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“Stop annoying Pest!”
Like an overworked, frustrated single mother stuck with two asshole kids, Guy was always repeating himself and we never listened. In fact, we went out of our way to drive him insane. It’s the only time he called me Pest. To Guy, I was Tempest. Unless he was demanding that I be left alone. Considering how often I was annoyed, Guy had his work cut out for him.
Stop annoying Pest… 
I missed those three words.
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I was not supposed to be the one he walked away from. 
But exactly one year ago today, he did walk away. Actually, he snuck away, which was infinitely worse in my opinion. Any other woman would visit a he-stable to get back on the proverbial cock-horse, but not me, I was too pathetic. Three hundred and sixty-five days strong, I still pined for the guy who left me without an explanation or goodbye. Never let it be said I was a quitter! But don’t get me wrong, I may be pathetic, but I was also righteously pissed off. I was mad I didn’t see it coming. That I had no chance to prepare, and I was still kicking myself for being so fucking gullible as to believe he’d want me forever. 
Motherfucker promised me forever.
Sitting at the table inside my RV that I both loved and hated, my best friend, Guy, was explaining to me the seriousness of my current situation. You could only hear stalker so many times before it lost its ability to make you pee your pants. Trust me, I’m speaking from actual firsthand experience. Because the first six times I heard stalker, I did pee my pants. Wearing a super absorbent pad in case you had an accident was no laughing matter. One, they’re uncomfortable. Two, I swear they made noise when you walked; and three, I was too old to be pissing my pants. So after the seventh threat, my bladder finally stopped reacting, and I was beyond grateful.
It’s not like I’m treating this as a joke, I’m not. I’m just sick of being scared. Of being helpless. When it came to crazy fans, I retreated into my world. The one place they couldn’t touch me. Did that stop him from preaching? No. And as usual, I was only half listening. If I wasn’t writing or performing; I was pretty much useless to have around. I’m not the one you want in a crisis either. Because my life was a series of unreal bullshit, I could not make time for anyone else’s. Hell, let’s be honest; I didn’t even deal with my own. Guy handled it for me. These days, he handled everything for me. Why? Because I was a living, breathing chickenshit who most days refused to go outside. Was it any wonder he left without a word? Most likely he didn’t want to be stuck watching me fall apart and begging him not to go. Because trust me, I did fall apart and the begging would have followed. Would I have gone so far as to wrap myself around his ankles forcing him to drag me with him? Yep. Would I have worked guilt in? Totally. Cry? I’d leak like a faucet. Hell, I’d have jumped in front of his bike if the chance presented itself. I would have done anything, everything to make him stay. I loved him that much. So yes, I was pathetic, but at least I was honest about it.
“Tempest,” Guy waved his hands in front of my face. Yes, I was ignoring him because I was right back to stewing. I did this a lot. Stew that is. “You trust me,” he said knowing he’s the only one I did trust. Guy has never betrayed me, and if he ever did, I’d never recover from it. One stab in the heart was all I could take and we both knew it.
“Yep.”
“Good, because he’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”
“Cool,” I shrugged, pretending not to care, when in actuality, I cared a lot. Guy and I have never been apart. Not since I was in fifth grade. A night here and there, sure. Long term? No. But because of some freaky fan bullshit, he was going behind the scenes to figure it out since the police had no real place to start. So he was taking off on a crusade to save me, thus leaving me with a stranger. A Tempest-sitter. To avoid crying, or begging him to reconsider, I announced, “I’m taking a nap.”
“You don’t nap,” he said with an eye roll. “Ever.”
“If you trust him—and I trust you—I see no reason to do a meet and greet.”
“We’ve got some challenges,” he hedged. Guy never hedges. “I want us all on the same page before I take off.”
“What am I? Four? I can play nice.”
“No, you can’t. So when he gets here, whatever your initial reaction is, don’t act on it.”
“You’re preparing me for something.”
“No, Tempest, for someone.”
When I heard a motorcycle pull in and the engine cut off, I narrowed my eyes and literally snarled. Sure, I was a pathetic wuss most days, but I could be a straight up bitch when necessary, too. Pretty sure this was necessary. “Who the fuck is outside?”
“The one who can protect you better than I can. Better than anyone can.”
Before I could argue with him, the door to the RV opened, my entire body going cold and hot all at once. My heart stuttered then sped up. My breathing became erratic. My eyes narrowed. I felt light-headed. I picked up on his scent. My stomach bottomed out, my mouth went dry, and my fists balled up. 
Annoyance burned bright inside of me.
One year ago today he walked out. 
Tonight, he walked back in.
“Well, hello stranger,” he grinned slyly. “No kiss for daddy?”
“Chevy,” I whispered, right before I attacked.
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Her fans used to say our love story should be a novel or a movie.  
To the world we had a love so epic, so extraordinary, it gave them hope.
While this was true, it wasn’t an easy love. It wasn’t a love without challenges and hurt. We had our fair share of setbacks and disappointments, same as anyone else. But the world never saw that. The world never saw what her life was like off stage. We didn’t give that to them. Guy knew the truth, that’s it. We struggled, we fought, and we made up. We loved making up. So much that I pissed her off on purpose just to get back to making up. Annoying her always worked in my favor. Tempest riled up was a thing of beauty. No one possessed the ability to set her off like I did.
Until I stopped doing it.
Me and Guy, our relationship changed after I left. Not that I blame him for pointing the finger at me. Leaving was my decision. The three of us always made decisions together—no exceptions. I didn’t tell him I was taking off and I sure as fuck didn’t tell her. Had I sat her down and explained several things would have happened. 1) She wouldn’t have believed me. 2) She’d have thrown herself on me, refusing to let me go. 3) She’d hit me with a hard object before throwing herself on me. 4) She’d start bawling, and I’d cave. 5) We’d fuck.
Because I couldn’t risk any of those outcomes, I packed my bag while she was meeting with her manager and left without a word. Since then, when Guy called it was about business. The two of us had always split the work when it came to her. I didn’t check him; he didn’t check me. It was automatic, we got shit done. Picking up my slack, plus managing his side of things, likely made his life hell. I hadn’t cared about that when I took off.
Two days ago, I got the order to come home. The call I anticipated and dreaded. According to Guy, her safety was at stake. This wouldn’t be the first, or the last time, a fan crossed the line. Over the years, we’ve seen our fair share of crazy. But this was the first time Guy had no backup. He said it was serious, and Guy was not known to be an alarmist. Nor would he put us in close proximity unless he had an alternative. I hurt Tempest. He loved her. Coming back would hurt her further. He’d be stuck with the fallout, again. He didn’t want to call me. He made that clear. Without argument, I packed my bag and hit the road to come home. Not because I missed her—thought about her every fucking minute of every fucking day—but because I couldn’t allow anything to happen to her when I had the means to stop it. Fact was, when I was around no one, and I mean no one, fucked with her. If they tried, they paid in pain. The two of them were my only family. The three of us had been inseparable since we were kids, and I don’t remember a life before them. Hell, I haven’t had a life since them either, and I needed a chance to repair the damage. 
Tempest Wilder.
We never fell in love. Swear to God, there just wasn’t a time the love wasn’t there. The second we saw each other all those years ago, boom, game over. Her and I were explosive from the get-go. We never agreed on a fucking thing, fought twenty-four-seven. I had her heart and she had mine. Our souls were one. I lived to annoy her. She lived to let me.
It’s what sustained us. 
It’s what tore us apart.
Leaving had been on my mind for some time. Nothing was going right. Every day there was a fight over irrelevant shit. The three of us were constantly at odds. Tempest was always crying; Guy was always bitching me out. And I remember staring at the door wanting to run for it. I wanted a taste of freedom. I wanted to know what life was like beyond the door of our duplex, outside of our trio. I needed a taste of the unknown. 
Turns out I fucked up. Freedom wasn’t what I needed. A reality check was. 
What I should have done was stay and make the goddamn effort, whether she liked it or not. Instead, I ran. Sometimes a man makes a mistake he doesn’t know how to fix. He doesn’t know where to start; he just knows he needs the chance. He can’t even pinpoint exactly when it happened; he just knows that it did. 
Leaving her was the biggest mistake I ever made, and I planned to come back, eventually. One day turned into two, two into a week. She never called, did not beg for me, or even came looking. Weeks turned into months, and from a distance I watched her move on without me. 
As if I didn’t exist. As if we never existed.
Add in all the dumb shit men do when they try thinking on their own instead of just asking the woman what she needs. Do that and then see her attached to him, and next thing you know, a year had passed. She wasn’t ever going to call. She was not going to beg. She had no need to. She had him now. 
Guy has loved her as long as I have. He found himself an opportunity. I saw them together at events, on the red carpet, and when they thought the camera wasn’t looking. Private smiles, light touches, and the public rooting for them. Funny how fickle the public was. They had rooted for me once. The bad boy and the rock goddess—an unlikely love. Turns out they didn’t give a fuck who they rooted for as long as it was someone. 
Guy took my place in every way until he made that call. I only needed the invitation to come home and take back what I had lost. However, I needed to figure out if I wanted her back, or if I just didn’t want her with him.
There was no question as to whether or not I loved her. I always would. But loving her was a lot of work, and I needed to decide if I was up for the job. As in full-time. Cutting off the bike, I walked up to the RV, ignoring my racing heart and opened the door as if I hadn’t bailed on them both. As if I hadn’t missed the love of my life. Hoping she’d kept my heart and soul safe while I was gone. Praying that she’d gotten better so loving her would be easy again. And there she was, at the top of the steps, and she’d never looked more beautiful.
Or more unhappy to see me.
“Well hello, stranger,” I announced. “No kiss for daddy?”
With a whisper of my name from her lips, Tempest cocked back and hit me so hard I flew off the step and found myself flat on the concrete, staring up at the sky. Coming to stand over me, she ordered, “Stay down,” with a finger in my face. Grinning up at her, she stomped off, yelling every profanity I ever taught her, plus a few more. 
Extending a hand, Guy helped me up and kept his eyes on her at the same time. “Will you ever stop annoying her?” he asked, shaking his head in disappointment.
“It’s what I do.”
“No,” he said sadly. “It’s one of the many things you do. Get inside, we need to talk.”
“Isn’t this the part where you run after her and make a fool of yourself?”
“You know what?” he started. “Never mind.”
“I’m here,” I pointed out as I sit. “Now tell me why I’m here.”
“I assume you’ve at least kept tabs?”
“No,” I bold-faced lied. Of course I kept tabs. Like a fucking pathetic, love-struck teenager I went to every show, watched every interview, read every article. I lived in a constant state of jealousy and regret. But I wasn’t sharing that. I also wasn’t sharing that I never went far. Or that when she wasn’t performing, I stayed in that city, riding around aimlessly on my bike, killing time until her next show.
“This is serious,” he said, pushing an envelope forward. “Letters, photos, social media, you name it. I can’t figure out if it’s one person or a fucking group. Whoever it is has no issues being bold. It scares the shit out of me, Chevy.”
“Any attempts? An approach?”
“Not yet, but her being back home where her fan base is largest puts her at the greatest risk. She’ll be out in public, making appearances, she’ll be accessible. My gut is screaming it’s going to happen here.”
“And you’re leaving your precious at such a crucial time?”
“Yes,” he informed me angrily. (He hated “Lord of the Rings”) “I have a few leads to follow up on, and I need to be focused. But I can be reached in an emergency.”
“How long?” I asked. “And before you answer, understand the risk you’re taking by putting us in close proximity. The less time this takes the better. For her.” And for me… Losing her to him again when this was over would put the final nail in my coffin. But there would be no holding back with her. I was incapable of it, and she was too. I’d fuck her, protect her, and annoy her. I’d do this because I loved her. I’d do this to Guy because no matter what, she was still my girl. 
I might fight the world for her, but he shielded her from it.
So who was the better man? I was.
“I don’t know how long; however long it takes. But I’d suggest you pay close attention to Tempest now versus a year ago. Since you left she’s different, Chevy, and I’m not talking progress. I’m talking deterioration. She’s going backward.”
“Her anxiety,” I mumbled, hating how she let that shit control her life. It's one of the reasons I left. Fine, it was the main reason. It was one thing to be anxious sometimes. It was another to be anxious all the time. 
“That’s part,” he admitted. “Neither of us knew the extent of what we were dealing with, so we didn’t get her the help she needed. At this point, if she could get away with it she’d stay indoors forever. She is being treated for enochlophobia and severe anxiety. Her anxiety is one thing. But her fear of crowds is crushing her. 
I was against this tour, but she swore she could see it through. I’m not confident about this. Especially now with a new threat hanging over her head. She is not stable in public, period. That first security fuck-up set the stage for her to go downhill, and since you left she’s picked up speed.”
That first security fuck-up was a year and a half ago when I turned my back to engage a pushy paparazzi. In a blink, a male grabbed her. One second she was there, the next she was being pulled away. He didn’t get far, maybe ten yards, but when I caught up, I beat him half to death for touching her. 
Once the cops got him talking, he made it clear he planned to make her fall in love with him by any means necessary. When they raided his house they found sedatives, ropes, chains, and photos of her everywhere. 
The court process was grueling and public. Her name, her face, was everywhere. She even had to testify in court. She had to sit there and listen to him wax poetic on how he planned to essentially torture her in the name of love. It didn’t matter he was put away; the damage had been done. That scene fucked with Tempest hard and the media refused to let it die. And of course, Guy blamed me for it. He was right, too. I did fuck up. My job was to protect her, and I hadn’t done that. I left her vulnerable. 
The saddest fucking part about all of it was the attempted abduction and publicity surrounding it is what took her from being semi-famous to a household name. Her anonymity was gone. The more the masses wanted her, the more she withdrew. People wanted to know Tempest and in their quest for information, made her life hell.
All she ever wanted to do was perform. Outside of that, she kept to herself and gave no one grief. She never wanted the drama or the whackjobs and couldn’t handle that part of the gig. When Guy suggested an entourage, I refused. I was what she needed. I watched her back. I kept her calm. I kept her safe. Until I walked away, that is. Since then, Guy has been attached to her morning, noon, and fucking night. And still, no entourage. Proof Guy doesn’t like to share either.
“She needs you,” he said standing. “And you can call bullshit if you want, but you need her, too.”
“She’s got you,” I shrugged.
“I’m not you, never will be you.”
“Seems to me like she’s dealing.”
“You’ll see,” he said, heading for the door. No doubt to run after her because that’s what he did. Guy lived to baby her. “She’s not dealing; she’s suffering.”
Slamming the door on his way out, I opened the envelope and really wished I hadn’t. Guy was right, she was in danger, serious danger and nothing brought out the beast in me like protecting Tempest did. I’ll be goddamned if any motherfucker got his hands on her twice—myself excluded.
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I was sitting at the picnic table, staring out into nothing with my hands in my lap, when Guy sat up high behind me. We did this a lot. Sometimes we talked; sometimes we didn’t. What was said never mattered, being close mattered. Which got me thinking that whoever stole his heart would be one lucky woman. The man was sensitive and attentive. He listened; he heard. Guy was beyond attractive. He was so sexy he actually smoldered. Just at six feet, he was lean and graceful. But it was more than his looks. Guy was genuine. Very slow to anger, the first one to smile, and the last one to judge. He did nothing in a hurry, always took his time and thought things through. 
Chevy and I let emotion rule us, always had. He used my emotions against me if it got him what he wanted and I let him because I loved reaping the benefits. It drove Guy nuts that Chevy was so hard on me and often played mediator. Guy treated me with kid gloves, and I didn’t have it in me to tell him to stop. While I was sensitive I wasn’t a total baby and trying to balance us out often bit me in the ass. Because Chevy and Guy were total opposites. 
Chevy was a bulldozer and Guy was calm. A few years ago, I started calling him Captain America because he could be Chris Evans’ twin. Plus, everything about Guy was good and right. From his heart to his intentions, I loved all of him and made sure he knew. Through good times and bad, they always put me first. Always.
