area, so I wouldn’t be spotted by Derreck.

I made it out back with minimal looks and only one of the cooks yelling at me for not using the fucking front! as he lovingly put it.  

The air was cool and the back of the place was eerily quiet.  Before the show, it was was full of people, all wanting to see DownCrash, help DownCrash with their equipment, anything to be part of the fantasy of rock n’ roll.  

One car remained and when I saw Logan carrying two guitar cases, I called for him and waved.  He stopped and looked at me, then nodded.  He motioned to his car and I hurried to him, opening the backdoor.

“Thanks Maggie,” he said.

“What’s in the bags?” I asked.

“Guitar and a bass,” he said.  “I like to drive my own stuff home.  I’m picky like that.”

Logan smiled.  He had a rockstar charm about him.  Logan was a few inches shorter than Tatum, but had the same kind of build.  Wide shoulders, long arms, and the longest fingers I’d ever seen on a person.  It always amazed me, watching him play bass and guitar.  He was quietest one in the band, the one focused on the music and technique.  But his eyes told a story of someone who could be a little crazy if need be.

“Where’s... the rest of the band?”

“You mean Tatum?” Logan asked.

I nodded. 

“He split with... uh...”

Logan froze and puckered his lips.  He put his hands up and rubbed his face.

“It’s okay,” I said.  “I know...”

“You know?  How do you know?”

“He told me,” I said.  I couldn’t help but smile.  I knew my face gave everything away.

“Must have been his bathroom break, huh?”

“He wasn’t lying,” I said.  “We were in a bathroom.”

Logan laughed and tapped the top of his car.  “Too much... too much...”

“Hey, can I ask you something?”

“If it’s about Tatum, I’m out of it.  No offense, but I don’t get involved with relationships.”

“That’s fine.  I wouldn’t pull you into anything.”

“Yeah, you would,” Logan said.  He raised an eyebrow, looking cocky.  “But it’s cool.  I get it.  Now, what do you need?”

“A ride.”

“What kind of ride?” Logan asked.

He had a half smile that was full of bad intentions.

“Come on,” I said.  “What do you think I mean?”

“Hey, I once watched Scarlett kiss both Tripp and Tatum... wasn’t sure if you did the same kind of stuff.”

“Stop it,” I said.  I felt annoyed, my nerves pinching.  “Don’t be an asshole.  I need a ride home.”

Logan put his hands up.  “Sounds good.  Hop in.”

Logan drove fast and fearless and I wasn’t sure why I could expect anything different from him.  He was, after all, a member of DownCrash, right?  He was a rockstar.  Sometimes the silent types were the deadliest.  I watched the way he drove and the way his face looked, like he had something to prove, nothing to lose, and like he had everything to gain by driving as fast as possible.

The silence in the car became uncomfortable and as I debated on what to say - without sounding like a fan of the band - Logan sighed.

“He’s lost in you, you know.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Tatum.  He’s lost in you.  When he came to practice after you two fought, I never saw him that down.  He wasn’t mad, he was hurt.  Even after all the shit he went through with Carrie, I never saw him like this.”

“He told me about Carrie.”

“Yeah, well that was a disaster from day one.  She was the complete opposite of the band, always.  Maybe that’s why he fell in love with her, or fell in love of the idea of her.  It was his way of having a break from the band but when music took control, he had to leave her.  I feel bad for her, but she needs to move on too.”

“He said he’s going to talk to her.”

“He did.  Backstage.  Then they stormed out.  He told her he was sorry and that he was in love with you.”

“He said that?” I whispered.

“Tatum is honest,” Logan said.  “Sometimes right to the point honest.  Fun to watch.”

The car grew silent again and a few minutes later I was home.  The car idled and I looked at Logan, my emotions twisted and confused.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said.

“Is he dangerous?”

“Tatum?”

Logan scoffed.  “You know what I’m talking about.  Tatum told me you had an ex...”

I put my hand up.  “Logan...”

“I’m serious, Maggie.  Tell me the truth, right now.  Is he dangerous?”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “I thought he was dangerous in high school, but that was a long time ago.  He’s an adult now.  Would he hurt someone?  I don’t know.  That’s why... I’m so scared right now.  Okay?”

“If you need anyone...”

“I know.”

“I hate admitting it, but seeing the way you and Scarlett just fit in with us,” Logan said, “it’s like you’re part of the band.  And we protect each other, no matter what.”

“Thank you, Logan,” I said.

My phone beeped and I cringed.

Logan saw the fear in my face.

“Check it now, with me here.”

“He’s back at the bar still...”

“I don’t care,” Logan commanded.

The quiet bassist was suddenly alive, strong and protective, much like Tatum and Tripp.  I actually felt safe.

I looked at my phone and smiled in relief.

“Not him?”

“No.  Just a friend.”

It was a text message from Annie.

Need to talk when you can. Miss you

“What friend?” Logan asked.  His voice had that need-to-know tone as if I had ten boyfriends sneaking around town.  

I showed Logan my phone and shook it.  “Friend from school.  Annie.”

“Annie, huh?”  A smile grazed Logan’s face ear to ear.  “She hot?”

I laughed.  “She lives an hour away, calm down.”

“I don’t care.  I asked a question.  Is she hot?”

I opened my door and slid out.  

“Hey, Maggie...”

I looked back in the car.  Logan looked at me and didn’t say another word.

“I’m okay,” I finally said.  “I’ll handle everything soon.  Okay?”

“When you get rid of that ex of yours, tell your friend to come over for a weekend,” Logan said.  “Take her to a DownCrash show.  Tell her you can get her backstage.”

“I’m not sure she’s into rockstars though,” I said.

Logan smiled.  “Everyone is into rockstars.”

I shook my head.  “For the record, Logan, she is hot.  Really hot.”

I closed the door and rushed into my apartment.

All I had to do then was wait... wait for Derreck to come home.  Find the strength to talk to him.  Wait for him to leave.  Find Tatum.

And then life would be happily ever after... if it were all just that easy.
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I settled in bed, practicing what I’d say.  It didn’t occur to me that when Derreck came home drunk, it might be the worst possible time to try and talk to him.  

What if he didn’t remember?

If I spilled my guts to him, told him to get the hell out, told him how much he hurt me, and told him that I was in love with someone else, he couldn’t just leave, could he?  If he stayed on the couch and slept it off, what would happen when he woke up, sober, and didn’t remember a thing?

Somewhere in that mental battle I fell asleep.  I didn’t dream but when I heard thundering sounds, I jumped up.  I looked around the dark bedroom and saw the clock glowing at me.  It was almost four in the morning.

Fuck.

I heard more thuds out in the living room of the apartment.  When Derreck let out a howling laugh, I knew he was beyond drunk.  My heart raced and I had two very scary thoughts...

First, I couldn’t break things off with him.  Not if he was that drunk.  It just wouldn’t work.  Second, if he was that drunk and we hadn’t touched each other in such a long time, he’d want it.  He would want it.  Not me, but it.  And it meant a certain part of my body.  That’s how he always referred to it.  He didn’t call it making love or sex or even fucking.  When he wanted it, he called it
as the name of the body part it was.  Maybe in the context of sex, that word could be used to be erotic - maybe with Tatum - but not with Derreck.  He thought of sex as my one body part and his body, end of discussion.

And with him drunk, I wouldn’t be able to stop it.  

All of Derreck’s rules wouldn’t apply when drunk.

I heard him talking and laughing, his voice growing louder.  I shivered and shuddered, telling myself to just go back to bed.  Even then, that wouldn’t matter.  His sense of reasoning was stolen.  If he found me asleep, he’d wake me up.  He’d force my legs open.

A slap sound came at the bedroom door and I started crying.  

“Maggie!” Derreck cried out, his voice slurred.  

I waited for the door to open and hell to begin.  Instead, there was a series of thuds and a grunt from Derreck.  Then came the silence.  The intense, creepy silence.  The only sounds I heard were my breathing and my pounding heart.  I stared at the door for what felt like hours until I found the courage to take the covers off my body and check.  I walked slow, expecting the door to just suddenly pop open and have Derreck there, waiting for me.  

But that didn’t happen.