Pulling me between his legs, he rested his arms over my shoulders staying quiet. Out of habit, I slung my arms over his thighs and worked toward calming down. I sucked at calming myself, by the way. Guy knowing this, wrapped me in a hug.
I was in fifth grade when we met. One year older than me and the big brother I’d always wanted. I met Chevy a few days later when he socked a middle-schooler for making fun of me for singing Queen at recess. Two years older, arrogant and aggressive, he declared himself my protector and Guy his brother. Chevy and I didn’t fall in love because the second I saw him, there was no fall to be had. As if he were sent to me, he held his hand out to help me up, found his place in my heart, and has been saving me ever since. 
Guy was with us through every high and low, the peacekeeper, our voice of reason. We needed Guy since Chevy and I lived to fight. Or rather, Chevy lived to annoy me. 
Over the years, Chevy had been everything to me. Best friend, boyfriend, bodyguard, bandmate, and I truly thought, soul mate. He was the best kind of trouble. He was my first, my last, my only. But when my career took off, so did his temper. He became even more volatile, and the limitations my anxiety issues put on us drove him nuts. In truth, it drove a wedge between us. 
He would bitch that I needed to get a hold of it, control my reactions to certain situations; which was ironic considering the same could be said for his temper. But I never battled him when it came to this. We’d fought enough as it was, and though he didn’t believe me, I was trying. 
Everything changed a year and a half ago when he confronted a pushy paparazzi who was blazing me in the media. Chevy turned away for just a second, but the crowd shifted and I lost my grip. The sea of faces, loud voices, and the hands reaching for me… I couldn’t even place where I was when a man grabbed ahold of me.
What did I do as he pulled me down the sidewalk? Nothing. Panic had absolutely seized me. My mind couldn’t fathom someone literally trying to take me during the day and succeeding. The lesson Chevy taught that nutjob was one I’d never forget because had the police not intervened, I had no doubts he would have killed him.
It was Chevy for the save once again.
After he was released from jail, he chewed my ass out for clamming up. Every word he’d hurled at me I deserved for once; I hadn't yelled back. It didn’t matter he’d taught me how to defend myself. When the time came, my mind blanked. All I could see was Chevy’s back and all my arms could do was reach for him. 
The worst part? I didn’t even scream. I didn’t do anything.
After that, Guy wanted me to have a security detail, but Chevy refused and I had agreed. Having security brought up an entirely new set of problems. From payroll to trusting strangers. While my fame was growing, it wasn’t out of control yet, so I promised to get better, to stay on their heels, and never let anyone get that close again. 
I felt safest with my guys who loved me. I didn’t want to put my safety in the hands of others and begged Guy to understand where I was coming from. We’d fought over the incident for months. My anxiety was always the root, the meds Chevy didn’t think I needed, and my inability to fix myself. Chevy was pissed and disappointed in me. Guy was pissed and disappointed in Chevy, and I blamed myself for putting them at odds once again. 
As if dealing with fame wasn’t hard enough, the Tempest-nabbing incident skyrocketed me from semi-known to insta-celebrity. The very people who took my photo and wrote articles about me, basically turned on me and continued to stoke the flames. There was no putting it behind me when the damn story didn’t die down. If anything, my refusal to talk about it after the trial caused it to pick up speed. Gossip hags had a field day at my expense. Management handled it horribly, essentially using a shit situation to their advantage, and before I knew it, it was out of my control. 
Slowly, Chevy started pulling away.
When they couldn’t get a story from me, the media turned their focus on him. Digging up his background; his penchant for violence. Anything to keep the public interested. Our relationship, while public, was also very private. Because of the nonstop gossip, he was quicker to anger, quicker to react to any situation. Because he had no filter and didn’t give a fuck, he became news. None of it good either. Day after day it escalated. And when it was clear they wouldn’t give us peace outside, I began staying inside.
My agent, Rick, wasn’t pleased about the attention it brought me. Not that I was surprised, really. Rick and Chevy hated each other. Rick made it clear he believed him detrimental to my career. I was encouraged to cut ties with Chevy or risk losing my contract. Everything in this business was about publicity, and I understood that. However, I didn’t lose sleep over what the public thought of me and never would. When I stepped out on stage I made a lot of people money. I gave the audience a good show. Which meant I didn’t much appreciate Rick’s tactics. And I sure as shit wouldn’t allow idle threats. He even claimed publicly Chevy was bad for my image. I told Rick privately he could shove his opinions up his ass. I made it clear that I chose him, would always choose him. That if it wasn’t for Chevy I wouldn’t be where I was, and I owed him my loyalty in all ways. Family before fame was my motto. 
A year ago we shared a two-bedroom duplex and used a minivan for tours. I remember sailing up the steps to announce I wanted to fire Rick only to find the room I shared with Chevy empty. 
His things—all of his things—were gone.
When Guy came home it was to me curled up on the step bawling my eyes out. He even called Chevy, demanding an explanation, but all he got was, “I’m done.” I won’t sugar coat it, I didn’t leave my bed for two weeks. I didn’t eat, wash my hair, or sing. 
From there, Guy stepped in to take care of me, seeing as I was unable do it myself. We left the duplex, sold the minivan, and bought the RV.
For the last year, he’s been the one helping me recover, trying to give me new and better memories. Unfortunately, I didn’t make it easy for him. These days, I was afraid of my own shadow. 
My label’s owner, Arthur, did exactly what he promised. He’d made me famous. Not just here in Detroit, but worldwide. I was being asked to travel to shows outside the United States, but I always declined. Jesus, I couldn’t even go to Target by myself. There was no way I was traveling to Germany or even fucking Canada for that matter. The only way I would ever step foot on another plane was if I owned it. And while I made money, I didn't make buy a jet plane money. The saddest part was if I wanted to, I could. All I had to do was say the word.
It was bittersweet getting everything you ever wanted only to realize you’re not cut out for it. But it was brutal losing what you needed.
“You blindsided me,” I whispered through the pain lancing my chest. “Not you, Guy. Not you, too.”
“There is no one else I trust with you, Tempest.”
“I won’t recover from this.”
“You’re stronger than you think.”
“I’m not strong at all!” I argued, giving him the hello, I’m a hot mess look.
“You are the strongest woman I know,” he said, kissing the top of my head. To my knowledge, I was the only woman he’s known all his life so this did squat for me. “When we discussed coming home, you promised me you could handle it.” Okay, ouch. And another thing, Guy had the memory of an elephant. “We have a situation that requires attention and diligence. I can’t be in two places at once, Tempest. We need Chevy’s help.”
“Not if I quit,” I huffed. “Boom, problem solved.”
“You’re not a quitter,” he smiled. “I know this because show after show you go out there and play. They never know how hard it is for you to do it. But you play for them, for us,” he said softly. “You still play for him, too.”
“Please,” I resorted to begging. “Don’t leave me now.”
“He can heal you,” he said gently.
“He’s the one who broke me,” I felt important to remind him. “You can’t heal a shatter like that. I can’t believe you put me in a position for him to finish me off. Who knew you had a secret love for horror movies?”
“Chevy left, that’s on him,” he whispered. “But you gave him the reasons to do it.”
“Hey, while you’re behind me, mind pulling the knife out?”
“Tempest,” he sighed. “No one is perfect. We all make mistakes. Placing blame never solves a problem and holding onto the hurt only prolongs the pain. He came home for you, remember that.”
“Oh, I’ll remember,” I mumbled. “And while we’re at it, when did you become a shrink?”
“You need to trust me,” he said, moving me forward so he can, in fact, leave. “I would never put you in harm’s way, you know that.”
“You did when you called him to come back.”
“Tell him,” he said, hugging me from behind. 
“Hell no.”
“Tell him, Tempest. He has the right to know.”
“He has the right to rot in hell.”
“He’s already there.”
Then, true to his word he left, and I had to sit on my hands lest I latch on.
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No one adored Freddie Mercury more than Tempest. Every show, the opening song was a tribute to her idol. Tempest does a rendition of The Show Must Go On that could bring even the strongest man to his knees. A year ago, I was convinced that song was a testament to pushing past her anxiety to give her fans what they wanted despite her fear. A year later, I’m convinced it’s come to mean something else altogether. 
Because I went to her shows, I saw it for myself; I saw it for what it was. 
A cry for help. 
The show must go on, inside my heart is breaking, my make-up may be flaking, but my smile stays on.
Tempest always did what it took to get the job done. 
No matter how difficult, or the toll it took on her, she walked out on that stage and gave it her all. Show after show, I stood by the curtain watching her, feeling so fucking proud of my girl. When she exited, I was always there to catch her when she fell into my arms. Tempest hasn’t fallen into my arms in a long time. 
Her last show was three weeks ago in Chicago, and the first time she had ever covered Save Me. That track was gut-wrenching and sung for the man she didn’t know was in attendance. To her knowledge was never in attendance. 
From my place in the crowd, I watched her cry through the entire thing. As she screamed out her pain, begging for relief, wailing on her guitar in pure anger. The audience, loving how raw she was, not seeing she was dying inside. Swear to God, I was dying right along with her.
Now, I stood here watching her, wondering how in the fuck I ever managed to walk away from the beauty of us. I also wondered how the fuck I was going to get her to forgive me for doing it. Despite our current situation, the show must go on and we both knew it. As for me, I wanted us to do it together. As we were meant to do.
As I promised her we always would.
But she’s been glued to that picnic table for hours since Guy left. She didn’t stay out there waiting for me to come and talk to her. Tempest truly wanted to be left alone. 
Some women played on men’s emotions, not her. When she was able to be still, she stayed that way until whatever issue was resolved in her head. Ordering her inside or interrupting would only piss her off. 
From the RV, I read her body language with Guy. I didn’t need to hear what was said to know she wanted me gone and him to stay. The pain in my jaw was proof enough that she hated me, and further proof she wanted him was sitting her on her own goddamn hands. Tempest forced herself not to tackle Guy.
While her beauty couldn’t be disputed, she was different now. The change wasn’t physical—in that way she was still Tempest. As she stared out into nothing looking so lost, I had no choice but to acknowledge that I had, in one selfish act, broken a part of her. 
Night was creeping in, and I wasn’t leaving her out there alone. This was about her safety. This is why I was here. Yes, she was avoiding me, and no, I couldn’t blame her, but Tempest and I needed to clear the air. This meant I needed to make the first move. 
The woman I knew her to be wasn’t always withdrawn like this. There was a time she loved loud and embraced everything about life. She used to say, ‘I love hanging out with me. Hello! I’m a fucking party!’ But the constant demands of the public encroaching on her personal space, then the threats to her safety, caused her to retreat. Not just a little, a lot.
For a long time, I had kept her level, grounded. 
But as her fame grew, so did her anxiety. When Tempest lost it, she lost it. She completely shut down, she was crippled by it, and I hated it. I had been slowly losing my girl to it. 
But when she wasn’t terrified of the world around her, she was, hands down, a riot. She was unique, too. She had a love of opera that could only be matched by her love of metal. Tempest blended the two beautifully and became known for Op-Rock. 
Not that she was the first to do it. Starting out, Tempest never intended to do more than Queen covers in small venues. It was because her style was so raw, so unexpected, that people showed up. The same people who kept showing up, desperate to see her, also spread her name. 
Show after show her audience grew. With our encouragement, she even started featuring her own material. She was truly shocked when it was well-received. 
It was hard for her to accept anyone would like music she wrote. Music that didn’t come from her idols. Because Tempest was self-taught, she used to worry she wasn’t doing it right. We convinced her to embrace the praise, and not a day went by that she didn’t try to better herself. Tempest spent the bulk of her time honing her craft. 
She didn’t just sing. She played piano, guitar, and violin. She made op-rock, live music, a truly tangible thing. She pulled you in slowly with the violin, mesmerizing you with her voice, her presence, but when it all came together it was a show that electrified. Awed. Changed you. Tempest gave you something very real to hold on to. A part of herself. 
Her discovery was completely by accident, too. She and I had been in Times Square before an opera show. It was my birthday gift to her. Surprising her with the trip and show was a highlight for me. Keeping it a secret had been a fucking miracle because she was a nosey little thing. 
We’d been walking down the street when she’d heard two musicians playing drums on buckets and went over to listen. Back then she was fearless and loved crowds. So when they started to play We Will Rock You, Tempest began to sing uncaring of her audience. She belted every lyric, hit every note perfectly, and her voice carried for blocks. When it ended the crowd went nuts, the musicians among them, and we hadn’t made it far when an exec handed us a card. I encouraged her to make the call and she did. A man named Arthur flew to Detroit so she could audition for him privately. Of course she’d nailed it, he’d become instantly smitten and offered her a deal. 
She already had a following, but the one side of the business we never had the resources to cover properly was publicity. We always had venues booked for her, but they were small and we had never mastered cornering a specific market. At the time there wasn’t a market Tempest fit into. But Arthur had a vision the moment he heard her voice. He knew once the world heard it her life, our lives, would never be the same. Tempest was not just insanely talented, but beautiful and humble.  
When the masses caught on, she wasn’t ready for it. If anything, I was even less prepared because when it hit, I wasn’t ready to share her with the world. Our relationship was broadcast on radio shows, social media, and even news stations. Gossip whores dug up my past, making me sound like an abusive, controlling asshole. Making matters worse, the paparazzi followed us everywhere, and more times than not, I reacted with force. Shit, I made Alec Baldwin look like a choirboy.
At the peak of the whirlwind, the height of her anxiety and the constant media scrutiny, I up and left her. I was able to acknowledge I failed her, if only to myself. 
Heading over to the table, she doesn’t look up, but I see her body tense. I don’t sit next to her like I once did. It wasn’t second nature for us anymore. That familiarity belonged to Guy now. He was gentle with her, I wasn’t, never would be. 
When I left, I thought he’d pick up her up and do what I couldn’t. He was supposed to offer her his heart; she was supposed to accept it. He was supposed to be the man I wasn’t. If that happened I didn’t know one way or the other, but I wouldn't let it stand in my way either. Which brought us to now. 
“How’s it feel being back?” I ask, careful to keep my distance. Because when she wanted to, Tempest could throw a haymaker.
“Different.”
“Different good or different bad?”
“Different is my answer, Chevy.”
“Guy showed me your schedule,” I offered up. “You’ll be busy.”
“No shit.”
“You cool with all the exposure?” And when she flinched I knew she wasn’t.
“Yep.”
“Don’t lie to me, Pest.”
So this might have been the wrong thing to say. Standing up to her full height of five feet two, which was always ridiculously cute and made me feel like a fucking king because I dwarfed her, she stared me down. “Do not,” she grated out, “call me that.”
“What should I call you then?” Because I’ve always called her Pest, always.
“Your majesty, queen bee, boss lady, or I know.... EX-girlfriend,” she corrected. “But never that. I’m not paying you to play the nickname game.”
“You aren’t paying me at all.”
“What’s this now?” 
“You,” I said slowly to piss her off. “Aren’t paying me, Guy is.” Which was a lie. I had my own money. Hell, if anything positive came from the madness it was the money. Shaking her head, she then clinched her fists, which was her tell. She was getting worked up. She liked control of being in the know and in this Guy made sure she didn’t know shit. 
She was a lot tougher than he gave her credit for, but he always opted for babying her. As for me, I brought out the worst in her, and when this was over she wouldn’t know which way was up. But believe it or not, she needed to be scrambled, shook up. Tempest needed to get back to being Tempest. Hiding behind her issues wasn’t the answer, tough love was… I was.
So I would do what I did best. Annoy the ever loving fuck out of her.
“How’s the fist, slugger?” I smiled, pushing her further.
“It’s fine,” she sniffed, pretending it doesn’t hurt. “Plus, I have another. Luckily, I just need one to masturbate.”
“Maybe you should implement this false bravado into the real world instead of the one you’re hiding in,” I added. “It’d make Guy’s life a fuck of a lot easier.”
“I’m going to bed,” she said, moving away from me, hoping to avoid an argument. “I’ve exceeded my quota for jacking bitches today.”
“Don’t forget, your pills are on the counter by the sink,” I pointed out driving the knife deeper. Tempest started out fucking hating the pills. Personally, I didn’t think she needed them in the first place, but Guy trusted the doctors. And she believed them when they told her medicine was the only option available to her. I thought they were all quacks. After the attempted grab, she started popping that shit like candy. 
Tempest was a live wire by nature, she never needed a lot of sleep. That brain of hers was always running wild. She did her best work in the middle of the night. Naked except for her headphones and whichever instrument she chose. The best hours of my life were those nights with her. 
I missed those nights; I wanted them back. Those fucking pills took that away. Those fucking pills took her away, and she allowed it. She acted like she needed pills more than she needed me. Honestly, I was afraid to ask how long it took her to figure out I had left for fear of her answer. Scared that maybe it was Guy who had to tell her I took off because she was too stoned to figure it out herself. 
“I know where they are asshole,” she snapped in a tone I remembered all too well.
“I bet you do, Anna Nicole.”
“Why do you push me?” she asked, ringing her hands. “Is this a joke to you? Am I a joke to you?”
“You don’t need that shit,” I repeated. “It slows you down, keeps you foggy. Didn’t need ‘em then, don’t need ‘em now. Unless you want to be a Hollywood statistic?”
“Did you fast track your online degree?”
“Docs make money every time you put one of those in your mouth,” I tell her. “They mask the symptom; they don’t cure it. You don’t need those fucking pills, Pest.”
“I can’t fucking function without them, Chevy!”
“Wanna bet?”
Backing away, she knew what was coming. Challenging me never worked out for her. Bolting for the door, I beat her to it and was inside the kitchen when she launched herself on my back. Too bad I’d already begun dumping them all down the sink and had turned the water on. Watching the last one disappear, I even added some bleach so she wouldn't attempt diving in after them. Satisfied I’d made my point, I announced, “That's done. Who wants tacos?” 
God, I had wanted to do that for years.
Sliding from my back, she stumbled away. I didn’t like the look on her face. Something was really fucking wrong. This wasn’t Tempest. I didn’t know who the fuck this was.
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Staring at the sink, I was half tempted to dive in after them when Chevy opened a bottle of bleach to chase it down. Asshole always knew what I was thinking. Sliding off his back, I look at him as if he were a stranger, the enemy. My Chevy wouldn’t hurt me unnecessarily, but this one has, three times. The day he left, the day he came back, and the moment he dumped my pills down the drain with a smile on his face. 
Numb, I sat on the couch, wondering what happened next. 
This was it, right? A full psychotic break. And with an audience too—lovely.
Would I start running in circles like a dog chasing its tail? Would I start twitching from the withdrawals? Or better yet, would I start to cry? When my nose started to burn, I knew the tears won out. They always did.
Chevy never agreed with medicating me. He was big into tough love, talking to me, calming me naturally. He’d force me to sing, wrestle, scream, or fuck. Most of the time, it was a combination of them and the order didn’t matter. Those methods worked for a while, but as he grew more frustrated with me, distanced himself from me, the more I depended on the pills. Then he left and it was a thousand times worse without him to take the edge off.
So I took the pills. Every single one.
Now that safety net was gone too.
“Pest,” he said, kneeling in front of me. “You don’t need ‘em.”
“Leave.”
“Can’t.”
“You didn’t seem to struggle with it before,” I cried out. “So do it again!”
“Can’t,” he repeated, and I hated that I loved his blue eyes. “I need to keep you safe.”
“You agreed because you owe Guy. You don’t owe me anything, so just go! Please, Chevy! I am begging you, just fucking leave! I don’t want you to see!”
Here it comes, I was about to go off the reservation…
“I owe you, too,” he said gruffly. Then pushing forward—which wasn’t hard to do in an RV—he got in my space. “I did you wrong, Pest. I know I did. Let me do this, keep you safe like I used to. Let me show you why you don’t need the pills. When it’s over, you want me gone, I’ll go. You want me around, I’ll stay.”
My lip started to quiver and I couldn’t stop it. When it came to emotions, I was all girl. I felt things deep, crying was all I could do to purge the emotions. And I mean any emotion. I didn’t discriminate. I cried over everything. My tendency for tears also drove the man staring at me batshit crazy. It made him uncomfortable and edgy. 
It’s funny how I had loved every fucking thing that made Chevy-Chevy, but he had a list of complaints about me. This included my penchant for tears.
I loved his temper. His gait when he walked. His snore, and how he inhaled food. I loved his stark blue eyes, dark lashes, sandy brown hair, and olive skin. I especially loved the scar that ran through his left eyebrow. A scar he earned protecting me. 
I remember kneeling between his legs while he sat on the toilet letting me tend to him. I’d put ice in a towel and held it in place to ease the swelling. Chevy was sixteen to my fourteen and that day would be our first kiss.
Fight the world for you, Pest. And God, for so long he had. 
To make a gorgeous man even more stunning, he also had a strong jaw, full lips, and perfectly straight teeth. His face always had stubble, always. His hair was still pushed up into his signature killer faux hawk which I adored. And I noticed his nose was still pierced too, which made me incredibly sad.
Years ago, we were drunk when he dared me to shove the needle through it. Forever the badass, he hadn’t made a sound as I fought to shove it in. I accepted the dare in return and screamed my head off for twenty minutes after he plunged the needle through on the first go. 
I remember Guy running in, thinking we were killing each other only to find me holding my swollen nose. I took my hand away to show him what we’d done, and Guy had smiled before putting me in front of a mirror. Turning my head from right to left, and then Chevy coming up behind me to look at his, I’d never felt more loved in my life. 
We had both kept the original studs in our noses and as much as I wanted it to be symbolic, I knew it wasn’t. I mean it was for me, but for him I’m certain he’d probably forgotten about it or just didn’t feel like wasting the effort to take it out.
The public’s perception of me was very skewed. Since my success, I’ve been labeled a rock goddess and was expected to uphold the image. I packed venues and people paid good money to see me. I made sure they never left disappointed. What they didn’t know was, once on stage, I was invincible. But off stage, I was weak, paranoid, and relied on prescription meds. I was afraid of uncontrolled chaos. I feared being lost in the world with no Chevy there to save me. 
Not only was I lost, I was hiding, too.
Staring into his eyes, I realized there was something I feared more than my battle with anxiety. I feared what would come of me when he left me again. Because I was certain if he stayed I’d always wonder when it was coming. Especially when he sees how pathetic I’ve become in his absence. 
I’ve always needed him more than he needed me. Now I had no doubt, he knew it, too. So staring into his eyes scared the ever loving shit out of me. Because inside them I still saw his love for me, or rather, who I used to be. Someone he wanted me to be again. Someone I no longer was. How did I handle this? By getting up and walking to my bedroom so that I could hide in it.
 

￼[image: image5.jpg]
I had to do it.
Let her see me, all of me. That I still loved her, never stopped loving her, and lived with regret for what I had done. Tempest fell for the bad boy, the rough neck, the fuck up. She never once bitched about it or tried to change me. She’d bail me out of jail, pick me up from outside a bar fight, or cheered me on when I fought for her. Tempest loved everything about me. I loved almost everything about her. 
That fucking anxiety made loving her rough, I’m not gonna lie. I had reached a point where I felt like I was loving one version of her and resenting the other. Fuck, I just wanted my girl. Not all the other shit.
So when her manager issued his threat, I used that opportunity to leave. Fact was, she’d choose me. No matter the cost to her, she’d do it. 
Reasons for leaving? I had many. Guy crawling up my ass about cleaning up my act. Constantly bitching at me to ease up on her made leaving sound like a good idea. It was him pushing she needed those meds that opened the door. It was her defending Guy, defending her goddamn doctors, and reminding me drugs were more important than I was that had me step through the door. 
But it was her choosing me despite it all that had me slamming it behind me. It was obvious I’d been pulling away, that we weren’t the same. And even then, at the risk of her career, Pest chose me.
My girl was born to perform, but not to be famous. However, none of us knew that going in. We thought we could handle it, control it, and guide her. Turns out we were wrong.
Guy and me, we wanted her to have it all. You see Tempest and notice a tiny little thing with a big head of wildly colored hair, dark makeup, and bright green eyes. 
You see her prop her violin, sit at a piano, or strap on a guitar, and when she plays you find yourself lost to it. Then she opens her mouth and your world ceases to exist because she’s taken control of it, of you. 
Tempest live was a life changing experience. One I hadn’t been a true part for exactly one year. Whether my time with her was temporary or not, I had to make amends. Not just for us, but for Guy, too. I’d forced him to fill my shoes and essentially threw him to the wolves. 
Tempest’s safety was a full-time job on and off the stage. Prior to my stunt, Guy focused on the legal side of things. Ensuring we were paid properly, contracts were signed and upheld, locations were prime, and guiding her schedule. He was more advisor than muscle. Guy was the reasonable one. 
To survive in this business, it took the effort of all three with Tempest carrying the bulk of the weight as the face people paid to see. Her protection, especially given her anxiety, was a serious role that I mismanaged.
She had a small break with no engagements for two days. Knowing Guy, he set it up this way so we could settle back into our routine without additional stress. Add to that ditching her pills, she’d need that time to adjust, and I fucking prayed she didn’t suffer withdrawals. Unfortunately, I hadn’t thought that far ahead when I dumped them down the drain. 
When it came to her, I was led by emotion and rarely the good kind. She was tough though, even if she didn’t think she was, I knew she could function without medication. Tempest needed a kick in the ass, clarity to focus on something other than drugs.
Case in point, it was three am, and she had her headphones on., notebook open, pen loose in hand, eyes closed while music blasted in her ears. This Tempest was calm, centered, and in control. When her voice kicks in, I close my eyes absorbing the sound. 
I fucking missed this, yearned for it. Not a night passed since leaving that I hadn’t wondered if she thought of me when she lost herself. Wondering if she hated me, if she cried herself to sleep. 
My girl was a crier. Happy, sad, or pissed off, she bawled. Tempest carried a storm inside of her. It beat at her until she freed it. She felt everything, and next to me, crying eased her. 
It took this moment to remind me that I used to give her shit for being so girly. It took losing her to realize how beautiful her tears really were. Tears she openly shared with me. Another gift I squandered. 
Even as a kid, she shared everything with me. Every thought, scheme, or song she’d written. We had no secrets; there was no shyness. Not when she wanted to learn how to do makeup, buy her first bra, or shave her legs. Hell, the morning she started her period she made Guy and I throw her a party to celebrate. Tempest may have been the youngest, but we were all just kids back then. Kids who only had each other. And against all odds, we fucking made it. Nothing was ever going to come between the three of us.
Snagging the bass from the wall, I fall into the seat across from her and begin to play. Her eyes were still closed, but I watched her body slowly relax with my presence. 
For two years, she patiently taught me how to play, though I never made it easy on her. Because the more shit I gave her, the more sex I got. Then one night, I surprised her in Denver by coming on stage to play the final song with her. Together we played hard, the crowd hushed into beautiful silence while Tempest sang to me. Not to them, but to me. The public loved us. They rooted for us. The bad boy and the rock goddess—an unlikely match.
But off stage we always had this.
She performed a few covers during her shows, but the rest was her own music—every fucking word. Her lyrics were intense, harsh, and unforgiving. But in life she was the opposite of that, she was a gentle soul who battled a cruel world, often times getting lost within it.
I vowed she’d never lose her way; I vowed to be her anchor. 
I was a fucking asshole.
Her song to me, the same song she still closes with to this day, is called Crowbar. The song that took her fame to a new level, one she loved then and likely hated now. A song about the one person who could pry anything and everything from you because you were helpless against their strength. 
Tempest always said I was forged like a crowbar, made for destruction yet unbreakable. She’d be wrong about that but I’ve never corrected her. Because I may be destructive, but she was the strong one. She was my anchor and without her I’d been adrift. Tempest wouldn’t believe me then, and she wouldn’t now. She doesn’t see herself as unbreakable. For Guy and me, she was our Crowbar and had no idea.
Opening her eyes, removing her head phones, she tilted her head to the side, and whispered, “Did I wake you?”
“Yeah,” I told her, strumming. “But I’d stay awake forever for this, Pest.”
“I have another stalker,” she said biting her lip. Like always, we fought and moved on. It was always Pest who forgave first. She never held on to anger. “Guy must think it’s pretty serious to con you into coming back.”
“What do you think?” I asked, wanting her input, and stopping myself from telling her Guy didn’t have to con me. He just had to call.
“I think Rick has everything to do with it,” she said surprising me. Honestly, at the rate she had been popping pills before I left, I didn’t think she cottoned on to his bullshit. Apparently she had, too bad the damage had already been done. Too bad I didn’t possess the patience to actually talk to her about it. Instead, I assumed the worst.
While loyal to her label and tight with the owner, who was an alright guy, Rick was a fucking asshole. Little prick was always pushing her to do shit she wasn’t on board with. Shit that wasn’t Pest. I was his only roadblock, and once he had me out of the way, and Guy struggling to fill the gap, I gather he knew he could get away with even more and did. 
These were all theories I had, of course, and now having confirmation I wanted to gut him. I made that fucker’s life a lot easier while destroying ours in the process, I knew that now. A year ago, I hadn’t.
Motherfucker had caught me at a bad time. While I was having a moment over my own behavior, no less. Guy had just finished reaming my ass about getting arrested again, then there was more shit about me being dangerous for her splashed everywhere, and fucking Rick calls me. 
I had just wanted to get drunk and forget shit for a while. I was tired of people accusing me of hurting her, being a criminal, and dragging my past through the mud. No, I wasn’t perfect. Far fucking from it, but I would die before hurting her or letting harm come to her. But I was sick of the constant anxiety and fights with her over the media. Just as I was thinking it may be best for her if I left, he spoke. 
“You don’t like me,” he said smugly. “And I don’t need you to like me to do my job. Promoting Tempest and getting her the positive attention she’s due is a losing battle when you can’t stay out of jail. It’s been four weeks since the media has reported anything remotely favorable, Chevy. 
Her charity work, the upcoming tour, all have been overshadowed because of your actions. You want to fight the masses for her? Fine. But understand that the same people you want to knock out are the very same who buy her tickets and pay your bills.” 
At my silence he said, “As much as I’d like to believe a man like you can change his ways, it’s obvious you can’t. I also believe if I made you a fair offer, you’d take it. Because the man in question is looking for an out.” So when he told me what the offer was, I made a decision. The decision I thought was best for everyone. Especially me.
Rick was a shark and Tempest had been the bait. It was no secret Tempest doesn’t like attention—negative or positive. However, labels needed it. Rick had been good at his job because he played us both while Guy was too busy to notice. “I’ve been quiet not giving anyone anything to talk about. The last time shit went south we made a ton of money from it. The label made a ton of money from it. No such thing as bad press, right?” she said rolling her eyes. “Fans love the victim. That’s me, by the way.”
“Rick  will shit himself when he finds out I’m back.”
“Why would he care either way?”
“Because he’s the one who offered me a hundred Gs to leave.”
I expected her to cry, maybe even curl into a ball, or melt down—not launch herself across the table.
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The asshole was humoring me, and I knew it. Like a spider monkey I latched on to him, refusing to let go. I was so fucking mad, I even bit him. What did he do? Looked at the mark, smiled, and asked me to do it again. The more I fought, the gentler he was with me. He was careful that my body didn’t hit the cupboards, the furniture, or the equipment. 
Did I appreciate this?
No.
And I let him know that when he set me down.
Rearing back, I cold cocked him right in the chin and watched him catch himself just before he crumpled. Shaking himself of the blow, he advanced on me, and I let out a squeak. 
“That’s twice you’ve decked me, Pest.”