I opened the door and found Derreck on the floor.  He was face down, his head towards me, his eyes shut, mouth open.  

I thought he was dead so I dropped down and touched his neck.  His neck was warm and his heartbeat present.  I stood back up and watched him.  Derreck had to go, once and for all.  And I needed to be with Tatum, now and forever.  It was the only thing that made sense in my heart.  After all the mental planning, the night was shot.  I’d have to wait for the morning.  Which was probably a good idea considering Derreck would surely wake with a killer hangover.  He’d be weak and in pain, a perfect time to finish this relationship.

I smiled as I looked at Derreck.

It would be his last night in the apartment.

Derreck coughed and his throat gurgled.  I jumped back as a flow of vomit poured from his mouth all over the carpet in the hall.  My stomach turned and I covered my mouth, thinking I was going to lose it too.  I stepped into my room and shut the door.  I couldn’t deal with that tonight.  Maybe that’s what Derreck needed.  To wake up in a pool of his own throw up. 

I slept peacefully, excited for the morning.  When I woke, I rushed from my bed, ready to tear open the door and kick Derreck.  I wanted to wake him up and get him out of the apartment.  I had my cell phone in my hand, prepared to text Tatum and share the good news.  It was already almost noon and I couldn’t believe I had slept so well and so long considering I had Derreck just outside the bedroom door.

I opened the door and said, “Okay, Derreck, we have to...”

All I could see was a pile of dried vomit on the carpet.  No signs of Derreck.  No lifeless body on the floor.  No smell of food or coffee.  Nothing.  Just the puke on the carpet.  

“No,” I whispered.  

I ran to the kitchen, then to the living room.  I looked out the window and saw Derreck’s car gone.  That’s when it came to me.

Derreck had work.

I groaned in frustration, remembering that he told me he had work today.  Work with the landscaping job he landed.  Work with the buff, muscular guy, Nick.  I walked back to the spot where Derreck had fallen and thrown up.  I stared at the spot again.  He managed to pass out cold like that but woke up on time for work.  Those were the little things that amazed me.  He could be such an asshole like that yet still have the responsibility and care to make sure he was at work on time.

Knowing I was alone and safe, at least for the time being, I made coffee and ate something, lost in thought and confused in life.  I had planned by then to have Derreck gone.  Even if it didn’t end well, I’d have that burden off my shoulders.

Right on cue, as if I needed more to think about, my phone rang with a text message from Tatum.

I miss you.

I let out a cry that nobody heard but me and wrote back.

I miss you.  How did your night end? Logan told me...

I waited for the next message as I finished my coffee.  It didn’t have the same taste it would have earlier in the morning or without the stress of Derreck wrapped around me.  I dumped it and went for the bathroom.  I needed a shower to get the day moving.  

I had the water on when Tatum texted back.

It went okay. I was honest, she wasn’t happy. I don’t care. I want you. Right now. Come over.

My lips quivered and I stood wearing only a bathrobe in the small bathroom.  I opened the robe and dropped it, gazing upon my own body, imagining Tatum touching me.  Imagining his lips - his lip ring - touching all the right spots.  Forever.

I moaned as my toes curled.  

The combination of temptation and desire was lethal.

Where are you?

I wrote it, sent it, and knew it was going to end in trouble.  Good trouble, but still trouble. But I couldn’t handle it anymore.  I couldn’t be in prison.  I stepped into the shower and let the hot water caress my body.  Just knowing I’d be free of Derreck and in Tatum’s arms again changed the way the water felt.  How it touched me, how it ran down my body.  The steam collecting around me.  It was warm, comforting, just like Tatum.  I heard my phone go off again and I didn’t check it until I was done showering.  It was just another message from Tatum, letting me know he was at the garage.  

I’d get to see another DownCrash band practice.  

Worked for me.

I hurried to get ready and considered leaving Derreck a note.  But that would be cheap, wouldn’t it?  I couldn’t leave Derreck a note to break everything off with him.  He wouldn’t have left anyway.  He would have stayed until I got back.  At least this way, I could go see Tatum, fill myself with the needed confidence to end it all, then come back and wait for Derreck.  I’d give him the chance to shower and leave.  He’d be tired from work, beat up from drinking the night before, and with those two together nothing could stop me.

When I got to garage I knocked once and then opened the door.  A familiar smell of sweat and man hit me and I smiled.  The last time I was in the garage was when Scarlett’s friend Andy threw a fit about she and Tripp together.  That night ended with Tatum punching Andy and me starting to fall for Tatum.  

Logan messed around with a bass and when he saw me, he stopped.  “How’s your friend?”

My face dropped.

Oh, shit.

I forgot to text Annie back the night before.

“You never texted her,” Logan said.  “Some friend you are.”

“Who’s Annie?” Tatum asked.

“Maggie’s hot friend,” Logan said.

“Hot friend?” Tripp asked, looking up from a notebook.

“Asshole,” Scarlett yelled and threw a pillow at him.  She turned her attention to me.  “Is Annie your friend from high school?” 

“Yeah.  She texted me last night when I was with Logan.”

“When you what?” Tatum asked.

“She asked for a ride,” Logan said.  He hit a few notes on the bass.  “So... I... gave her a fast ride home.”

Tatum looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

“He was right there for me,” I teased.

“Really?”

“Don’t worry, I took good care of her,” Logan said.

“Fuck you,” Tatum said.

I saw the jealousy and I had to laugh.  I never saw Logan open up like this before and I never saw Tatum get so worked up.  

“Wow, he’s easy to crack,” Logan said.  “He must really like you, Maggie.”

“More like love her,” Tripp called out.

“Okay.  Practice is over,” Tatum said.  “Everyone... out.”

Tripp looked at Tatum.  “I live here.  I own the place.”

“You live in the house, so go there.”

Tripp stood and closed his notebook.  

I guess I wasn’t going to get to see a DownCrash practice after all.  

Logan unplugged his bass and put it away.  Tripp went to Scarlett and they embraced each other like two love stricken kids, Scarlett on her toes, her hands around Tripp’s neck.  Kissing like crazy.  

“Get a room,” Tatum called out.

“Good idea,” Tripp said. 

I looked at Scarlett and smiled.  She was blushing but I understood it.  How that touch felt, how that embrace felt, how it all felt.  To be wrapped up and lost in love.

“Make sure you text your hot friend soon,” Logan said.  “In case she’s in trouble.”

“Worried so much, huh?” I asked.

“Well, I hate to see a pretty girl in need.”  Logan looked at Tatum and raised an eyebrow.  “That’s why I gave you ride home last night, Maggie.”

Tatum lifted a drumstick, ready to throw it.  “Dude...”

“I’m out,” Logan said and finally left.

I looked back at Tatum.  “I never heard Logan talk so much before.”

“Well, he got a good news phone call yesterday, before the show.”

“Oh yeah?”

Tatum nodded.  “His grandfather beat cancer.”

I looked back to the closed door.  “Wow.  I had no idea.”

“He didn’t talk about it too much,” Tatum said.  “It was scary for a little while there with the chemo treatments and all that.  Logan’s grandfather is an important man to Logan, and to the band.”

“Wow,” I whispered again.  

“Yeah.  So tell me about this ride home last night...”

“Well,” I said.  “I asked Logan to help me.  And he did.  Took me home.  Kissed me.  Felt me up.  He’s aggressive.”

Tatum dropped his drumsticks and his lip started to curl.  “What the fuck...?”

“I’m kidding,” I said.  “I had no way home last night.”

“You didn’t?”

I shook my head.  “Derreck had a car, I didn’t.”

“And he was drinking?  And he made you leave?”

I nodded.  “I figured I’d walk home.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?  Christ, I would have taken you home.”

“What about Carrie?”

“Who cares?” Tatum bellowed.  “I would have taken care of it.”

“Okay.  Tatum, relax.  I saw Logan and he drove me home.”

“I don’t care.  Something could have happened to you.  What if... Danny or someone showed up?  Or someone followed you home...”

I walked to Tatum and wrapped my arms around him.  I squeezed him as tight as I could, listening to his heart race, feeling the hard skin of his muscles.  I took a deep breath, inhaling everything about him.  