“Give me another opening, and we’ll settle on three.”
“Your right hook was always impressive. For a girl.”
“Wanna see what my knees can do?”
“Yeah,” he said, grinning. “Spread ‘em for me. For old time’s sake.”
“Oh look, you’re delusional.”
“No,” he said, pinning me against the wall. “I’m horny.”
“Quit rubbing your dick on me!”
“Quit staring at it.”
“You’ve been gone a year,” I grated out. “I’m surprised you didn’t bring your side pieces along to rub that in my face. You know, to show me how normal looks on you. Tell me, does it suit?”
Pain marred his features and I knew mine looked the same. Even the thought of him with another woman sent me into a rage. When he didn’t confirm or deny it, I brought my knee up, but he blocked it. Jealous and hurt, I head butt him, which sent him staggering back and sent me to the ground.
I was such a pussy.
“Ow,” I moaned holding my head, and quickly he was there, checking me over, worried. That pissed me off, too. Thus began our next wrestling match. He was winning, would always win, but I’d bet you twenty whoever saw this RV assumed the occupants were getting busy. Having enough, he pinned my wrists over my head, putting his weight between my legs and spreading them. “No one but you,” he growls in my face. “Ever.”
“Liar.”
“I don’t lie, Pest. You know that.”
“Fine, you don’t lie,” I whimpered. “But I thought you loved me. A hundred thousand dollars said you don’t.”
“I said he offered,” he said, staring at my mouth, wanting to own it. “I didn’t say I took it.”
“But you still left me,” I screamed in fury. “Look at me, Chevy! Look at what your leaving did to me!”
“I needed a break, Pest,” he said softly. “And you didn’t ask me to come back, he did.”
Like I was smacked across the face, I felt the sting. Needed a break? Didn’t ask him to come back? I didn’t want him to leave! 
“Please, get off me.” I struggled not to cry. It was coming, like a freight train it was picking up speed.
“Look at me,” he ordered, but I closed my eyes tighter. “Look at my face, Tempest.”
Peeling one eye open, he leaned in, and I could smell his breath. Listerine, he loved that shit. “I was never going to make you choose. You don’t need a fuck up like me ruining shit for you, and that’s all I’ll do, Pest. It’s all I know how to do. But no man will ever love you like I do, not even Guy.”
“Guy doesn’t love me like that.”
“Yeah, he does.”
“No, Chevy, he doesn’t.”
“Based on your right hook, I take it you didn’t know about Rick.”
“Seriously?” I snapped. “That bastard gave me a choice, and I chose you!”
“I know.”
“And you left anyway?”
“You popped so many pills I’m surprised you even noticed I was gone.”
“Wow,” I whispered, losing the will to fight. “How long have you been waiting to say that?”
“Doesn’t matter. I’m back.” And at my silence he said, “Maybe for good.” Then kissed the ever loving hell out of me. Lost to it, needing it, willing to do anything to have it, I wrapped my legs around him to pull him closer. Groaning, he broke the kiss and removed his weight. 
Just like that he stopped. In our history together Chevy never stopped. Suddenly cold and bereft, I pushed up, passing him while grabbing my phone on the way to my room. I didn’t care it was pushing four in the morning, I wanted it handled. Dammit, this was something I should have handled a year and a half ago. Slamming the door, I bypassed Rick’s number going straight for Arthur, the head honcho. Knowing I was his cash cow, he answered on the second ring, uncaring of the time. 
“Tempest? You’re well?”
Debatable, but I didn’t say that. “Arthur, I’m adding Guy to the call if you’ll hold a moment.”
“Of course,” he said sleepily and when Guy answered I explained it was a conference call.
“I want Rick removed as my manager effective immediately. If he intends to fight me on this, I will crucify him publicly, in court, and in print. I don’t want you to suffer because of his actions, but my family comes first, Arthur; always.” Taking a deep breath, I continued. “Guy will be in charge of securing me new management, and I trust this person will be compensated as Rick had been until this matter is resolved.”
“It will be done,” Arthur promised. And why shouldn’t he? I was fairly certain he hated him, too, but was waiting for me to step up and say something. Shit. This was my fault.
“I’ll take care of it, Tempest,” Guy said, sounding proud of me. Too bad he had nothing to be proud of. 
Thanking them, I tossed the phone to the side and cried my heart out. 
Chevy hadn’t left because of Rick’s offer. He’d left because everything about me was too much work, and in the end, I wasn’t even worth the payout. 
He walked away because of the one thing he hated most—my anxiety. Man, if that didn’t sock me right in the lady balls. The asshole broke me over something I couldn’t control, and still, I couldn’t bring myself to hate him for it. Because no one hated it more than I did. No one understood I’d give it all away just to be normal.
Just to have Chevy.
See? Pathetic.
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She cried herself to sleep.
I was so fucking raw right now. She didn’t know about the money, or that Guy was ass-over-elbows in love with her. But she had Rick fired which was a step in the right direction. 
When her phone continued to ring nonstop, I went into her room to shut it off. Six calls from Rick, one voicemail. Hitting play, his message was clear; he was pissed and planned to ruin her if she didn’t call it off. Erasing the message, I tuck her phone in my pocket and crawl into bed with her. She was so small, fit so fucking perfectly into my arms. I walked away from this. My mind couldn’t even latch on to the idea of it. Looking at her, my heart literally tripped, warning me I better never do it again.
Tempest was, is, the only home I’ve ever known and Guy was my brother, straight up. Together we were a family. She was the talent, he was the brains, and I was the muscle. Only I broke our family up. 
Moving her hair away from her face, she lets out a deep sigh before snuggling into me like she used to. The world didn’t see this, her fans had no idea. How pale her skin was, how soft it was naturally. She did her own hair and makeup, turning herself from the innocent girl next door into rock royalty. 
But this right here, this natural beauty was mine alone. Not true, I corrected myself. Since I’ve been gone she was Guy’s. He had this, he took care of it. I watched it happen right along with the rest of the world. The way she clung to him, never letting go. I told myself that’s why she didn’t call and demand an explanation.
She had herself a good man once the garbage took itself out.
The media was all over the new couple. I couldn’t get away from it, but I put her on that path. I could not hold it over her head. Or his. But fuck, I wanted to, needed to. When she clutches to me, I wonder if she knows it’s me or if instinct has her reaching for him. But it didn’t matter when I heard banging on the door. 
Carefully tucking her in, I shut her door so she wouldn’t be disturbed. Tempest didn’t rest enough as it was.
Releasing the lock, I wasn’t even down one step when he started to shove his way in. He stopped when he realized I wasn’t easy-going-Guy. Rick was not prepared for me to be the one to answer because I wasn’t supposed to be here.
“Get her, now.” Chump motherfucker was a runt on a good day and no match for me. Pushing him down both steps, I took him by the throat walking him back to a tree and slamming him up against it. 
“You’re fired,” I reminded him. “So unless you came here to thank her for her time, you made a mistake, prick. A big one.”
“My first call will be to Arthur,” he sneered, unable to get free. “You’ll be gone by lunch.”
“Hold that thought,” I said while reaching in my pocket. Scrolling down to recent calls, I hit Arthur’s number. Thinking it’s Tempest he answered. 
“It’s Chevy,” I announced. “Got your boy Rick here trying to push his way into my girl’s home. How do you wanna handle it, boss? Just so we’re clear, my way involves blood.” Handing the phone to Rick, he put it up to his ear, blanches, and then hands it back.
“We done?”
“This isn’t over,” he vowed. “She’ll pay for this.”
“I’ll pay for what?” she asked from the door.
“Go back inside, Pest.”
“I think I’ll stay here if you don’t mind,” she said in a sleepy voice. “What will I pay for, Rick?”
“I made you,” he accused.
“You did?” she asked, coming to stand next to me. “When? When Guy was scheduling shows from coffee shops with free Wi-Fi, or when Chevy was passing out demos to anybody willing to take one? Because if memory serves, they made me. Arthur gave you an opportunity and from there your job was cake. You betrayed me, Rick, and that’s a no-no.” Staring up at me she said, “Get rid of him.” An order I’d gladly heed.
“You think this asshole can protect you? You’ve got enough shit on your plate without adding me to it, Tempest. By the end of this tour you’ll probably be put in a straitjacket. We all know you can’t handle the—” He didn’t finish his sentence. Making sure he was out cold, I drug his dumb ass back to his shiny Mercedes and shoved him inside. 
Coming back, she was right where I left her. Except now she was staring at her feet. “He’s right,” she said, ringing her hands. “I can’t handle it.”
“You can handle anything,” I reminded her. “We’re up, that’s done. Let’s go get breakfast.”
Shaking her head, no, I saw her mentally shut down and the physical part was next. Violence didn’t trigger her; she was used to me losing my shit. It was everything else that sent her over. But when she started shaking and talking to herself, I had to admit Guy might be telling the truth. 
Tempest battled anxiety, but anxiety wasn’t just winning these days, it was kicking her ass. Unsure what else to do, I pulled her tight against me and crushed my lips to hers. Stunned, she tensed up, but slowly her hands relaxed enough to run them up and under my shirt. The feel of her fingers on my skin set me on fire. When she slipped her tongue in, I picked her up under the arms and she wrapped herself around me. 
Locking the door behind us, in case that dipshit woke up and tried again, I carefully set her down on her bed before nature took over. This was what we did, what we knew. We fucked and we fucked often. We were really fucking good at it, too.
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How can life change so quickly in less than a day? Yesterday, Chevy was a painful memory, and Rick was a pain I tolerated. Guy was my lifeline, and I was back home in Detroit for the final leg of my tour. It was supposed to be simple and under control. Now nothing was. Last night, Chevy came back taking Guy’s place. Guy, who called Chevy, but had not told me until I saw his face and hit it with my fist. 
Guy left, Chevy admitted to needing a break (from me!), being offered a hundred large, and I had Rick fired. Chevy said he’s staying, and crawled into bed with me. Then I woke up to him knocking Rick out. 
Cue in panic attack and Chevy for the save. Chevy who was on top of me, had rid me of my underwear, and was sucking on my nipple. He still smelled like I remember, tasted the same too. His hands were large and calloused, his weight welcome. 
Home. 
The need to escape vanished. The chest pain was gone. The sweating, trembling, and shortness of breath was for a different reason now. 
When he slipped his hand between my legs, the last of the anxiety left me and was replaced by need. Bone-deep, staggering need. In reality, a year wasn’t a long time. Unless you were heartsick, then it felt like an eternity. 
When I was alone, I would press my fingers to my lips because I still felt his kiss there. A phantom sensation that resided just under my skin at all times. I knew it wasn’t real, but I clung to it. Fearing the day would come when even the phantom sensation would leave me. Then I’d have no reminders of him. 
Nothing. 
Knowing that day was inevitable was crushing. Having it back even more so. His kiss was everything. I couldn’t lose everything again. I wasn’t strong enough.
“So soft and pretty. Still gets soaked,” he whispered. “For me.”
No shit. I thought to myself, not realizing he wanted an answer until he bit my tit. “Ow, yes, for you.”
“Only for me.”
“Am I missing something?”
“You think of me when he was between your legs, Pest?”
“Think of who?”
“Figured he marry you,” he said, focused on my mouth. Then he slipped a finger inside and I quit listening. This, I needed this. I didn’t need the other shit. “Do what I never did.” This I did hear and then I got pissed.
“Chevy,” I snap pushing his chest. “Who the fuck are you talking about?”
“Guy’s been in here,” he said, inserting another finger. “Don’t lie, Pest.”
“But you’d still fuck me?” I retorted totally hurt, moment gone.
“Yeah,” he said, staring at my stomach before frowning and mumbling. “You’re my girl.”
“Move,” I ordered him, but he still stared. Fuck… “Move, Chevy. Now.”
“What happened to your stomach?” he asked, running his free fingers over my tiny scars. They were barely noticeable but he never missed anything. And why should he? He knew my body even better than I did. Considering he’s the only man who’s ever seen it. “What the fuck happened to your stomach, Tempest?”
Biting my lip, because this is not how I wanted to tell him. He demanded, “Answer me, goddammit.”
“I had a miscarriage,” I whispered in utter shame.
“You were having—” he choked, closing his eyes. “He got you—”
Before I could say a word, he took his fingers back like they were on fire, and wiped them on the sheets. Getting as far from me as he could, he banged off the walls like a pinball. Eyes wild, his face contorted in pain and his demeanor showed he was ready to kill. “He never told me, all the fucking times I talked to him and he never told me.”
“Because it wasn’t his story to tell,” I try to explain, but he wasn’t listening.
“How could you fucking do this to me?”
“How could you claim to love me and leave me, Chevy? You say you needed a break, from me. Fine. But how could you walk away without another word? How could you keep in touch with him and not with me? How can you stand there and judge me without knowing the facts right now!”
Spinning away, he pulls his phone from his pocket and storms outside. Oh, I knew who he was calling, it was a no brainer. Another thing about Chevy, he’s ruled by emotions and once that happens any words that come from my mouth fall on deaf ears. Lying there, I knew I’d never forget the look of betrayal on his face. I also knew when he figured it out, he’d never forget mine either. Would our challenges ever end?
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“She lost a baby?” I yell into the phone.
“She told you.”
“No, asshole, I saw the scars on her stomach. Question is, why didn’t you tell me? You knew I’d want her back when you sent for me. It wasn’t enough I stepped aside so you could fuck her while I was gone, you had to knock her up, too?”
“Do you ever listen to yourself?” he sighs which pissed me off. “First, contrary to what you or the public thinks, I did not fuck her. Second, that baby did not belong to me, and last, fuck you for being you. You self-absorbed piece of shit. You left me to take care of her and I fucking did the best I could. All this time you think I’ve been fucking her? If I was fucking, her do you think I’d be calling your selfish ass back?”
“Who’s fucking kid was it?”
“I’ll send someone else by tonight,” he said low. “She’ll get a room until I find your replacement. Goddammit, Chevy, I haven’t been gone a day.”
“Send someone and I’ll kill ‘em. Rick was fired and is currently knocked the fuck out sleeping it off in his luxury sedan she probably fucking paid for. Maybe you could have done a little better.”
“I betrayed her fucking trust for you. By doing that, I gave you the chance to get her back, to fix your fuck up. This is how you repay me? This is how you repay her? Right now, I am busting my ass to nail down the threat and find her new management before her show. I do not need her going off the deep end again because of you and your bullshit.”
“Handle your end and I’ll handle her.”
“Make sure she takes her meds,” he tried, but I shut him down. 
“Fuck those meds,” I told him. “She’ll never take another one. Shoving that shit down her throat ain’t the answer. Babying her ain’t the answer and you two keeping shit from me ain’t either.”
Then I hung up the fucking phone, wondering what to do next. But I didn’t have to worry about that because she came out of the RV wearing only a tank top. My eyes focused on her bare feet. 
“Here,” she said, handing me a photo. At first, I refused to take my eyes from her. Whatever I held in my hand was going to ruin me and I knew it. But I forced myself to look at it, then I ran my finger over it trying not to cry when I see, Baby James and a date. 
An ultrasound. She’d had an ultrasound. It was taken four months after I’d left. I left my woman and our child. An asshole leaves a good woman behind. A fucking asshole leaves a good woman and their kid. I was supposed to spend my life taking care of her. 
Fuck, my failures kept piling up.
“We were having a son,” she said quietly, but she didn’t cry. She was probably all dried out after being left to cry alone. “I thought it was the flu or a virus until Guy made me see the doctor. Anyway, I couldn’t find you to tell you, but I had planned to. I wanted you to know about him, Chevy. I hope you believe that. But I was hurt and afraid you’d think I was trying to trap you into coming back. It took me some time to work it out, finding it in me to be an adult about it. I worked it out because a son should know his father. I knew even if you didn’t love me anymore, you would have loved your son. So, I worked it out, I was ready, but I was too late.”
“Pest…”
“I gave you my heart and my virginity, Chevy,” she said sadly. “Two things no one else has ever had until I saw that picture. My heart seized up when you left. I swore nothing would make it beat again. Then she put some gel on my stomach, moved it around and I heard his heart beat.  When she was done, I was handed that picture. In that moment all I knew was, I was grateful to have a piece of you to love. 
Guy said he’d find you so I could tell you. At least give you the choice to participate or not. I read the books, ate the right foods, and did everything they said would ensure I’d have a healthy baby. And I wanted you to know so fucking bad. 
When I lost him, I lost everything. Hope, faith, and my fucking heartbeat, too. I need you to know that I’ll always love you, but I don’t have anything left to give anymore. So you made a mistake coming back here. I’m not ever going to be right. You,” she said on a sad smile, “I’ll always carry here,” pointing at her chest. Then dropping her hands to her stomach she closes her eyes. “Him, I carried here and in the end he left me, too.”
“No,” I said, reaching for her. “Pest…”
“Are you listening to me? Didn’t you hear?” she wailed. “I have nothing!”
“You have me. I’ll give you everything,” I promised. “Kids, a house—”
“I don’t want any more fucking kids! I don’t want a goddamn house! I have failed enough! You, Guy, our son. I am fucking done! I’ll never forget the day I didn’t have you there holding my hand because I drove you away! I had Guy. Guy, who was not Chevy, would never, could never be Chevy. Guy, who does not want to be Chevy! Guy, who watched me fall apart; Guy, who can’t have a life because he worries for mine! When you left it ruined me. When they took our son, it destroyed me.” 
Breathing heavy and ready to hit me again, she backed up and visibly calms herself down. “I can’t handle anything anymore. Not the crowds, strangers screaming my name, reaching for me. They take, take, take. I can’t do anything right. I couldn’t make you happy, I’m dragging Guy down, and I couldn’t even carry our own baby. Zillions of women do it every fucking day but not me! You were my anchor, all I had to keep me from being lost at sea. I know I was a burden for you, I know I was, but goddammit, I loved you! 
“I’m not strong or fierce like you, but everything I could do, I did for you. I gave you me. What you see now is what’s left. A pathetic girl who can’t go outside or talk to strangers without medication. That is not your fault. It’s not your fault I’m afraid of living. It’s not your fault I’ll never be normal, or that I live in a constant state of fear. But some of us need to be cut a bit of slack because we can’t all be unflappable and unbreakable like you!”
When she collapses on the pavement, I rush over, helpless while she struggles to breathe like a fish out of water. Pills, she needed her fucking pills. All I could do was hold her and hoped it was enough. 
When she started to vomit, I rubbed her back while she rode the last of the attack out. Jesus Christ, maybe once a year she’d tweak like this. Twice in less than a few hours was not good. I was not equipped or prepared for this. Sagging, her head falls forward proving she was wiped out. Scooping her up, I brought her back in, refusing to leave her side. Given her current condition, she was too exhausted to push me away, and for that I was grateful.
It was in my arms, she finally relaxed. 
Which of course had me thinking of the past. On how many times we’d been in this same position with Tempest draped over me while I ran my hands through her hair to comfort her. It wasn’t always about the anxiety. Sometimes she had cramps so bad she curled up in my lap and cried until the Motrin kicked in. I remembered how helpless I felt not being able to take the pain away. Of how beautiful she was holding on to me as she fought it. So strong, I remember thinking. Especially on the nights when she had to perform. She hid the pain until it was over, where I’d be waiting to carry her away. Even when she suffered, she still ended her sets with a standing ovation.
She suffered so others could be happy.
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He had to go, now.
And tomorrow I had to get myself a doctor’s appointment. His presence, plus these attacks, were going to kill me. I needed those pills. I wasn’t popping them for a high. I was taking them to maintain, so I wouldn’t continuously eat pavement. I was done humiliating myself in front of him. I was finished falling apart!
The air was as clean as it was going to get. He said his piece, I said mine. I came clean about the baby and current state of affairs. This tour would take everything I had to finish, with medication. If I could bow out, I would, but too much was at stake. Being home was hard enough because I had memories here. This was where it all started; where we had started.
Now I had Chevy curled into my back, telling me he wanted to fix me. Fucking fix me!
The same Chevy, who hours ago thought I’d been fucking Guy and stepped back to allow it. The man who swore to love me forever, yet left me as scraps to his best friend. 
Step one, meds. Step two, sending him packing. Step three, finding the strength to meet the orchestra and artists who would be backing the tour without puking on stage. 
I wanted to punch myself for being creative. Because using local artists wasn’t just a good idea, it was a great idea. Opera didn’t get the attention or love it was due. By blending opera with rock, I created something no one else had and people responded to it. Not only did opera fans get a sample of metal, metal fans got a sample of opera. My shows were over-the-top, loud, and a nonstop feast for the senses. It was my therapy. And the thought of doing any of it right now had me frozen in bed.
“I know you’re awake,” he said while moving my hair away.
“I’m totally sleeping.”
“You wrote Still Beating Heart for our son, didn’t you?”
“Yeah.” Why lie?
“It was the one song I could never figure out,” he whispered into my neck. “Now I get it, Pest.”
He didn’t get shit because he wasn’t fucking here. I was. Guy was. Guy was the one who mourned with me. The one who held me down as they took my child from me to save my life. The one who promised me I would survive it. The same one who lost his shit when I heard a nurse say my son’s heart still beat. The man who cried with me, held me as I held my son when his heart stopped beating.
Guy was the man who buried him.
Not Chevy.
Not even me.
“What happened to him wasn’t your fault, Chevy.”
“They cut him out?” he asked, running his hands over my midsection.
“Yeah.”
“Wasn’t your fault either, Pest.”
At this, I said nothing.
“Did it hurt?”
“A little,” I hedged.
“Did it hurt, Pest?” he asked, turning me to face him.
“Yes,” I confessed. “But not having you hurt worse.”
“I’ll fix this,” he promised. “You, me, every fucking fear you’ve got. I’ll fix all of ‘em. Let me come back home so I can.”
“I don’t have a home to offer you. I’m homeless, empty.”
Oh shit, I knew that look on his face. He had made a decision. “Straddle me,” he said, lifting me onto his lap. On a gasp, I held myself up with my hands on his chest. “Give me thirty seconds, Pest. You won’t be empty anymore.”
I was weak, always had been when it came to him. He’s the only one who has ever been inside of me, and if he was telling the truth I was his, too. Sex was the one area where I had no phobias, I was utterly fearless. Nothing was off limits between us. I trusted him with my body no matter how far he wanted to take it. And Chevy liked pushing boundaries, all of them.
Early on, we watched porn. When we outdid the actors, we started hitting strip clubs together, but neither of us got into it. Women near him set me off, women near me and men watching set him off, too. Once people started to recognize me, we had to stop being open about it and get creative behind closed doors. Using toys, props, and role play, we quickly mastered it. Chevy may be an aggressive man outside of the bedroom, but he loved being restrained in it. As in loved it. He had stamina, he went for hours. 
When Chevy fucked me, he fucked me.
Not having it, him, for a year was difficult. Having him underneath me now, gripping his cock to get ready for me was sweet torture. I just wanted to forget, be normal, and get off. I wanted to be selfish. There was not a woman alive who could resist this. The hell with it, I decided. If this was a weakness, I figured I may as well embrace it.
I’ll add it to the list.
Sliding my underwear off, I crawled back over him and watched his fist work. Already wet, more than willing, and knowing I’d come instantly, I opened myself to him. “Kiss me first,” he orders. Another thing about Chevy, he loved kissing.
Leaning forward, I took his face in my hands and kissed him hard. It was possessive, and I knew it. I may not be able to give him my heart, but while I had him, I owned this body. It belonged to me. Temporarily. So the next time he left, he’d take this memory with him and hopefully he choked on it. Sucking his tongue, tugging on his lip ring, he grips my hips hard. “Slow,” he moaned then sucked on my tongue.
“Why?”
“Missed you, Pest,” he said, rocking me. “Missed us.”
“When did you get so chatty?”
“Tell me you missed me,” he ordered, losing his patience. “I get it, I fucked up, shoulda took care of you better, but don’t punish me here. When we’re not here, rail my ass, but not with this.”
He was right, for once. “I missed you every minute of every day.”
“You miss taking my cock?” he asked while rubbing it between my lips. 
“Yes.”
Then, gripping my hips, he forces me down while he thrust up. Throwing my head back, I let out a scream that probably cleared the playground. “Fuck!” he yelled, but doesn’t move. “Did I hurt you?”
“No,” I panted, enjoying the pain and pleasure. “God, no. Please just move.”
“I love your pussy,” he praised me. “Yeah, you missed my cock.”
“You’re going to be missing teeth if you don’t—” Thrusting up, I fought my eyes rolling back and begged, “Ah God, more, Chevy, more! Don’t hold back on me!”
Wrapping his body around mine, he held me still while his cock pistons inside. Before I could ride him, he took me to my back and pounded me deep into the mattress. Digging my fingers into his shoulders, I tried moving myself into a power position, but he wouldn’t allow it. “Chevy,” I moaned refusing to submit. “Let me...”
“Later,” he grunted, slapping my ass hard. “Need you now. Gonna make you come.” Yeah so, I wasn’t going to argue with that. Especially when I felt it rising and told him so. 
Grinding down on his shaft and locking my ankles, my back arched in ecstasy as he bites down on my nipple. While sensation blasted through my body almost to the point of pain, Chevy never broke his rhythm. Coming down took some time and through it all, I never let him go. Because when it came to sex, we both had stamina. We were just getting started. 
Stilling inside of me, which he never does, I peeked up at him to see what’s wrong. So when he said, “I stayed gone because I thought you were happy with Guy,” I lost it.
“Are you fucking kidding me right now? You’re buried inside of me, something neither of us has had in a year, and you want to talk about Guy?”
“Pest,” he said, staring down at me with misery on his face. “I saw the way you looked at him, held onto him. What else was I supposed to think? I was thinking what everyone else was thinking.”
“Dammit,” I groaned in disappointment. “You know better than anyone what that shit is like. Now think about what it’s like for me. I had to hold onto him, Chevy, because I was fucking terrified. I don’t care what the media said, what the fucking gossips say. I held onto him for dear life because I didn’t have you.” 
This was unreal. Chevy was balls deep and he chose this moment to get serious when I just wanted another fucking orgasm.
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Only I could be swollen inside her tight pussy and ruin it. I can sum up this last year as one huge mistake. Because it was clear I mistook everything. Not only that, I didn’t help her when she needed it. I took what we had for granted. I punked out when I should have manned up. Yet, despite all that, Tempest still loved me. Still chose me and mourned the loss of me. Did I deserve a second chance? An opportunity to right my wrongs? Or was letting her go best for Tempest? With her under me, looking miserable, I was tempted to pull out and leave her alone, but when she touched my cheek and sighed, I stayed put.
“Where have you been, Chevy?”
“On the road following you,” I admitted to her. “I wanted to be close any way I could.”
“You’re close now,” she whispered, stroking my cheek. “And you still feel so far away.”
“I spent a year thinking you were in a better place. Fuck, you’ve been my life since we were kids, Pest. I’d do anything for you, even walk away, and when I did I thought I was doing you a favor.”
“Bullshit, you walked away because you needed a goddamn break. From me.”
“That, too,” I sigh. “I’d take it back if I could. Fucked up big and I knew it the second I left.”
“It’s been a rough year,” she whispered. “For both of us. Can we just focus on what’s happening right now? No promises, no plans. Just this.”
“I can do that,” I said, thrusting forward in surprise. “For now.”
“Oh God,” she moaned and clutched the sheets when I rotate my hips. “Do it again.”
Making her come was a hobby of mine. I could eat her, fuck her, kiss her, and never tire of it. Only when she was begging me to come inside of her with sweat pouring from us both did I let it all go. Minutes later while staring at the ceiling, I came clean with the rest. “Saw every show, never missed one.”
“Really?”
“I was fucking miserable,” I confessed. “I may have wanted better for you, but I never stopped loving you, Pest.”
She didn’t answer, but I knew she heard me because she sniffled as she pulled away. Sex was a big part of our relationship, as much as music and fighting was. I was counting on sex to help us reconnect, find our footing. Tempest never held back when I was inside of her. This meant I’d need to be inside her as much as possible. 
Leaving the bed, she grabbed her shit and headed to the bathroom. She hasn’t asked for her phone, or if Rick was still outside. Granted, I’d heard him leave halfway through, but I had a feeling he’d be back. 
The plan was to feed her and get her to the opera house for the first practice. The band had been given the material, but this would be the first session with Tempest in attendance. Guy made sure the confidentiality agreements were signed, building security was tight, and that she wasn’t to be overwhelmed in any fashion. But you couldn’t anticipate intent. Especially when some were high school and college kids. Gifted or not, kids had big mouths and her fan base wasn’t exclusive to adults.
Pulling out her calendar she kept in the drawer, I read the logistics for all three shows. Two were at The Filmore and both had sold out. Prior to the first show she had interviews and photoshoots, which she hates. She’d also be doing all of this sans meds. But she’d also be doing it with me next to her. If someone didn’t like it, tough shit. We were a package deal. 
I did worry about the final show at Lush though. I wasn’t familiar with it, didn’t know shit about it, and time wasn’t on my side. Guy said that’s where the local crowd will go because that’s the show she’s doing for charity. It would be at Lush she’d be faced with an audience with no orchestra pit separating her.
“Any chance you’re hungry?” she asked while standing there in nothing but a cotton tank that clung to her nipples.
“Starved,” I said, staring at her rack.
“For food, pervert.”
“Finish getting dressed,” I told her. “We’ll take my bike.”
Immediately she went white, and just as fast I was up and in front of her, yanking her top down exposing her tits. “Hey!”
“I ride well,” I remind her. “I ride even better with you on the back. I’d never let anything happen to you, Pest. So wear something comfortable because your ass is on the back of my bike where it belongs.”
“What if—”
“Lightning strikes, a plane drops from the sky, or you break a nail? Dress, now.”
“You’re annoying.”
“You’re nearly buck-assed, Pest. Get dressed or get fucked. Either way, you’re with me. One option gets you fed, the other gets you sore.”
“Er.”
“What?”
“Sorer,” she grinned slyly. 
“It’s a good sore.”
“That it is, Chevy,” she grinned then whispers. “You didn’t come.”
“Plenty of time for you to make it up to me,” I promised her. “First, we eat.”
Smacking her ass, she dressed just like she used to, quickly. Ready to see the world on the back of my bike, it was like riding again for the first time. 
Grabbing takeout, we head over to Campus Martius to watch the city fly by. Tucking her hair into a hat and staying to the side to hide her profile she was like anyone else. Without the heavy makeup and stage clothes you wouldn’t pick up on a celebrity. Yes, she was nervous. It came with the territory. Her eyes darting all over, fidgeting, ringing her hands, and rapid breaths. But after a few minutes of holding her and talking about nothing in particular, I was able to calm her. Before I knew it, she was eating her food with a smile on her face. 
“Twenty-two band members,” I said to break the silence. “Half are young, the other half, very experienced. Ten backup singers. You’ll have the podium for a quick meet and greet before you get started. You good with all that?”
“Where will you be?” she asked, looking up while my hat engulfs her head. So fucking cute.
“Right next to you,” I winked.
“Then I’m good with it.”
“That was too easy.”
“When you aren’t annoying me, you’ll find I’m rather easy to deal with.”
“Gotta annoy you, Pest. Life isn’t worth living if you’re not riled up.”
“Chevy?” she asked, looking up and leaning into me at the same time.
“Hmm?” I kissed her forehead.
“I missed the sound of your voice.”
“Even when it’s annoying you?”
Wrapping her arms around my middle, she whispered, “Especially when it’s annoying me.” 