“I’m fine,” I said.  “I made it home and I’m fine.”

I looked up at Tatum as he looked at me. “Did Derreck come home?”

I nodded, ready to face the uncomfortable subject.  “He passed out on the floor and puked.”

“So he didn’t try touching you?”

“No.”

“Did you talk to him?”

I froze for a second and swallowed.  “I’m so sorry, Tatum.”

“What happened?”

“When I woke up, Derreck was gone.  I forgot he had work.  Even still I didn’t think he’d wake up and go to work.  But he did.”

Tatum growled and then touched my hair.  “It’s okay.  You’ll talk to him.  I thought about it too.  I want to be there when you do it.  Just in case.”

“No,” I said.  “That’ll make it so much worse...”

“Good.  Maybe it’ll get the message across then.  Maybe he’ll understand that this is not some fucking high school game anymore.”  Tatum held something back.  He bit on his lip ring hard and watched it pull as though he was going to tear it out.

“What else did you have to say?” I whispered.

“Nothing,” he said.  “Nothing.  Just...”

“Tell me.”

“How could it happen?  How could you let it happen?”

My hands opened and I stepped back.  The pain that shot through me was hard to explain.  Like a shot of truth and betrayal all in one question.

“I’m sorry,” Tatum said.  “I shouldn’t have said it.”

“This is all my fault, like I said before,” I said.  “That’s why I told you to leave.  So you didn’t have to deal with this.  With me.”

“But I want to deal with you,” Tatum said.  “I want you today, tomorrow, and for the rest of my life.  I just want you to be strong and understand how much you’re worth.  I don’t want you to get lost in rumors and fucking promises.”

I swallowed.  “He scares me, okay?  And it’s a fear that started when I was younger.  When my mother remarried, I felt abandoned.  He was there.  He promised me...”

“Fine,” Tatum said.  “Fine.  I get that.  But now I’m promising you this, Maggie.”  Tatum put his hands around my waist and pulled me to him.  “I’m going to make sure he’s gone.  All promises are going to be shattered because they weren’t real promises.”

“What if he doesn’t leave?”

“We call the cops,” Tatum said.  “It’s your apartment.”

“And if he comes back?”

“He doesn’t know where I live.  You stay with me until it blows over.  Nothing will happen to you.”

I put my face into Tatum’s chest and groaned.  “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

“You didn’t get me into a thing.  I’d chase you across the world if it meant proving to you how much I care.  Just because some punk from high school shows up doesn’t mean you should give up the rest of your life, okay?”

I nodded.  “Okay.”

“Promise?” Tatum teased.

“I hate you.”

“No you don’t.”

“I know.”

I moved to my toes and forced my lips to Tatum’s.  As we kissed, I pushed at him, wanting him, to take me somewhere, anywhere, and just have me.  When Tatum broke the kiss I saw him look around the garage, breathing heavily, looking for a spot.

“There,” I whispered and pointed.

Tatum followed my finger and looked back at me confused.  “What?”

“The drum set,” I whispered.  “Do it there.”

“You want me to... on a drum set?”

“Yes.”

“We can’t.  It’ll fall over.”

“Play for me then.”

“Play for you?  What?  A song?”

“Just play drums.”

“Maggie, what the fuck are you doing to me?”  He looked down and I didn’t need to look down to know he was rock hard.  I don’t know what got into me.  Something clicked and I wanted to do something wild.

“Just listen to me,” I said.  “Play the drums.  I want to see you play by yourself.”

“Maggie...”

“I’ll make it worth your time,” I said as I walked to the front of the drums.  

Tatum took his place behind the kit and stood holding a pair of drumsticks.  

“I don’t do private shows, normally,” Tatum said, trying to be sexy.

“Yeah?  Well, you’ll start once you see what I’m going to do to you...”
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Tatum sat and started kicking the bass drum.  He held a steady beat and started slow, adding the snare, finally the hi-hats.  He added fills when needed, hitting the cymbals and tom-toms, from left to right.  I patiently waited to make my move, waiting for Tatum to get lost in the drums.  It didn’t take long before he started focusing on the drums more than me.  That was fine, that’s what I wanted from him.  He started to play faster, adding more beats, more hits, trying different things with the fills, sometimes sounding good, sometimes sounding off speed.  None of it mattered and maybe that was the real fun of it for Tatum.  It wasn’t practice.  It wasn’t a song to perfect.  It wasn’t a concert with paying fans.  

It was just messing around.

I looked over my shoulder and saw the door to the garage remained unlocked.  I thought about locking it, but again, I felt adventurous.  I started to picture Tripp or Logan walking into the garage while Tatum and I did what I had in mind.  

It turned me on as did the sight of sweat forming along Tatum’s hairline.  

I lifted my shirt and took it off, holding it in my right hand.  Tatum missed his snare hit.  His eyes were wide and I smiled.

“Keep going,” I yelled.  “Don’t stop.”

I dropped the shirt to the floor and went for the button on my pants.  I opened my pants and teased Tatum as I slipped a finger into my panties, only feeling the smoothness of my body, but I played it off as though I were touching something much more sensual.  I wiggled my hips as my jeans fell down.  I stepped from them with one foot and kicked with the other.  They hit the bass drum and stopped there.  

“Maggie,” Tatum called out.  “What are you doing?”

I bit my lip and reached behind to the clasp of my bra.  My hands were actually shaking I was so nervous.  It was far from the first time I was taking my bra off in front of another guy but something about it being Tatum made me wonder if anyone else had done this.  And if so, would I be just as good?  I wanted to be better, the best.  

I unhooked my bra and let it fall forward.  When it fell off my chest, Tatum missed another drum beat and his mouth fell open.  I held the bra in my right hand and stood there, topless in front of Tatum’s drum set.  I was just about in the same spot where Tripp normally stood which made me smile because I hoped from there on out when Tatum looked at Tripp he would picture me topless.  

I walked towards the drums and gently placed my bra between the two toms and ran a finger along the cymbal.  Just for show, I licked my finger as I continued walking around the drums towards Tatum.  When I stood next to the hi-hats, he finally stopped playing.

“I can’t do this,” he said.  “Not with you naked.”

“I’m not naked,” I said and pointed to my panties.

“I can fix that,” Tatum said.

He reached for me and I smacked his hand away.

“I want you, right there,” I said.

Tatum looked down and then back at me.  “On the seat?”

“Yes.  Right now.”

I stepped again, working my way between Tatum and the drums.  Tatum dropped his drumsticks and reached for my sides.  He positioned me directly in front of him and thanks to his tall height and my slight shortness, my breasts were perfect level for him.  Just like before, he quickly went to work, putting his lip ring to good use, teasing my nipples, one at a time, until they were hard and I was moaning, begging for him.

He started to kiss below my breasts and that’s when I lost all my control.  My left hand touched between his legs, gripping him.  I pulled at his belt, fighting with it for a few seconds before he took over and stood from the drum throne.  

“I need this off,” I said as I grabbed the bottom of his shirt.  

I watched his sweaty, sexy, nipple pierced perfect body appear before my eyes.  With his shirt off, he went back to his pants, dropping them.  I took care of his boxers then, making sure my nails were hard against his skin as I pushed them down.  When he popped free, I groaned and quickly clawed at his chest, wanting him to sit back down.  

Tatum listened and I came at him, my legs spread, my body more than ready for him.  

“Oh, fuck,” he whispered as I bent my knees.

“Yes,” I whispered back.

I felt the tip of his erection touch me and my body shuddered and clenched up.  The pleasure soared through me thinking about Tatum fucking me in the bathroom, and in my apartment.  

His hands were on my hips, strong but still gentle.  

He guided me down some more, allowing my body to get used to his thick size.  I opened for him, accepted him, and squeezed against him.  

As he let out a long groan, I started to lower myself some more.  Tatum’s hands then squeezed hard and pulled, bringing my body down to his.  In a matter of a second, he was completely inside me.  My mouth fell open and Tatum kissed me, bringing one of his hands to the back of my head, helping me to remember how to kiss.  My body was frozen by the pleasure.  

Tatum bucked his body up and I groaned.  My feet found balance and I pushed with my legs, lifting myself.  As I stood, Tatum almost exited me.  My body shook and tightened against him.  His hands then touched my breasts, cupping them.  I stared down at him with hopeless eyes.  The events of our entire lives felt like they were all coming together in one set moment.  

I moved back down on Tatum and slowly worked into a motion, lifting and lowering, enjoying all his body had to offer.  Tatum matched my movements with thrusts.  His right hand traveled down my body to my side, just above my hip.  His left hand cupped under my breast, squeezing tight, his thumb sometimes teasing my nipple.  

The sex became hotter as it grew faster.  We balanced ourselves to ensure we didn’t fall off the drum throne and into the drum set.  Each time I was reminded that we were fucking on Tatum’s drum throne and basically against his drum set, it made the pleasure and fantasy all that much more real.  

His hands slowly worked their way further down my body until he touched my ass.  There he held tight and started to guide me.  He took control.  I gripped his shoulders, feeling the rock hard muscles and hung on the best I could.  I leaned forward, letting my tender breasts touch his face.  Together, we moaned and grunted.  A few times when Tatum moved his foot, he hit the hi-hat peddle or the bass drum pedal, and thuds echoed in the garage for a few seconds.  They were always quickly swallowed up and replaced by the sounds of our bodies coming together.  

When Tatum took his hands from my ass, he moved up my back, his hands spread, pushing, making sure I knew how strong he was.  My back arched as I rocked my body, keeping Tatum deep inside me.  I every inch of intense definition.  One of Tatum’s hands slid its way to my hair.  His fingers ran along my scalp and he forced me to look down at him.  

“Kiss me,” he said.  “Kiss me like we’re never going to kiss each other again.”

That’s all I needed to hear.

My lips touched Tatum’s for a second before our tongues were touching.  As I moved up and down on him again, the kiss continued, becoming sloppy but sexy.  We tasted each other’s mouths and heavy breaths.  

I managed to mutter, “Fuck...” and Tatum returned it with the same.

My body ached in every possible place, the pleasure building on top of itself, over and over.  

Tatum’s hands began a super tight grip, one hand on the back of my head, the other still on my back.  I felt him thrusting up as hard as he could, everything thickening.  

“Yes,” I whispered into Tatum’s mouth.  “Yes, please...”

I came down on Tatum and held, moving in all directions.  It took all of two seconds before Tatum finished.  I was breathless.  Our lips were touching, but we weren’t kissing.  I felt lost in time, trapped in a world where Tatum held me and pleasured me every second of every day for the rest of my life.  

Tatum smiled first and used the tip of his tongue to lick around my lips.

“That was perfect.”

I looked down at our connected bodies.  “It still is perfect.”

“Fuck, Maggie... I’m in love with you.”

I put my hands to Tatum’s face.  My thumb flicked along his lip ring, never wanting the moment to end.

“Tatum... I love yo...”

A horrible thud hit the garage.  It sounded like a boulder crashed into it.  

I jumped up, stood there for a few seconds, and stared at Tatum.

“What was that?” I asked.

The sound came again, just as loud as before.

This time it had a voice with it.  A voice I never thought I’d hear anywhere near the garage where DownCrash practiced.

“Maggie!  Open the fucking door!”

“Derreck,” I whispered as my legs gave way.
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Tatum caught me and looked me dead in the eyes.  

“Maggie, listen to me right now.  This is it.  This is where this all ends, right now.  Get dressed fast.  I’m right here.  We’ll take care of it.”

Tatum fixed himself and dressed as I did the same.  I couldn’t remember a time I dressed so fast in all my life.  I kept looking at Tatum, wanting to protest his decision to confront Derreck together.  But what choice did I have?  Derreck had somehow followed me or found me.  I was caught red handed so to say.  My body still lingered with Tatum’s touch and when he put his arm around me, he pulled me tight.

“This is bad,” I said.  “This is really bad.”

“No, it’s not,” Tatum said.  “This is something that should have been done a long time ago.”

Derreck continued to pound on the door.  I thought I would be the one to answer the door, to give Derreck a second to at least see me and then go from there.  But Tatum wouldn’t have it.  He used his right arm to protect me, to hold me back.  He opened the door and Derreck all but stumbled into the garage.  Tatum put his left hand to Derreck’s chest and pushed him back.

“Whoa, take it easy,” Tatum said.

“Who the fuck are you?” Derreck growled.  He looked and saw me.  “Maggie?  What are you doing here?”

“Derreck, it’s time to go,” Tatum said.  “For good.  Okay?”

I saw the look Derreck gave Tatum.  Derreck wasn’t one to get into fights with guys bigger than him, he preferred to throw his hands around at women, but the way Derreck looked at Tatum, I knew he wanted to kill him.  And again, this wasn’t high school Derreck.  This was ripped, tan, and pissed off Derreck.  I didn’t know what he was capable of.

“You don’t know who I am,” Derreck said.

“And you don’t know who I am,” Tatum said.  “Get your shit out of Maggie’s apartment and leave.”

“You think it’s that easy?  She can’t get away from me.  She needs me.”

“Nobody needs you,” Tatum said.  He stepped at Derreck, bumping into him.  “You’re a piece of shit, aren’t you?”

Derreck pushed at Tatum, moving him back a few inches towards me.

“Cut the shit,” Derreck yelled.  “Maggie, come on, let’s go.”

Tatum stepped at Derreck again and this time I grabbed his arm.  I pulled him back towards me.

“That’s enough,” I said.  “Enough.”

“Enough?” Derreck asked.  He raised an eyebrow, annoyed, staring at me, trying to be in control of me.

“I’m done, Derreck.  Whatever we talked about in high school was then.  This is now.”

“So you’re going to break all our promises?” Derreck asked.  He looked hurt.  I didn’t care.  I had to fight it.

“I don’t care about promises,” I said.  “Just go, Derreck.”

“Tough girl now,” Derreck said.  “With your fuck friend here.”

“Fuck friend?” Tatum asked and smiled.  “When was the last time you...”

Derreck threw a fist and Tatum backed away enough that Derreck spun around.  Tatum laughed, purposely making it longer and louder than it needed to be, only to piss Derreck off more.  I put my hands to my face.  I couldn’t recall Derreck ever actually going after someone like that before.

“Want to try that again?” Tatum teased.

Derreck had two fists, both ready to unleash.  “Where’s the rest of the pussies you call a band?”

“Really?  That’s the best you’ve got?  Calling the band a bunch of pussies?”

“Fuck you,” Derreck said.  He looked at me again.  “Maggie, let’s go.  Enough of this.”

“I’m not leaving,” I said.  “Derreck, I’m in love with Tatum.”

“Love...? You promised me,” Derreck said.

“You forced me into promising,” I said.  “You’re a terrible person, Derreck.  You’ve always been.  You always will be.”

“I’ve had enough,” Derreck yelled.  “Fuck this... let’s go Maggie...”

That’s when everything happened too fast.

Derreck had a hand out coming at me.  I looked at Tatum, and his eyes went wide.  Derreck grabbed my wrist and pulled.  My eyes met Derreck’s then, seeing the rage of ten thousand fires.  I knew if I went with him, he would do something crazy and bad to me.  I opened my mouth, prepared to beg my way out of the situation, but I didn’t have a chance.  

Tatum swung his left fist and he didn’t miss.  

He connected with the left side of Derreck’s face and sent Derreck stumbling across the room.  He went down to one knee, holding his face.  Tatum then grabbed me and put me behind him.

“You don’t touch her,” Tatum said.  “Ever again.”

Derreck looked over his shoulder.  “I’ll fucking kill you.”

Tatum opened his arms.  “Come on.  Do it.”

I thought it would end there.  However, the new Derreck wasn’t going to back down.  He stood up and rubbed his cheek for a few seconds.  It was already red and swollen.  The few seconds of silence that followed were torturous.  I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to do anything and even if I was, I wouldn’t have a clue on what to do.

“Just leave,” Tatum said.  “That’s your warning.”

“Yeah,” Derreck said, “here’s yours.”

Derreck threw a right fist that Tatum and I didn’t see coming.  He punched Tatum in the shoulder, which at first seemed kind of stupid, but when Tatum turned and looked at his shoulder, it gave Derreck the opportunity to connect another fist, this time to Tatum’s face.