Taking her hand, I pulled her up and walked her back to my bike, noting she never broke her stride. The old Tempest was still in there, all I had to do was coax her back out.
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I was sweating like a whore in church. My mascara was burning my eyes, but I ignored it. Even the condensation that made its way down the crack of my ass wasn’t slowing me down. I refused to allow anxiety to get the best of me, but fuck, it wasn't easy. As Chevy so eloquently put it, “You’re a goddamn professional.” And I was trying hard to remember that. Had it not been for him hyping me up and promising to stay within eyeshot, I wouldn’t have made it on stage. 
Rehearsals should be easy for me, but they aren’t. Too many voices, instruments being tuned, complete chaos I’m supposed to control. So many stares. Strangers. Expectation. Fear.
Standing up here, I realized I must look nuts to these people. They signed up expecting a pro, and all I could focus on was wanting to dig out the wedgie that lodged itself between my cheeks. Little did they know I was mentally picking my ass, and wishing I had a cigarette. Especially odd since I don’t smoke. When Chevy clears his throat, I jolt from my thoughts and address the room. I kept it brief and light.
At least I think I did. Honestly, I had no clue what I was saying. 
After my intro, everyone was very gracious in giving me space. Possibly because they did think I was nuts, but most likely because the agreements they signed made clear I was to be given a wide berth. 
Grabbing my guitar, Chevy adjusts the mic after testing it out then gives me the all clear. Looking down into the pit, I took a moment to appreciate the kids who lived for music like I do. Out of nowhere I stood. The thought of sitting irritated me. They felt too far away and for some reason I didn’t like it. 
Setting my guitar down, I moved toward them with Chevy hauling ass to my side. I hadn’t directly addressed any of the musicians who backed me in over two years. I wasn’t rude about it, just distant, playing it off as being driven. 
Chevy wasn’t expecting me to wander off course, but I did, and he was there to support me. Hitting the steps, every last one of them stopped tuning to give me their attention. Looking into their curious eyes I felt the knot unravel in my stomach.
“I used to be right where you are,” I addressed the group for the first time in ages. “If you’re like me, the world makes sense when there’s music playing. So today, I only have two rules. Have fun and play hard. Don’t focus on mistakes or worry about tomorrow. Today, we play.”
When a girl raised her hand, I called out, “Yes?” which I never do.
“Is he Chevy James?”
“He is,” I smiled, looking to my right. Seeing Chevy as this teenager must see him. Another knot unraveled.
“You sing about him,” another said with wide eyes.
“I do.”
“And now he’s back.” A statement of fact.
“I am,” he said, tucking me into his side and speaking on my behalf, which he’s never done before. When another knot unravels, I almost cried. I hadn’t felt this relaxed in a crowd since… Jesus, I couldn’t even answer that.
“Cool.” The girl smiled, satisfied with his response or the fact he smiled at her. I’m going with the latter. Chevy had one hell of a smile, and no female could resist it. 
“You guys ready to rock?” I asked and to answer each one sounded off with their chosen instrument. Laughing, I climb the steps heading back to my spot, but not before I thanked the singers set up behind me. 
The lighting and sound techs had their instructions, and for the next two hours we rocked the fucking house down. I was not anxious, paranoid, or having issues of any sort. I was simply following my own advice by having fun and playing hard. Feeling the music and his presence, I turned to smile at him and the look on his face melts me. Chevy was, and always will be, together or apart, my biggest fan. 
When I began to sing Crowbar, he surprised me by grabbing a guitar and pulling up a stool to join me. Strum for strum, word for word, our eyes never lost contact. When I hit the high note, letting it carry throughout the auditorium, I wouldn’t realize until much later it was the highest note I’ve hit in a year. 
Adjourning until tomorrow, I wasn’t surprised, but disappointed when we were accosted by the paparazzi the second we stepped out of the rear entrance. With Chevy’s arm around my shoulders, the second the first flash hit, my smile died, and my stomach knotted back up. Not that the vultures cared about my discomfort in the slightest. Hell no, they smelled food and I, as usual, was the main course.
Tempest, are you back with Chevy? 
When did he get out of prison? 
What’s it like having two men? 
Is it a love triangle? 
Did you break Guy’s heart?
All of the chaos threatened to drop me until he put the helmet on my head and we hauled ass back to my safe haven. 
The second we parked, I jumped off, needing to burn the energy out of my system before I puked. So when he pushed me, I wasn’t prepared for it, but I was grateful. Pushing him back, he asked me, “When did it start getting worse?”
Dodging his grab, I told him, “When you left, they pounced.”
Taking a swing at him, he swatted my hand away and asked, “Do they ever stop?”
“No,” I grunted, going for the tackle and missing by a mile. “And they never will.”
“Tell ‘em to fuck off, Pest,” he said, tagging me around the waist before pushing me forward again.
“I tell them anything they go rabid!” I growled, reaching and missing again. “Will you just stay still!”
“Quit being a pussy and come at me,” he taunted. “You take me down, I’ll let you fondle my balls.” 
I couldn’t not laugh. So I did, and fuck me, it felt good. No, it felt great. Bending over at the waist, I laugh until my breath catches. Tilting my chin up, he kissed my nose and said, “They don’t get this. I do.”
“I wish they’d leave me alone,” I whispered. “I’m not newsworthy, I just want to make music.”
“You’re different, Pest, and that makes you news. Go to rehab, sleep with a married man, or get your tits done, and you’re like everyone else. Until you do that shit, you’ll be news because they see a star that has no rival. Not one. You’re a good person. They can’t help but seek it out.”
“And destroy it.”
“That, too,” he shrugged. “But you’re tough, Tempest. You learned from the best.”
“Jillian Michaels is pretty badass.”
“Me, you little shit. You learned it from me.”
“In St. Louis, I hit someone,” I admitted proudly. “He pushed Guy and before he could turn around, I nailed him.”
“I didn’t hear about that.”
“He was so happy I touched him he didn’t press charges.”
“You pay a high price for fame.”
“I don’t see myself as famous,” I assured him. “Like you said, I’m different. Tomorrow someone else will be even more different than I am. Then they can handle the circus. I just want to play for as long as I can.”
“Can I ask you something?” When I nodded he asked, “How were you going to manage it with a kid?”
“I was going to quit,” I told him honestly. “I didn’t want to raise a child on the road. I would have been happy singing to an audience of one. All I wanted was to sing him to sleep.”
“You really chose me,” he said, changing the subject I imagine is tough for him.
“You know I did, Chevy.”
“Learned a lot of hard lessons while I was away. I’ll be better this time, Pest. I want to be better.”
“You just be you,” I smiled in earnest. “Don’t change a thing.”
This time when he smiled, I didn’t melt, I exploded and tackled him reigning kisses all over his face. Unfortunately, a phone call from Arthur ruined a quickie. I won’t lie, I pouted through the whole thing. While Chevy prepared the grill for us to eat by the picnic table, I couldn’t stop myself from watching him and remembering how much I missed simplicity. 
He dropped out of high school his sophomore year to work full-time and even had his own trailer. Anyone who knew me, knew Chevy. Knew what we were. I had just bought two tickets for junior prom when the principal told me Chevy couldn’t come. So I tore them up and planned to return my dress.
No Chevy, no prom.
It was that simple.
Only when I showed up at his place with tears in my eyes, I saw that with Guy’s help he’d transformed the alley behind his trailer into prom for me. Lights were hung, a table was set, a radio was plugged in, and in the house my dress was laid across his bed. He’d even had it pressed.
We danced slow, I sang to him, he sang to me, and not once did either of us let go. We’d always loved each other. It was unspoken, but it was there. So when Chevy said the words, I said them right back. 
“I love you, Pest,” he’d whispered in my ear. “You know that, right? That I want to spend my life driving you nuts. You good with a love like that?” 
“It’s the best kind,” I’d whispered back. “I love you too, Chevy.”
“Feel it here,” he said, tapping his chest. “I always feel it. Best feeling in the world.”
“You are my world,” I choked out. “Always have been, always will be.”
I was sixteen years old the night I saw my future in his eyes. 
“I’ll do whatever it takes to make my girl happy.”
And he did.
I meant it, I didn’t want him to change. Chevy was amazing just as he was, temper and all. An hour later, as we sat down to eat, any worries that he would change were put to rest when we were approached by fans who had somehow found our location. He was diplomatic, but firm; letting it be known that invading my privacy was a shit thing to do. 
Unfortunately, a few fans turned into a dozen, a dozen into two dozen, and it was clear the cat was out of the bag. 
Fucking social media.
The good news was, not a single one was pushy or touchy. So I signed autographs, shook hands, and took photos until it went to shit. And went to shit it did when the vultures had found us. Let’s just say they weren’t considerate in the least. To make it a real party, the police showed up to attempt crowd control, and I watched it all while gripping Chevy’s hand. No one protected me like he did, which was how I was able to keep the panic at bay. 
Until one man took it too far.
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She wanted kabobs.
Not the goddamn mob descending.
Her location was no longer secure, her safety was an issue which took priority over being polite. The cops got it, even the fans who got too carried away understood once they calmed down. But the motherfucking media once again went too far. They cornered us yelling, pushing through, and spewing lies for all to hear. Her fans did not appreciate the tactic, choosing to come to her defense, thus attacking the paparazzi. 
Tempest maintained control, trusting me to protect her. She was holding my hand, stayed curled safely into my side while I backed us out of the chaos. But when one asshole in particular started razzing me, my girl fucking lost it. When I say she lost it, I mean she broke from me, launched herself at him taking a group along with her to the ground. 
Tempest had a rule. That rule is, no one gets to talk shit about me, or to me, except her. She was a territorial little thing and while she could be timid about many things, when it came to me, she was plain vicious. 
Tearing them off of her with the cops doing the same, when I found her at the bottom of the pile you’d think it was just the two of them based on her tiny hands around his throat. 
Her name, that’s all I said. “Tempest.”
Stopping mid-punch, she pushes off of him and rushes into my arms. Before the cops can get him up, I kiss her forehead and whisper, “Stay put,” so I could finish him off myself.
This, they liked to call assault.
This got me arrested and would be my sixth fucking charge.
Being cuffed sent Tempest into another rage.
Which got her arrested for swinging at law enforcement. The cops were gentle with her given the situation. Thank fuck for that because she wasn’t making it easy on either of them. My girl has no plans on giving up. She was pissed, had fire shooting from her eyes, and was worried for me. Because I was the one with the record. I was the one they’d make an example out of, I was the one who just violated my probation by beating a man on her behalf.
The media would crucify her for this. I may even do time for this.
With a light show only the DPD could offer, the crowd refused to part to let them take her away. Her fans loved her. Seeing her arrested didn’t make them happy, and it was a sea of phones taking video and people screaming to free her. These days it seemed people needed very little reason to mistrust police. They didn't understand she wouldn't be held. That they were actually protecting her. They only saw police as a threat to her. 
Minutes pass and I started to sweat wondering why we aren’t moving. Is she having an attack? Did she need me? Imagine my fucking shock when through the window, I watched the cop open her door, uncuff her, and stand to her right as she squared her shoulders. In a booming voice she said, “I love each and every one of you. But I need you to step aside and let these men do their job. I couldn’t handle seeing any of you hurt because of me. The faster you move, the faster we’ll get released. I’m not Johnny Cash, kids, I don’t play from prison.”
And with that, they backed up allowing us room to drive off. Shaking my head, I had to admit there were times her bravado scared the shit out of me and this was one of them. Pulling up in the yard, I explain who she was and why she was in town. I also let the cop know, “She has anxiety issues, you’ve got to be patient with her.”
“Noted,” was all he said, but she was given a full escort service which meant, for now, I could breathe. But we were booked separately, kept apart, and as the hours passed my own panic was building. I was not offered a phone call or an attorney yet. When a cop walked by I begged for news of her. “She’s fine,” he said quietly. “Had a rough go at first, but she’s been singing. Her cellmates won’t let anything happen to her, I promise you that. I’d worry about you at this point.”
He didn't understand I would always worry for the woman I loved.
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The first attack sent me straight into the corner on a timeout and that happened within seconds of being pushed into a fucking cell. As in, I was in a cage with four other women. All, I will add, scared the ever loving shit out of me. Being behind bars did not suit me, and I wondered if anyone would care if I sucked my thumb. I don’t know how Chevy handled it as many times as he had, but I did know he had my respect. I was not cut out for prison—holding or otherwise.
It takes a lot to get me to the point of violence and my trigger is Chevy. Outside of defending him, I’m kind of a wimp. I didn’t seek trouble out or get in people’s faces. I was used to hearing the lies spread about me, but I never could tolerate anyone talking shit about him. 
So when I saw red and went for it, I wasn’t thinking, only feeling. Only wanting to hurt the person responsible. Whether I did or didn’t is unclear to me because I honestly don’t remember anything until Chevy called my name. 
Thank God I didn’t get my ass kicked while I fought for breath, scratched my arms up, and was at my most vulnerable. During attacks, I had no means of defending myself, and I hated it. Sensing my distress, a woman approached, knelt down, assessed me then told the rest to back the fuck up.
Rubbing my back and shoulders, she explained her son has anxiety and that it would be over soon. Unfortunately, it lasted a while and to help me, she never stopped talking. Focusing on the sound of her voice helped and when no one stepped up to make fun of me, I managed to level out.
But it left me exhausted.
They all took turns comforting me once I was in the clear and when I was asked, “Are you Tempest?” 
I simply said, “Yes.”
None of them fangirled or pressed me for anything. If they had I’d have gone straight back into the corner, and I think they knew it. I used my call to contact Guy, who knew what to do. I assured him I was fine and that my concern was Chevy. 
“Get him out, Guy,” I demanded. “We have to make sure his case gets tossed.”
“What about yours?”
“I don’t have any priors and no judge will find me guilty for defending myself. Just take care of Chevy first, please.” He disagreed, but promised it would be done.
That’s when the second attack hit.
Thinking of him in jail, not just a visit but long term. Losing him a second time, this time because he was protecting me when I wasn’t able to protect myself. I literally couldn’t handle it.
“Shh,” the woman said, pulling me into her arms again. “You’re alright, child, your man will be just fine, too. Tell us what happened.” 
Through tears, anger, and debilitating fear I spilled my guts. Even though talking about it helped, nothing was helping with the guilt. Each of Chevy’s offenses were because of me. Had I not needed a babysitter, he wouldn’t be in this mess.
“Fucker deserved it,” said one.
“Don’t put me down for famous,” said another.
“What’s it like?” the youngest one asked.
“Once I make it on stage I feel invincible,” I explain. “When I’m not, I mostly feel hunted and scared.”
“You’re a bad bitch,” said one which was sweet but inaccurate.
“Only sometimes,” I shrugged.
“Nuh uh,” said another. “To do what you do you have to be a bad bitch. No way it’s easy, and no one likes motherfuckers in their shit. You did the right thing.”
“I’m not worried about me,” I whispered. “I’m worried about him.”
“He got priors?” I was asked.
“Yeah.”
“Well shit.”
“Tempest,” I heard from the desk across from the cell. “Chevy needs to know you’re okay, you okay?”
“I’m okay,” I said quickly. “Is he okay?”
“He’s worried about you, but you won’t be held long. Your attorney is on his way, sit tight.”
Good because another attack was coming, and coming fast, I looked up at my new clique and warned them, “If you don’t like opera cover your ears, I have to purge and it’s going to be loud.”
And so I did, for a really long fucking time while the girls held me. Winded, semi-relaxed, and currently inside of a huddle of possible felons, I felt as safe as I could without Chevy. But when they finally released me and told me they had to keep him, I didn’t suffer another attack. I lost my temper and when that happens I continue to lose it until I get my way.
Oh, and having money helps.
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“She can sing,” the cop standing next to my cell listening to her purge said. The thing about her voice is, unless she’s in a sound proof room it travelled. And now we could add prison to the list of venues. “She signed a napkin for my wife, promised us tickets too. Totally getting laid tonight.”