I cried out and stepped forward, but Tatum put an arm back again, keeping me from getting in the middle of the fight.  

Derreck swung a third time and Tatum blocked the shot, connecting with a fist of his own to Derreck’s stomach.  Derreck let out a groan and stumbled back.  It gave Tatum enough time to stand and he moved at Derreck.  

This was getting serious and I hoped Tatum could control himself.

Derreck grabbed at the mic stand, lifting it and swinging it.  He hit Tatum in the leg and Tatum kicked at it.

“Weapons?  Are you that much of a pussy?” Tatum asked.

“I do what I have to do,” Derreck said.

“So do I,” Tatum said.

He pulled on the mic stand, forcing Derreck to trip toward him.  He grabbed Derreck by the neck with both hands and lifted him off the ground.  Derreck’s face turned red and his head looked ready to pop.

“This is your last warning,” Tatum said.  “Get your fucking shit and get out of Maggie’s apartment.  Go back to the hole you came from.”

Derreck’s mouth foamed and his eyes were ready to pop out of their sockets.  Even then he didn’t back down.

“Fuck you,” he managed to growl.

Tatum turned and threw Derreck like he was a rag doll.  I gasped and stepped back, watching as Derreck flew through the air.  He crashed into a wall, landing on a table where he slowly rolled until he hit the floor.  Before I could consider him dead, he moved, going to his knees, reaching for the table.  When he looked up at me, he was suddenly that Derreck from high school.  His beautiful eyes and bad boy attitude radiating.  I almost felt bad for him until I thought about everything he had done to me.  

“You’re a cunt,” Derreck said to me.  “Useless.”

“I hate you,” I said.  “I’ve always hated you.”

“Time to go,” Tatum said.

He grabbed Derreck by the back of his shirt and threw him towards the door.  At the last second, Tatum closed the door, letting Derreck crash into it.

“Whoops,” Tatum said.  “Let me get that for you.”

Tatum opened the door and pushed Derreck out.

“I’ll fucking kill you,” Derreck managed to say before the door clicked shut again.

Tatum and I stood in silence and listened as Derreck started his car and sped away.  We finally looked at each other and I lost all control of my emotions.

I collapsed into Tatum, crying so hard, it was difficult to breathe.

“It’s done,” Tatum whispered.  “He’s gone.”

When I found air, I said, “I don’t believe he’ll go.”

“Then I’ll prove it to you.  I’m going to buy you dinner and we’ll go to your apartment.  If he’s not gone, I’ll call the police.”

I looked up at Tatum, blinking.  “Thank you for that.”

“Oh, Maggie, I’d do anything for you,” Tatum said.  “You deserve more than a guy like that.”

“I was just so afraid of him,” I said.

“No need anymore.  Come on, let’s go.”

An hour later, as I sat across the booth in a local pizza shop, staring as Tatum pulled what would be his fourth piece, I couldn’t help but smile.  The intensity of the day started to roll off my shoulders.  My thoughts shifted from Derreck and Tatum fighting to Tatum and I fooling around on his drum throne.  

“What a crazy day,” I said.

“That’s life,” Tatum said.  “That’s why you have to follow your heart.  You never know when things are going to change, right?”

I nodded.  

My phone beeped and I saw it was a text from Annie.

I... need a place...

I frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Tatum asked.

“My best friend from high school needs something,” I said.  “Do you mind if I...”

“Are you asking permission to use your phone?” Tatum asked.

I blushed, reminding myself Tatum wasn’t Derreck.  “Sorry...”

“Go make your call,” Tatum said.

I stood and walked by the table.  Tatum grabbed my ass and I jumped.  He smiled and winked at me.  It felt normal and right.  

I rushed outside and called Annie.

I stood, pacing the sidewalk, waiting for her to pick up.  I always hated how she could text so fast but took forever to pick up her phone.

When she finally did, I skipped any generic hellos and said, “I hate the way you answer your phone.”

“Love you too,” Annie said.  “I was upstairs when you called.”

“You texted me like a minute ago.”

“Yeah?  And in that minute, I walked upstairs.  Are we done hating me?”

“Sure.  What’s going on with you?”

“Uh... Jared and I broke up.”

“For good?”

“For good.  Definitely.  And I’m leaving, tonight.”

“Leaving?”

“Yeah, that’s why I was upstairs.  I was packing.  I’ve got to get out of here.”

“And you’re coming here?”

“That’s right,” Annie said.  “If you have the room...”

I thought about Scarlett’s empty room.  I smiled.  Annie would make the perfect roommate.  Then I thought of Derreck.  No matter what Tatum said, there was always a chance Derreck wouldn’t leave.  Did I need to drag another person into this mess?

“Annie, I’m okay with it,” I said, “but there’s so much going on... Derreck showed up.”

“Derreck?  Like... the Derreck?”

“Yes, that’s the only Derreck I’ve known.  He’s supposed to be leaving again, today in fact, but I can’t...”

“I really need a place,” Annie said.  “Jared was cheating on me.  For like the past year.  And I sort of knew about it.  But I let it go over and over... she’s pregnant now, Maggie, okay?”

“Oh my,” I said.  “He got another girl pregnant...”

“Better than me,” Annie said.  “But that doesn’t matter.  I haven’t loved Jared in a long time and I’m done.  I want out.  I finished my classes early and I’m done for right now.”

“So, you’re just going to drop everything and come here?” 

“Why not?” Annie asked.

I had no response.  That’s how Annie lived.  She just did things.  Whenever.  Wherever.

“That’s fine I guess,” I said.  “I don’t think I have a choice.  Derreck should be gone soon.  When will you be here?”

“By morning,” Annie said.  “Asshole Jared is working late and going over her
house to sleep tonight.  When he comes back, I’ll be gone.  He knows it, so it’s no big deal.  I just can’t stand to see him or this town right now.”

“I’ll be in my apartment waiting,” I said.  “I have a room for you.”

“See you then.”

Annie ended the call and I went back into the pizza place to finish dinner with Tatum.  I slid into the booth and looked at him, my face and expression doing most of the talking.

“What now?” he asked.

“I have a new roommate,” I said.  “Which is good.”

“This Annie girl?”

“Yes, this Annie girl,” I stuck my tongue out.  “She’s a good person, a good friend.”

“Was she with you in high school, with Derreck the first time?”

I swallowed and nodded.  “She did everything she could.  I just sort of pushed everyone away at that point.  Because of my mother and because of Derreck.  Everything happened at one time…”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Tatum said.  He reached across the table for my hand.  “It’s done now.  Derreck needed someone to stand up to him, that’s all.  That’s how bullies work.”

“What if he stays local?”

“He won’t be around here.  He doesn’t go to school here.”

“I can’t hide on campus for the rest of my life,” I said.

“But you have me,” Tatum replied without hesitation.  “And nothing will happen to you.”

I could have argued that but I didn’t.  I didn’t want to ruin the moment.  In fact, I wanted to get lost in it and that’s what I did.  Tatum demanded he pay and when the young waitress came over with the bill, he paid.  I watched the waitress pause for a few seconds, looking between Tatum and I.  She bit her lip and I kicked at Tatum’s leg under the table.  

Tatum looked at me then at the waitress.  “Everything okay?”

“Uh, yeah,” she said.  She leaned down a little.  “Can I have your autograph?  I’m so sorry to bother you...”

Tatum laughed.  “Not a problem.”

I watched Tatum scribble his name on a piece of ripped blank paper handed to him from the waitress.  Her face lit up with excitement and for whatever reason that’s when it all sunk in.  It really sunk in just how popular DownCrash was.  I was there for the big crowds at their shows.  I was there for people always wanting to talk to Tatum.  I was there as Tatum texted me about their road trip to that show.  But this, something so casual, so small, but something that meant so much to this waitress, it was remarkable.  

I was with a true rockstar.

The waitress thanked Tatum and hurried away.

“She’s probably going to go stare at that for hours,” I said.

“If so, that’s kind of weird.  I’m just a guy who plays drums,” Tatum said.

“No.  You’re more than that.  So much more.”

My eyes started to glaze over as a starstruck feeling hit me.  Tatum stood from his seat and put his hand out for me to take.  I took it and stood.

“Let’s go to your place,” he said.

“To check for the boogieman?” I asked.

“Nothing to worry about.”

As Tatum led me out of the pizza shop, for the first time in a long time, I felt I had nothing to worry about.  With Tatum holding my hand, leading the way, all I could feel was hope and love.
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I unlocked the door and Tatum walked in first.  He called Derreck’s name, using a silly sounding voice.  I knew it was to make me smile but I also knew it was to try and coax Derreck out of any corners he may have been hiding in.  

He wasn’t hiding anywhere.

Right there, four steps into the apartment, on the table next to the couch was the key to the apartment.  I knew I’d get the locks changed anyway, but it allowed me to sigh in relief that Derreck left the apartment key.  However, nothing else in the basic viewing area indicated he was gone.

“Hey, Maggie, come here,” Tatum called from my bedroom.  

I felt my nerves pinch as I walked down the hall.  I didn’t want anymore bad news.  I couldn’t handle it.  Even with Tatum with me, I knew I’d just give in if something else happened.  I needed a break and when I crossed the threshold of my bedroom, I saw my break waiting for me.  

Tatum stood with one hand on my closet door, holding it open.  He smiled and pointed, and when I looked at the closet, a quarter of it was empty.  A faint smell of Derreck’s cologne lingered, but if that’s all there was left of Derreck, I’d take it.

“It worked,” I whispered.  “You got him to leave.”

“Of course I did,” Tatum said.  “I told you, he’s a bully.  Once you stand up to a bully, they leave.”

“It smells like him,” I said, disgusted.  

“Here, let me help,” Tatum said.  

He walked into the small closet and started spinning around, touching all my clothes.  It was sort of sexy to watch.  He stopped and looked at me.

“How’s that?”

“It’s a start,” I said.

“Okay, let’s try this.”

Tatum grabbed a hanger and handed it to me.  I took it and looked at him, confused.  He grabbed the bottom of his shirt and lifted it over his head.  My mouth fell open, watching his beautiful body appear.  I couldn’t help but stare at his nipple ring, still fascinated by it.  He took the hanger from me and put his shirt on it.  He hung the shirt up and closed the closet.

“There,” he said.  “Give that a day or two and no more other smell.”

“And you’re going to go home without a shirt?”

Tatum looked at me, his head slightly down, his eyes on fire.  “Who said I was going home anytime soon?”

I took a step back just as he took a step towards me.  We slowly moved until I hit my bed.  I sat and Tatum came at me, my eyes level with his pants.  

“I can’t just leave you here, can I?” he asked.

He touched my head and his fingers flirted with my cheek.  

“Why?” I asked.  “Are you afraid something bad will happen?”

Tatum smiled.  “No.  I’m afraid something bad will happen if I stay.”

“Then stay,” I said, my hands touching his pants.  

Tatum groaned as I went to work, opening his pants.  I was never so fast and eager to please someone like I was with Tatum.  All the rumors I spread about myself for so long were only worded fantasies.  But with Tatum, I got to live out fantasies as they came to me.  

I had Tatum’s pants down and I stared at the bulge in his boxers, stretching, pointing at me.  I bit on my lip as I placed my hand against his bulge, gripping him.  I pulled and moaned, wanting him more than ever.  As I looked up at him, it wasn’t a lust filled look.  It wasn’t a romantic look.  It was the look of protection.  I wanted Tatum’s body against mine to hold me, take care of me, and protect me.  

I took my hand away from his thickness and reached for my own shirt.  I lifted it over my head and dropped it to the floor.  I put my hands on the bed and leaned back a little.  I showed Tatum my body, my lacy bra, my stomach and the way I breathed heavily because of him.  I refused to speak, to say a word, to command, ask, or beg.  I wanted my eyes to do all the talking and I wanted his body to do all the acting.  

And that’s just what happened.

Tatum put both hands to my shoulders, his fingers gently caressing down my arms.  His touch was tender against my soft skin.  He made me shiver with excitement.  He made my heart race so fast I felt it in my stomach, my toes, my throat.  I felt my heartbeat everywhere.  

When his fingers slipped under the straps of my bra, he pulled, asking me to stand without a word.  I listened and stood.  Tatum pulled my bra straps down, exposing my shoulders completely.  He then kissed my shoulders, where my bra straps once were, one kiss per shoulder, offering a quick flick of his tongue.  It was enough to torture me, tease me, make my toes curls and make my body shudder.  But it was so romantic that I let out a long exhale, feeling the passion in the room swelling by the second.  He finally reached around and unclipped my bra.  It fell to the floor, to our feet and then his hands were at my back, pulling me tight.  I looked up at him and I watched him swallow.  He was getting lost in it too.  

I reached down and unbuttoned my pants, skipping anymore games.  I pushed both my pants and panties down at the same time.  I wiggled and stepped from them, parting my legs so when I offered myself to the bulge in Tatum’s boxers, he knew I was ready for him.  The only sound in the room then was a groan from Tatum.  He nodded at me, signaling me to take care of his boxers.

Staying at his sides, I pushed them down as far as I could reach.  He took care of the rest and then with a gentle thrust up, he was between my legs.  His thickness resting against my tender body.  We stood like that, our hearts racing, the erotic feeling pounding between us, staring at each other.

I licked my lips and Tatum did the same.

We didn’t need to speak to know what came next.

I jumped and wrapped my legs around him just as he tightened his grip on me, holding me.  Our lips came together, our tongues fluttering between each other’s mouths, and Tatum climbed onto my bed, taking me.  

My back touched the bed just as Tatum touched me.  He was there and then inside me with the most gentle yet pleasured filled thrust I’d ever experienced in my life.  And that’s how it all went... gentle but with tons of pleasure.  Our bodies stayed together, his strong chest against my chest.  Our lips touching constantly.  Sometimes we made out, sometimes I played with his lip ring, and sometimes we just lingered with our lips touching.  He thrust at me as I lifted my body for him, over and over.  The noises were quiet moans and groans, all of them absorbed into kisses.  

The sex could have lasted for days for all I knew, and when it finally ended in a explosive climax that had me biting at Tatum’s bottom lip, I finally understood what it felt like to be truly loved.  More so, I understood what it felt like to make love to someone else.  

After we finished, Tatum rolled and pulled me on top of him.  We ended up under my covers and we held each other.

I never felt so safe and protected in my life.

I fell asleep on Tatum’s chest, feeling his heartbeat, turned on by his nipple ring, and hopelessly in love with him.

I didn’t open my eyes again until I heard a knock.  When I realized it was morning and that we had slept for over twelve hours, I looked at Tatum in disbelief.  My stomach gurgled, looking for food and drink, but the knock at the door took all that away.

“It’s not him,” Tatum whispered.  “But I’ll get the door, okay?”

I nodded.

Tatum moved from the bed, standing naked.  He took a step towards the door and I called for him.

“Put some pants on,” I laughed.

Tatum looked down, obviously forgetting he was naked.  

“Good call,” he said and started to collect his boxers and pants.  

I did the same and hurried to get dressed, walking behind Tatum, wondering what could be waiting outside the apartment.  It made me wonder if this was how things were always going to be.  Always waiting for something to come along to ruin things.  Maybe that’s how life worked.  The constant reminder that each good moment should never be taken for granted.

Tatum got to the door and opened it with an aggression that it made me hesitate, thinking that maybe Tatum wasn’t sure if Derreck was really gone.

“Whoa, hey,” I heard a voice say.  

“You must be Annie,” Tatum said.  

He stepped to the side and there stood Annie with three bags on her shoulders.  She looked shocked and then smiled when she saw me.

“Is this the doorman?” she asked.

“Something like that,” I said.

She looked at Tatum again, her eyes moving up and down his body.  “Not bad at all.”

“Thanks,” Tatum said.

“That’s enough,” I said.  “Tatum, meet Annie.  Annie, meet Tatum, my boyfriend.”

“Nice to meet you,” Annie said.

“Let me take those bags for you,” Tatum said.  