“Lucky you,” I deadpanned.
“Paparazzi said he’s pressing charges against you both,” he offered, rolling his eyes. “I’m sure he’s just looking for his cut. Tempest called her attorney an hour ago and he’s on his way. I heard she’s being released, but you’re being held.”
“Figured as much.”
“Hold up,” he said while answering his desk phone. He nodded, said ‘uh huh’ a bunch of times, and ended with a ‘No shit?’ before coming back to me. “Looks like you’re free to go.”
“How’s that?”
“You’d have to ask her,” he laughed, shaking his head as if this shit were funny. “But I’d haul ass out front first, your woman’s about to give a press conference, and word is she’s pissed.”
“Hurry it up,” I growled, needing out of here. The second the key hit the lock I flew out, signed my name, collected my shit, and ran down the steps. 
Rounding the corner to hit the next set, I came to stand next to her, but she gave me nothing. Her face was blank of emotion; proof she was pissed. But she was also tired, I saw the circles under her eyes that were there because of the attacks. 
Holding her hand out to me, I move forward taking it. Looking off to her right she nodded and announced, “Now we can begin.”
The crowd’s eagerness made my skin itch. No one here cared about what happened today. They cared about getting paid. All these motherfuckers wanted a story, a piece of her and I was tired of it. 
“My name is Tempest and today I have a few things to say.” At this declaration, you could hear a pin drop. “I suffer from severe anxiety that you, the media, exacerbate every time you yell at me, spread lies, and back me into a corner. Because of the actions of a few, the rest of you will also be punished. 
“I had this crazy idea to come home to Detroit for the last leg of my tour. Unfortunately, the welcome I have received from some of you has been less than pleasant. Today, one of you went too far. I won’t tolerate my fans being in harm’s way, or my privacy being destroyed for the sake of a story. Music is my livelihood, gossip is yours. 
“I’m here to make it known to anyone who thinks to intrude on my privacy that you’ve caused me distress for the last time. For every one of you who thinks to meet me with aggression, know that you’ll be met with aggression in return. It is no longer open season on my private life. It’s now open season on yours. I’m disgusted by the lines some will cross for a story that doesn’t exist. 
“Until further notice, all of my interviews will be cancelled. It’s because I love my fans, my city, that I’ll continue with the scheduled shows, but nothing more. You owed it to me to treat me fairly, but you have not done that. This is your only warning. Approach me again and you’ll be the gossip. Mark my words, I will bury you.”
When she said ‘thank you’ the crowd went into an uproar. Through it all, she stood there squeezing my hand, and I had never been more proud or more terrified. Tempest had just lowered the gauntlet against the very people who could help or harm her career. And when they reached a fevered pitch, she tuned them out, stood up on her toes, and… kissed me. In front of the world she claimed me again. 
After the police escorted us back to our RV, I fell into the drivers seat ready to move. When it didn’t start, she shrugs and said, “Figures.”
“Rest,” I told her. “I’ll fix it.”
“Chevy,” she sighed, falling onto the couch. “It’s new which means it was tampered with. Trust me, this isn’t the first time.”
“Guy never told me any of this shit.”
“Since I was unaware you kept in touch with Guy, I can’t say why that is.”
“You spoiling for a fight, Pest?” Because I was.
“Hardly,” she actually snorted. “Guy’s got four voicemails from that idiot’s attorney, already. Shocker, he wants to talk settlement. Practice in the morning, I smell like a felony, and I never got my kabobs. Let’s not forget snuggling with possible murderesses, who I'll admit were sweet and would come in handy if I ever do need security. Oh, and keeping you out of prison long term. So no Chevy, I’m not spoiling for a fight because the fight never ends.”
“Because of me?” I accused, getting geared up. “Just fucking say it, Pest. You got these problems because of me.”
“As long as I’m in the business, I’ll have these problems regardless, Chevy.”
“In the year I’ve been gone you haven’t.”
“Only because Guy doesn’t engage anyone and when I get fed up enough to do something foolish, he pays them off so I don’t get the attention. But mostly, it’s because I avoid it by not going outside!”
“The fuck do you want me to say, Pest? That I’m sorry? Jesus Christ, I’m fucking sorry!”
“I’m not asking you to be!” she screamed and got in my face. “It’s me! Not you, me!”
“Are we really doing this again?” I asked her, throwing my hands up in defeat. “You don’t like some shit about yourself, fix it. While you do that, I’m fixing this goddamn tin can.” 
Then moving her aside, I went outside alone. She didn’t follow, and for that I was glad. One, I didn’t want her to see it if it had been tampered with, and two, for when I called Guy.
“What now?”
“You see the conference?”
“Of course I did,” he snapped. “That’s what she needs, more fucking drama. She gets enough of that from you.”
“The rig was tampered with,” I told him.
“Fuck.”
“She said it’s happened before.”
“Fuck.”
“You tried keeping it from her?”
“Of course, I tried. But she’s nosey as hell.”
“Any leads?”
“Nothing,” he said.
“Taking her to a hotel,” I told him. “I have no tools here to fix the fucking thing, so I’ll get it towed and let a garage worry about it. She’s got practice in the morning and today wore her out, she needs a good night’s sleep.”
“What wore her out was worrying about you.”
“You still think I’m bad for her?”
“She lives for worrying about you,” he said, losing the attitude. “Always has.” When I stayed quiet, he asked, “Is she coping without the meds?”
“Hasn’t asked for them yet,” I stated proudly.
“Christ,” he whispered. “That’s good news I wasn’t expecting. Text me your location when you have it so I can keep everyone in the loop. In the meantime, I’ve got eyes on our boy Rick.”
“What’s he doing?”
“You don’t wanna know.”
“Yeah,” I bit. “I do.”
“He’s getting blown by a hooker. After that? Who the fuck knows.”
Hanging up with him, I headed back in to pack her up, but stop long enough to watch her vibe out to her headphones. It was moments like this she was at peace. It was moments like this I used to dream about forever with her. 
Until she told me about the baby, I hadn’t considered kids. We were young, we wanted life on the road, we had time. So yeah, kids were a given someday. But now it was all I could fucking think about. Tiny Tempest with a round belly. Food cravings, hearing its heartbeat, painting his room, all of it. Not once did I ever think of myself as father material, then I saw the grainy photo. I saw his head, fingers, and toes. Now I wanted a house full. Hell, two house full. 
I could understand her not wanting kids with me right now. My being back was a constant reminder of her loss. Our loss. But if that changed and she wanted a family, I’d be a lucky bastard. Fuck, she was everything to me. I just didn’t know what it would take to be everything again to her, too. If it meant changing, I wasn’t sure I had what it took, but I do know I’d try.
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I loathed hotels.
Five star or one star, I could never get comfortable in a place where countless strangers slept, fucked, and God knows what else. I liked my own space and my own privacy, which is why I went with the RV after he left. Okay, fine, so I bought it because I was terrified of flying, too. The point is, I was uncomfortable being in this room and wasn’t a fan of change. So when I wrung my hands out in frustration while sitting on the edge of the bed, he picked up on it.
He was pissed at me, as usual, but I was pretty pissed at him, too. 
Unfortunately, we were pissed at each other for different reasons. His would be because I put myself in danger and then in the clink. I was pissed because I didn’t know what in the hell he wanted from me. Because the fact remains, a year ago he walked away. No explanation, no call, no goodbye, nothing. To him it was simple; he’s back so I should just accept it. Only I couldn’t do that, not yet. 
To Chevy, the world was black and white. My anxiety issues are a flaw and a wedge between us. He could never understand why mind over matter didn’t cure me. He doesn’t suffer from it, so to be fair, I can’t expect him to grasp it, but I wasn’t doing it for attention. I didn’t enjoy it. I was tired of feeling weak and scared all the time. 
I tried therapy, meditation, and obviously, pills. For whatever reason he was the medicine that worked best, and I was forced to rely on him as much as I hated having to. And until he left, I never considered a life without him in it. Then he left me no choice and I spiraled. No one was more disappointed about that then I was. I failed at taking caring of myself.
“I tried,” I told him while he unpacks. Truth? I could watch him unpack for hours. Except, he hadn’t brought much which was another reminder that this was likely temporary. “I tried being strong. I didn’t want to lean on Guy, but you know what? I didn’t have a choice, I needed help. I’m tired of Guy having to take care of me. I’m sick of being sheltered because I’m afraid. And I’m real fucking tired of you making my fears sound like something I made up to keep you two around. I wasn’t always like this and you know it. I know you don’t like it, you think I can snap my fingers and make it go away. Don’t you think if it were that easy I would have?”
“You are strong,” he said, folding his jeans refusing to look at me. “But you also use it as an excuse. Not always, but when it suits, you do. You’re right we don’t know what it’s like for you; but the Tempest I know wouldn’t give into this shit, she’d fight it and she’d win. Me leaving didn’t make your problems worse, you did.”
At this I had nothing else to say. Because the Tempest he knew was long gone. The new and improved version was afraid of crowds, panicked easily, and was waiting for him to get fed up and bolt again. 
Chevy was smart, gorgeous, and lived for life on the road. What the three of us did worked, until it didn’t. I was so blinded by living my dream that I didn’t ask them if they were living theirs. The guilt I felt about that was off the charts. 
Standing up, I gather my bag and a towel in favor of hiding in the bathtub. The only plus of this hotel was the huge tub that filled quickly and the endless supply of hot water. Sinking down and closing my eyes, I wondered if I should just sleep in here too.
“I took shit too far. I’m sorry, Pest.”
Cracking one eye open, I look at Chevy leaning against the jamb in nothing but a pair of loose fitting jeans with the top button undone. I could count on my hands how many times he’s ever apologized, and since he’s been back he’s said I’m sorry almost as much as he’s said fuck.
“I can’t help who I am any more than you can help how you feel.” 
“I don’t like seeing you suffer,” he said taking a seat on the side of the tub. “Watching you struggle sucks because I can’t fix it for you.”
“I don’t need you to fix it for me.”
“The shit you go through just to get out there on that stage for two hours… is it still worth it?”
Well, no time like the present, I guess. “Yes and no,” I admitted, moving the bubbles around. “For those two hours, I don’t think about what it took to walk out there, or what happens when the set ends. For two hours I’m free. I like how freedom feels. But the stage isn’t the only way to be free. Which is why when the tour ends, I’m done.” 
Chevy went silent on me which was fine. Making Detroit my last stop seemed like a good idea. Ending on a high note, in my hometown, one last time. I didn’t want to be famous, was not even remotely cut out for it. Denying I was famous wasn’t going to make it go away. Taking myself out of the public eye would. 
This was the only solution because my style of music was best served live. You can’t take what I do and record it in a studio. So when I quit, my career would end and honestly? I was looking forward to it. Guy and Chevy sacrificed a lot for me to get here. 
What did I ever sacrifice for them?
Nothing.
I fed off them, I took, I used them to get ahead. So walking away would be my sacrifice to my family. They could both move on to whatever life had in store for them without worrying about me. I hadn’t made it so far as to make plans for myself yet, but wherever I ended up, I would make sure I was alone and drunk.
Life would be easier for me that way.
“I don’t fucking believe you,” he said, pushing away from the tub. “Guy know about this?”
“I don't know.”
“Fucking selfish,” he said and slamming his fist into the wall. “This isn’t just about you, Tempest. This is our dream, too! You don’t get to make the decision for us!”
“Sure I do,” I laughed. “Just like you did when you left. I don't remember you asking us how we felt about it. You are just as selfish as I am. The difference here is you ran to escape me. I just want peace!”
“You’re not doing this,” he growled. 
Smiling wide, I countered, “Watch me.”
And then he slammed the door on his way out. 
As for me, I closed my eyes, wishing I could be the woman he needed me to be, but knowing I never could. I sang songs and wrote music. Making miracles happen wasn’t in my arsenal. And I also wasn’t a damn bank who was paying for the damage to this fucking room either.
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Pick up the goddamn phone.
“What now?”
“When the tour ends, she’s done,” I grated into the phone. “Just thought you should know she plans to fucking quit.”
“I saw it coming,” he said easily, but then again nothing rattled the asshole.
“You’re just gonna let her?”
“Let her?” he laughed. “How do you suppose I stop her? Before you answer that—which you will because you seem to think you know everything—she’s tired. Not just of the stress and her anxiety, but of leaning on us. After you left, she had the accountant divvy up her personal earnings three ways. If you ask me, it’s her way of letting us go.”
“Go?” I yelled to the hallway ceiling. “Go where?”
“I caught her looking at cabins online.”
“She wants to buy a house?” Or a cabin, whatever. The point is, she lived for the road, we all did.
“I didn’t call her out on it, but I think so.”
“I was gone a year not a decade. How the fuck did it go to shit so fast? Better yet, why did you let it?”
“You know what, Chevy? She found out she was pregnant right after she had been dumped. Seeing her like that was not easy for me; especially when I still talked to you and kept it from her. 
“For months she screamed for you in her sleep. It took her hours to get up the nerve to walk out on stage and that’s before the media crawled all over her about your disappearance. Even the thought of those vultures finding out she was pregnant kept her inside. 
“Do you know she never said a bad word about you to me, even after you bailed? You didn’t see her sitting by the window looking for you, waiting for you to come back. She probably wasn’t even aware she was doing it, but she did. I fucking watched her wait for your ass. But you didn’t just leave her, asshole, you left me, too. You left us. And in case you care, your leaving hurt me, too. 
“Tempest has real issues, whether you think she does or not, and the only fucking person who has ever been able to help her deal with them left her to deal with them alone.”
“Fuck.”
“So to answer your question, I didn’t let anything happen. When you left, she checked out, simple.”
“I didn’t want to leave,” I mumbled in shame.
“But you did,” he countered. “Over some stupid bullshit, too. We were a team, Chevy, we made decisions together, until you took matters into your own hands and cut off ours.”
“She could have lost her contract.” I argued weakly.
“No,” he argued finally losing his cool. “She wouldn’t have because she did them a favor by signing on in the first place. But even if she did, it was her choice to make and she chose you over her music, but you didn’t stick around long enough to hear it. You see her anxiety as a burden and used that contract shit to bail out. Then you realized you fucked up and still didn’t come back. You weren’t back a day when you pitched her pills. Because you like that she needs you. Then you turn around and burn her for making her own decisions.
“Chevy,” he sighed. “Tempest loves every little thing about you, even the shit you can’t help. Can you say the same about her?” 
When I was quiet, he continued to dig the knife in. “She will always choose you,” he said as fact because it was. “Until another man comes along giving her reason not to, and if you don’t see that as a real possibility she’ll disappear right out from under your pierced nose.”
“What man?”
“You are a fucking waste of time,” he grunted then hangs up.
Standing out in the hall, I rest my head on the door wondering what the last year would have been like had I stayed. I wanted to think that we’d be as strong as ever but the truth was, we wouldn’t have been. I loved her, always had, always would, but I’d be lying if I said taking care of her didn’t get old.
Her fame grew, the anxiety grew. 
She required a lot of attention and patience.
I began resenting her. I pulled away from her without explaining why. Then I saw an out and I took it, plain and simple. Then realizing what I lost, I wanted it back. Not having her was worse than dealing with her anxiety and the public’s intrusion into our lives and I knew that. But deep down, I feared if I came back too soon, I’d come to resent her again. I was asshole enough to admit I loved that she needed me, but that I also got sick of it too. If she could just get a handle on her anxiety we could figure this out, I know we could. 
Which gave me an idea. 
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What an odd time to stroll down memory lane. Here I had pre-gig things to do, but all I could seem to think about was the duplex. How small it was, how we were all but tripping over each other on a daily basis. But knowing I wouldn’t have it any other way, that I never wanted it to change. Which got me thinking that I never understood why women complained about socks on the floor, dishes in the sink, or the toilet lid being left up. I loved those things. The tiny reminders of my life with Chevy. I never minded them because I had a man that loved me, cared for me, and blended his things with my own. 