He grabbed all the bags and as he lifted them, I couldn’t help but concentrate on the way his muscles flexed and moved.  He walked by me, winking, taking the bags to the empty bedroom that would become Annie’s.

Annie raced towards me and we hugged.

“Holy fuck that guy is hot,” she whispered in my ear.

“I know, right?  He’s all mine too.”

“Does he have any hot friends?”

I pulled away from Annie.  “You and Jared just broke up.”

“We haven’t been together in forever, please.”

“Well, Tatum is the drummer for a band.”

“Oh my gosh, I love musicians.”

I thought of Logan but didn’t say a word.  I figured it was better to give Annie a chance to unpack her bags and take a shower before we got into the talk about hot guys.  Speaking of which, Tatum came out of the room, still shirtless, and stood for a few seconds.  I caught Annie staring at him again and finally stepped in.

“Annie, do you have a bed to sleep in?”

“No,” Annie said.  “I’ll get something though.  No worries.  I packed what I could fit in my car.”

“Okay,” Tatum said, “I think I’m going to head out.  Tripp texted me, wanting to know if we could have a short practice today.”

“Okay,” I said, reaching for him.  I wanted to feel his strong grip against me.

“Do you always go places with no shirt?” Annie asked.  She wasn’t afraid to ask any questions.

I laughed.

“No,” I said, “he, uh...”

“There was a smell in Maggie’s room,” Tatum said.  “So my shirt is taking care of it.  Don’t worry, I have extra clothes in my car.  I just never got there last night.  Once my shirt was off...”

Tatum winked and I blushed.

“Am I going to have to put up with that stuff here?” Annie asked.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” Tatum said, “if she gets too loud, you just come in and tell us...”

“Pervert,” Annie teased.

“Totally,” I said and slapped Tatum.

He pulled me in for a hug and then we kissed as though Annie wasn’t standing there.  When it started to get carried away, Annie cleared her throat and we stopped.

“I’ll call you later,” Tatum said.  “Maybe you could bring Annie over after practice.  Introduce her.”

Tatum had the same intentions that I did.  Annie and Logan.

Tatum kissed me one more time before finally leaving.  I hated to see him go but I was excited Annie was there.  When the door shut, I watched Annie’s eyes go wide and knew she was mentally counting until she felt it was safe enough to freak out.  When she did, she dove at me, hugging me again, spinning me, squealing.

“What’s wrong with you?” I cried out, trying to break her hold.

“You had a hot guy in your apartment!” she yelled at me.  “What happened with Derreck?”

“Nothing,” I said.  “Tatum sort of beat him up for me and chased him away.”

“That’s seriously hot,” Annie said.  “I wish someone would have smacked Jared around.”

“I think Jared’s got his hands tied right now, don’t you?” I asked and smiled.  

“Very true,” Annie said.  

She moved into the kitchen and started looking for something to drink.  I gave her a minute to settle and then cut into her a little.  I had to.

“How does it not bother you?” I asked.

“What?”

“Jared.”

“I’m not saying it doesn’t bother me,” Annie said.  “But... I can’t let it kill me.  Like I said, it’s been a long time coming for us.  We just weren’t working together.  The only thing we had in common was splitting the rent on the house.  That’s all it was.  We split the bills to survive.  He worked late, stayed out late, and fucked someone else on the side.  I kept my distance and never questioned him about it.”

“That’s terrible,” I said.  “I wish I knew...”

“I kept my distance from everyone, to be honest.  But when he finally came to me and admitted he was cheating and that she was pregnant, it sort of clicked.  I knew I needed to get out of that house.  I took my finals early, passed them all, and just left.”

“Are you going to enroll here?” I asked.

“I don’t know.  I really don’t care.  I still have some money from my grandmother, enough to live on for a couple years if I don’t go too crazy, so maybe I’ll just do that.”

I sat down and stared at Annie.  That’s why I loved her so much.  Even in high school she was the same way.  I started to feel better about things, but then she turned her head.  Her bottom lip started to quiver and I jumped up, ran towards her, and hugged her.

“You can cry in front of me,” I whispered.

“Shut up,” she said as a tear left her eye.  

She cried for a good minute and then looked at me.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“It’s not about him,” she said.  “There’s something else...”

I looked down.  “Are you pregnant too?”

Annie pushed at me.  “No.  Please, Maggie.  No.”

“Okay.  Sorry.”

“My... grandfather is sick.”

“Sick?”

Annie nodded.

“Your Pop?”

She nodded again.

He was a sweet old man, more of a father to Annie than her actual father, who spent more time at a bar than at home.  

“How old is he now?” I asked.

“Just turned seventy.  He has cancer.”

I froze.  My blood ran cold for a few seconds.  “Oh, no.”

“I found out two weeks ago.  The doctors are hopeful, but at his age...”

“Annie, I’m so sorry.”

“Me too.  I wanted to go live with him and Mom, but he yelled at me.  He told me if I wasted my time watching him, he’d end up dead sooner than cancer killing him.  He said he’d rather know I was out in the world, making it on my own.  So I promised him I’d go if he fought hard.”

“You know he will,” I said.  “He’s always been stubborn, like you.”

“I know.  I just don’t understand it.  To be that old.  He should be enjoying his life...”

“He is,” I said.  “He’s thinking about you.  He’ll be fine.”

“You don’t know that.”

“So what?  Can’t I be hopeful once in a while?”

Annie smiled.  “Now you sound like me.”

We hugged each other again, this time for a little while.  I understood why she was really there with me.  Somehow, someway, we both knew we needed each other.  The years had come and gone so fast.  I went off to college and moved in with Scarlett.  Annie was with Jared. Everyone was separated, but yet our friendship stayed strong.  And now, in the darkest time, we were together.  

I helped Annie unpack her bags and let her swipe some stuff from my room to hang on the walls.  We ate a quick lunch and went shopping.  She bought everything she needed to get settled in the apartment, the big stuff like her bed would be delivered in a day or two.  We stayed off the subject of anything negative, but when we looked at each other, I could feel her pain.  I was happy she was there with me.  I’d do everything I could to keep her life normal, even though I didn’t know what normal was.

The proof of that came as I walked back into the apartment, ready to help Annie finish her bedroom.  My phone rang and when I looked at the screen, it was Tatum.  

I answered it, smiling.

“Hey you.”

“Maggie?  Hey.  It’s Tripp.”

“Tripp?  What are you...”

“I’m so sorry, Maggie, but Tatum’s in the hospital.”

“The hospital?  What’s wrong?”

All I could picture was a car accident.  Tatum had left earlier that day.  He was supposed to meet up with Tripp and Logan for band practice.  What could have happened?

“Maggie, just get here, okay?  I’m really sorry... I did all I could.  I fought back, for him, for me.  They were just...”

“Fought?  What do you mean fought?”

Tripp paused and swallowed hard.  I could tell he was about to break down.  

“Maggie... Derreck and some guys jumped him... they... really got to him...”

I dropped my phone and looked at Annie.

That’s the last thing I remembered.






~24~

 

I stood in the hallway of a hospital, feeling jittery.  I hated hospitals so much.  Annie drove to the hospital and helped me get to the floor we were on.  When I saw Tripp, he started running towards me, arms open.  We hugged and I never felt so close to him or the band in my entire life.  Scarlett appeared a few seconds later and finally, Logan.  When I looked at Tripp and Logan I started to actually see what happened.

Logan’s right eye was swollen and bruised.  Tripp’s mouth had a cut and his lip looked fat.  He was scraped and bruised all on his face.

“What happened?” I asked, trying to collect myself.  “Is Tatum...”

“He’s okay,” Tripp said.  “He’ll be okay.  He woke up and everything is okay now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They followed him,” Tripp said.  “He called me and said he was being followed.  The call went dead and we hurried to get to him as quick as possible.  When we got there, two blocks from the garage, we saw Derreck and a couple big guys just... just punching him.”

“They were kicking him and screaming at him,” Logan added.  “Fuck...”

“Logan and I jumped in the best we could,” Tripp said.  “There were four guys and three of us.”

I closed my eyes, hating Derreck more than ever.  My fists clenched, I wanted to kill him.  I wanted to find him and kill him.

I shook my head.  “I’m so sorry... I should have never gotten involved...”

“It’s okay,” Tripp said.  He touched my shoulders and shook me until I opened my eyes.  “It’s okay.  We held our ground pretty damn well.”

“Someone saw the whole thing and called the cops,” Logan said.  “They came and  broke it up.”

I sighed.  What would have happened if the cops didn’t come?  Would Derreck have killed Tatum?  Tripp?  Logan?

I looked at Annie and she hugged me.  

“Maggie, listen to me,” Tripp said.  “They found drugs and knives on all of them.  They were arrested on the spot.  Derreck had warrants out for his arrest from Florida too.  They’re gone.”

“Long gone,” Logan said.

“And Tatum?” I asked.

“He’s banged up,” Tripp said, “but it could have been worse.”

“You saved him,” I said, looking between Tripp and Logan.  “You really saved him.”

“We’re not just a band,” Tripp said.  “We’re closer than that.  You should know that by now, Maggie.”

“Plus, he’s the only decent drummer on campus,” Logan said and smiled.  “We’d be fucked without him.”

“You can see him,” Scarlett said, “if you want.”

“Yes,” I said. 

I broke Annie’s hold and rushed down the hall.  Tripp chased after me and stopped me before I could open the door.

“Maggie,” he whispered.

“Tripp.”

“He loves you,” Tripp said.  “He woke up and the first thing he wanted to know was if you were okay.”

“Let me go show him I’m okay.”

“Are you okay?”

“If Tatum is okay, I’m okay,” I said.

“Good.  I’d do it again, just so you know.”

“Do what?” I asked.

Tripp looked beyond me, down the hall.  I knew he was looking at Scarlett.

“Everything,” he said.  “Everything with Scarlett.  Everything with Tatum and you.  Nobody deserves to be treated like that, especially not from some guy like Derreck.”

“Thank you Tripp,” I said.

He backed away and I opened the hospital room door.  

Tatum sat up, looking as normal as normal could be for the situation.  I expected something much worse.  When he looked at me, he smiled.  

I gasped when I saw the cuts and bruises.  Bandages covered his arms and wrists.  The most obvious bandage was on his lip.  

I rushed to the bed, unsure how to touch him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I want to jump in that bed with you and hold you,” I said.  “But I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Just kiss my cheek,” he said.

I did.  I touched the other side of his cheek and put my cheek to his.  “I love you,” I whispered into his ear.  “I’m so sorry that happened...”

“I’m not,” Tatum said.  “He’s gone for good now.  Drugs and weapons.  Plus assault.  See you later.”

“Tatum, this isn’t fair to you.  I’m just... I’m just nobody and you’re in a hospital because of me.”

“You’re not just nobody,” Tatum said.  He forced himself to sit up straighter, fighting pain.  “You’re everything to me, Maggie.  You need to see that.  When I saw him following me, I knew what was going to happen.  I wanted it.  He thought he could take me down.  You know I didn’t throw a single punch?”

“You didn’t defend yourself?  Why?”

“Why bother?  That’s what he wanted.  It pissed him off more that I wouldn’t.  And each time he hit me, I laughed at him.  When the big dudes kicked, that hurt like a bitch.”  Tatum touched his sides.  “But I didn’t care.  I knew Derreck couldn’t get to you anymore.  That’s why he came after me.  And I’d do it everyday if it meant you were safe.”

Tears filled my eyes as I watched him.  Out of habit, he tried to lick his lip, his tongue moving over the bandage.

“Your lip...”

“Yeah, that kind of sucked,” Tatum said.  “He tore my lip ring out.”

I winced and touched my lip.  “No...”

“Yeah.  That hurt pretty bad too.  But then the guys showed up and then the police.  I don’t remember blacking out, but I remember thinking about you Maggie.  Everything is about you.  Everything today.  Everything tomorrow.”

“I have to make this up to you,” I said.  “I have to...”

“You can lick my wounds,” Tatum said and smiled.  “I’m going to need someone to baby me for a little bit.”

I touched Tatum’s hand and leaned down, kissing where his lip ring once was.  “It still is sexy, just so you know.  You’re like some big fighter guy now.”

Tatum looked me in the eyes.  “The only fight I care about now is the fight to make sure you feel loved from the second you wake up in the morning until your eyes shut at night.  And even then, I want you in my arms, Maggie, to show you how great life could be.”

I touched one of Tatum’s cuts.  “I can see how great life can be...”

“No.  Great is on my drum set.”

I blushed and curled my toes.

“Great is falling in love,” Tatum said.  “Great is having everything you’ve ever wanted.”

“Great is having you,” I said.

Tatum reached up and pulled me down for a kiss.  

It was the greatest kiss of my life.






~25~

 

I watched Tatum sit in the leather chair.  Most of his bruises were fading into an ugly yellow color that would be gone completely in a few days.  The cuts on his face were mostly gone too.  As crazy as it sounded, fans loved Tatum all beat up.  Tripp made sure to point it out at the couple shows they had since Tatum left the hospital.  The doctors told him to take it easy from the drums and when Tatum nodded, I knew he was lying.  He couldn’t resist music, just like I could not resist him.  When he finished practicing or playing a show and his sides hurt, it just gave me more incentive to touch him and try to make him feel better. 

I watched him not even so much as flinching as a needle went in.

He licked his lip where his old lip ring used to be, flicking at the wound.  

“This is going to get annoying,” he said.

“You’ll get used to it,” I said.  

“I know.”

He licked the other side of his lip, where his new lip ring was.

 “You should get it done,” he said.  “My treat.”

I shook my head.  “No way.  Not for me.”

I looked at the person who pierced Tatum and smiled.  Tatum looked between us and stood from the chair.  He looked at me, squinting his eyes.  He bumped into me and put his arms around my waist.

“You’re up to no good,” he whispered.

I raised an eyebrow and Tatum had to go pay for his new piercing.  We were in a little hurry because band practice was supposed to start in half an hour.  

Tatum paid and when we got into the car, I watched him struggle to get comfortable.

“You shouldn’t hurt yourself,” I said. 

“Just a little soreness,” Tatum said.  “I’ll live.”

“Yeah, I’m a little sore too.”

Tatum looked at me, confused again.  “You’re sore?  From what?”

“Nothing,” I teased as I smiled.

He looked out my window at the tattoo/piercing place and then back at me.

“What are you up to?” he asked.

“What if I confessed something crazy?”

“I’m waiting...”

“I came here yesterday and got a piercing.”

“You did?  Seriously?”

I nodded.

Tatum looked at me.  He reached out and moved my hair, checking my ear, then did the same to the other side.  His fingers touched my face, gently and soft, exploring for anything different.

“It’s not on my face,” I whispered, suddenly feeling naughty.

Tatum’s mouth fell open.  His eyes were wide.  “Maggie... where...?”

I leaned in and kissed him.  “You’ll just have to find it.”

By the time he started driving, I noticed his face was flushed.  I had managed to get to him.  If he thought that was hot, just wait until he took my shirt and bra off later and found my piercing.  

Tatum stopped by the apartment to pick up Annie as I had promised her she could come to a DownCrash practice.  She had seen them live once and the second she and Logan looked at each other, I knew trouble was brewing.  But that was okay, Annie could use the trouble.  Plus, the more I thought about it, the more it made sense.  Logan’s grandfather had just beat cancer and Annie’s grandfather had cancer.  Maybe Logan could help her get through the rough days as they came.

Because one thing I knew for sure was that good days came and so did bad days.  But being with the boys of DownCrash, it didn’t necessarily make life easier to live, but it sure as hell made life more fun and easier to fall in love with.

I just hoped Annie would feel the same.






Don’t miss the final book in The Boys of DownCrash series… 

 

Logan and Annie hit it off, fast. Almost too fast. As they share pain and past, they also must face their present and futures… which, with each passing day, seem to be growing more and more different and perhaps even more apart. 

Surprising news from Annie leaves her feeling alive just as news from Logan leaves him feeing down, out, and worst of all, alone.

With DownCrash on the verge of signing with a management company for bigger shows, longer tours, and a potential record deal, can anyone – in the band or outside the band – bring Logan back to reality before it’s too late? Or will Logan lose his band and his love?
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