Until he left, I never knew how much I’d miss the lid being left up. How much I’d miss the simple annoyance. But I did. Terribly. Not having those reminders meant he was gone. For three hundred and sixty-five days, I’d have given anything for those annoyances. I missed them, him. Three hundred and sixty-five chances to tell him I loved, appreciated him—gone.
I went live in twenty minutes, I think. 
The crowd was amped, every seat was full, and I could hear the hum of anticipation from the auditorium even back here. The orchestra was in the pit tuning up, which made me smile because they sounded amazing. My choir was in place behind the curtain and all loose ends were tied. The only thing left for me to do was walk on stage and play. 
The problem was I was struggling to finish my makeup. Makeup I could have done in my sleep. My hands were sluggish, my thoughts were all over the place, and my eyes were unfocused. Honestly, I kept peeking at the sofa wondering if I could squeeze a nap in. Seriously, a nap sounded glorious, and I wasn’t even a napper. 
Guy also sent my new agent over to introduce herself, and aside from catching her name, I didn’t much care about the rest. What I did know was her name was Claire, and she was outside my door chatting Chevy up. I mean she was pretty, taller than me, and clearly had no issues with crowds, so bonus for her. 
She was also a flirt, a handsy one. She touched him when she smiled, and he didn’t push her hands away. The few times I caught her in the act, she actually faced me and winked. Women responded to him without fail, and I always hated it. This one was my employee and throwing it in my face. So why wasn’t I clawing hers off?
Oh right, makeup…
When the liquid liner fell through my fingers, I got down on my knees to pick it up only to fumble it again. Since I was already here, maybe I could just sleep on the floor… 
Coming back to my seat, I heard my door open and heels clicking on the tile, but ignored it. Leaning toward the mirror, I hold one lid open but can’t seem to get the lines right. I swear I was forgetting something. Did I do my vocal exercises? Did I eat dinner? What song was I opening with? 
“Is she high or something?” Oh she’s here, perfect. I don’t bother looking up because I’m staring at her heels wondering if all four of her feet feel squished. Combat boots are where it’s at. High heeled combat boots are God’s gift to women. You know what sounds delicious? A Whopper. With extra cheese and onion rings.
“Leave,” he snapped which breaks my BK craving. Claire leaving was silly. Chevy seemed to like her hands on him.
“But…”
“Now.”
“You can’t let her go out on stage like that!”
“Do I need to make you leave?” he threatened, but I still didn’t care because I was searching for my phone to see if I could get Whoppers delivered. Then I had a revelation! Fuck Whoppers, I wanted White Castle! I was working out my order when the door slammed behind her. Then Chevy knelt down taking my face in his hands. God, he was pretty. No wonder she couldn't keep her hands to herself. 
“Fuck,” he said, searching my eyes with concern in his. Seriously, he worried too much.
“I’m good,” I think I promised him. “So, how amazing does White Castle sound right now? Seriously, they got the slogan right.”
“Tempest,” he said angrily. “I fucked up.”
“You can flirt with Claire,” I whispered because I was getting sluggish. “You can flirt with whoever you want you don’t belong to me anymore.”
“I wasn’t flirt—Tempest, you can’t go out there like this.”
“I’d rather take a nap anyway,” I said, closing my eyes. “Wake me when it’s over and bring me a sack of ten.”
“Shit,” he said letting me rest a moment on his shoulder. Then I hear him talking, his voice was vibrating through my skin making me even drowsier. When he was done he started shaking me which seemed rather rude. I certainly wouldn’t shake him if he wanted a nap. Fuck, he was annoying. No White Castle for Chevy.
“Pest,” he said urgently tapping my cheek. “Did you take ‘em all?”
Oh right, the pills. “I took what you told me to take.”
“Oh God,” he moaned, picked me up and set me on the sofa. When he started pacing, I watch him because he is so cute when he’s worked up. Why he was worked up, I did not know, but for once I was relaxed. The most relaxed I’ve been in memory. Now he was in the adjoining room yelling at someone. By someone, I assume it was my tall, hot, anxiety-free manager who smelled like cinnamon, wore high heels, and wanted to suck his cock. Tomorrow, I would hate her. For now, I wanted to ride the wave of not giving a fuck.
When word came it was time for me to go on, I sat up and slid my high heeled boots on. On autopilot, I fluffed my hair, pushed my tits up, adjusted my ear piece and grabbed my violin. Licking my dry lips, I headed for the door, hooked a right and when someone told me I went the wrong way, I turned around going left. Standing at the edge of the stage, I peeked out into the crowd and sighed. I had no fears, no anxiety…nada. I was drifting on a void of nothingness, and I liked it. I had forgotten what it felt like to be normal and wanted the feeling to last forever. Maybe then, Chevy could love all of me? When the crowd started chanting my name and the pit began to play, I was so ready, I almost cried.
They came here for me, to hear my voice. 
And how did I repay them?
By collapsing on stage.
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She was released from the hospital this morning, and the hotel has been flooded with nosey motherfuckers who refuse to leave ever since. Her manager Claire, who I disliked immediately because she was devious and rude to Pest, demanded to know what happened. When I was too chicken shit to tell her, Tempest let her know it was none of her goddamn business and kicked her out. 
It’s not every day you see your favorite artist face-plant on stage. I keep waiting for her to ride my ass about what I’d done but she hasn’t brought it up. Instead, she’s been handling calls, already rescheduled the date, offering her fans a full refund with an extended show. Financially, she was taking a big fucking hit by doing this; however, contractually speaking, she didn’t have much choice. 
So this morning, Guy showed up to check on Tempest, and when he saw she was fine, he went downstairs to attempt to appease the media. They finally have a story and it’s all because of me.
I mis-dosed Tempest.
Guy and I were both points-of-contact with her personal physician, and I used that pull to have her scripts refilled. My plan was to have them on hand in case she needed them. The second she started to dress, I saw the change. Her darting eyes, sweaty hands. 
I couldn’t handle watching her chest rise and fall so fast. I was stupid to think the drugs could do what I couldn’t. But we’d gotten there late, were short on time and couldn’t afford to have her delay the show. Thinking it would make both our lives easier and keep her from tweaking, I mentioned having the pills. When she resisted, I urged her to take them, promising her it was okay to make an exception. And because she trusted me, she did.
Because of me she had been totally blitzed out. 
When I came back and she wasn’t there, I got a taste of the fear she lives with. Running toward the stage intending to stop her, I knew I was too late when I saw her cherished violin fall from her fingers. 
In slow motion her knees buckled and she pitched forward. She'd hadn't even had the strength to bring her hands up to shield her face. When I got to her, turned her over, I lost my breath. Blood had been pouring from her nose and mouth. Tempest had been unconscious. Tempest had been limp in my arms. 
As the place erupted in chaos, medics closed in, asking a million questions. It was up to me to voice the answers and was fucking humiliated when I handed over the bottles backstage. 
It took the guy a split second to point out my error. I gave Pest sleeping pills. Two tablets, not one. It was a fucking testament to her determination that she could speak let alone make it on stage. According to one medic that particular pill was the strongest brand on the market. According to Guy, she had never taken a sleeping pill. The doctors prescribed them in case of insomnia, but she always tossed them out. Confident she didn’t do any permanent damage, they still took her in for observation and to see if she had a concussion. Miraculously, outside of a split lip and a headache, she was fine, was still fine.
I, on the other hand, was not fine.
Now she was curled into a ball watching Across the Universe with her headphones on. Tempest has seen that movie at least a thousand times, and I’d suffered through it at least nine hundred of those times. 
The TV was muted so she couldn’t hear it which was a blessing since the media was in kill mode. Especially after the fuck you she gave them following our release from lockup. Finally getting the story they’ve been waiting for, they wasted no time spinning a tale. And of course, they deduced that she pulled the conference to mask her addiction to pills.
Tempest. 
An addict. 
Because of my mistake.
So lost in her own world, she didn’t even look up when Claire barged back in. The woman did not take a hint and seemed to think she had a right to give Tempest grief. 
Considering Tempest employed her, you’d think she’d at least pretend to be grateful, but no. The bitch went out of her way to cling to me and to piss Pest off. 
However, she stopped ignoring Claire when she attempted to take her headphones off. Grabbing Claire’s wrists, she threatened to chop her into tiny pieces if she ever came into her space unannounced ever again. This didn’t stop Claire from coming to my side and touching me as if she had the right. It’s like she wanted Tempest to lose it. For the media? Revenge? A bitch being a bitch? I didn’t fuck get it. I also didn’t fucking like it. 
Showing her the door, I made it clear if she touched me again I’d give Tempest the knife and permission to start cutting while I held the garbage bags. Tempest was territorial and I didn’t want her to have any cause for worry. Not over any woman, but especially over this bitch and at such a vulnerable time in our relationship. 
Guy showed up and removed Claire, which was lucky for her. Because swear to God, if I had to do it, I’d probably end up back in jail.
Once Claire left, pouting, he motioned me out into the hall and I went. I didn’t even have the door closed before he punched me in the jaw. Closing my eyes and keeping my arms loose at my sides, I let him have a go. I deserved every blow he landed and welcomed the pain. Only when he ran out of steam did I back away to regroup because the fucker could throw a haymaker. Proof? At the moment, I saw three of Guy.
“How?” Was all he said, but it said everything.
“I got the meds confused.”
“No,” he said, running his hands through his hair. “How could I have trusted you with her? How could I have ever thought you’d do right by her? One time, Chevy. I needed you to man up one time. Forget the PR bullshit. You told me she was off the meds. That she hadn’t asked for them. Did she ask last night?”
“No.”
“No,” he roared, clenching his fists for round two. “But you gave them to her anyway! And you gave her goddamn sleeping pills!”
“She was a fucking train wreck. I didn’t want her to suffer. I wanted her to go out there and just be…herself.”
“How’d that work out for her, Chevy?”
“I know I fucked up.”
“You don’t get to blast her for something she can’t help, then lead her from one path back to another when it fucking suits you. Do you have any idea what you’ve done? She took those goddamn pills because you told her to. She didn’t ask for them or for this shit. You gave them to her to make your life easier, not hers. Consider yourself relieved of duty. Better yet, do what you did last time and don’t bother with a goodbye on your fucking way out!”
“Try relieving me,” I dared him. “And see what happens.”
“Guy,” Tempest said, peeking her head out of the door. “Not in the hall. Come inside, I need to talk to you both.”
“Fuck that,” he said loudly. Here was the one who never lost his temper going off the deep end and I was the catalyst. “You are not defending him this time.”
“It was an accident,” she said, defending me anyway.
“I don’t give a fucking shit!”
“Enough, Guy,” she pleaded. “It happened, it’s over. We deal with it and move on.”
“Deal with it? Look out the window, Tempest! They are ready to crucify you! He did this, and you’re the one who has to fucking suffer for it!”
Closing her eyes, I knew he struck home, but she didn’t agree or disagree. Instead, she turned around closing the door behind her. 
Guy, who was far from done, pushed me down near the end of the hall so she wouldn’t have to hear it. 
Neither one of us noticed she was gone until it was too late.
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You’re a fuck up! Forever the fuck up! Every-fucking-thing you do affects her! Only she’s too in love with you to see the damage you cause! One day, one goddamn day, Chevy, you will take shit too far!
I couldn’t stand the yelling anymore.
Guy screaming at Chevy was making my insides raw. Yes, last night was a shitshow. But you know what? Shit happens. And in my life it happens regularly. 
Chevy felt responsible for this, but I took the pills. I didn’t check the bottle or refuse them. The fact was, I was beyond struggling and it was the first time Chevy wasn’t able to calm me down. He was desperate for me to have some peace, and in that moment, I wanted it, too. Just once, I wanted to go out on that stage on my own. I didn’t mind the nerves, they made me feel alive. It was the paranoia, the fear of dying in front of a sea of people, feeling all alone, that I was sick of. Chevy, despite mis-dosing me, had tried to help me.
He wasn’t a fuck up; he was human, and he’d made a mistake.
Buttoning my cardigan, throwing my hair into a messy bun, and peeking into the hall, I heard them arguing at a distance and ran for it. Hitting the elevator, pushing the button for lobby, I took a deep breath and exited. Heading straight for the front, I pushed the door open and embraced the madness. 
For some reason, people found my life newsworthy and sought to capitalize on it. The media wanted me to be more than I was. A tragedy to exploit for a paycheck. Minding my own business, staying humble, and out of the tabloids never worked out for me. They came after me anyway and they refused to stop. 
Standing there, all I could hear was the chant of my name. All I could see were anxious faces wanting a piece of me. 
All I had wanted was peace.
All they wanted was to see me fall.
Hotel security was scrambling to make heads or tails of the situation, but I wasn’t concerned about them. No one in the crowd was pushing forward so holding both hands up for silence, I took a deep breath and knew in my gut this was the last time I’d speak of it. The words were there ready to come out and for once, I needed them to actually listen to what I had to say. Because after today I refused to explain myself ever again. 
“To be perfectly clear,” I began, proud of the surety in my voice. “Last night, I did not overdose. I am not hiding an addiction. I’ve been honest about my struggle with anxiety. Which is a facet of my life I battle every day. Playing to a crowd isn’t a challenge, finding the nerve to walk out is. In my panic, I took a pill intended for evening. It made me very tired and disoriented, nothing more. 
“I know you want an interesting story, but I don’t have one to share. What I would like to share is my apology to the fans who had to witness it, the orchestra and singers who did not get to perform, and a thank you to the medics who responded so quickly. 
“I urge everyone to take a moment to empathize with anyone who suffers from anxiety or any other invisible illness. Millions of us do, we fight this battle silently, daily, and just because you can’t see it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take the time to understand it.” 
When I paused to take a breath one woman wasn’t recording me or taking photos. She simply looked concerned, so when she asked me if I was okay, I responded. “I’m okay. I’m not embarrassed or ashamed. This is part of who I am. It’s part of what makes me, me. If my story helps at least one other person know they are not alone, then it’s worth the struggle. Thank you for listening to me, for coming here today, and for caring.”
When the questions started, I backed away waving my goodbyes. When I turned and saw Chevy and Guy standing at my back, I touched each of their shoulders never slowing as I walked to the elevator with sass in my step. 
I felt powerful.
I felt amazing.
I felt proud.
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She didn’t panic.
Not only that, she left the safety of the hotel room to address a mob, alone. 
While Guy went off to handle an irate Claire who flipped over Tempest’s statement, I sat at the table in our room watching her. Gone was the tension around her eyes and mouth. She was awake, alert, and…happy. 
With her guitar in hand, she had her eyes closed and was singing Can’t Help Falling in Love with You. Tempest loved Elvis and used to sing it to me when I couldn’t sleep. That wasn’t why she was doing it now. Odds are it was just the first song that popped into her head.
As much as I loved watching her, I needed her to scream at me, hit me, and order me to fuck off. Tempest wasn’t one to ride my ass. Only this time, I needed her to let me have it. 
After the fight Guy and I had, I knew my nights with her were limited. It’s true, I wanted all her nights, but the fact was, I still wasn’t good for her. Losing her again would hurt, but after watching her address the crowd, I realized she’s coming to terms with her anxiety and her quirks. I also realized odds were good I never would. Little by little she was making progress, and I wasn’t. With her show on track for tomorrow, there was no rehearsal or planning to do. 
This meant we had tonight and morning to spend time together. I wanted that time. Yes, she loved me. I knew she did, but she wasn’t investing herself in me like she once did. Tempest has been holding back, and I felt it. I don’t blame her for it because in her place, I’d do the same. However, the good news was when we fell apart once and for all, she wouldn’t break.
She’d move on.
Tempest would find a man who would bring out the best in her, ground her like I had done, only she’ll never have to cover for his ass. He would be a man who wouldn’t force pills on her, or make her feel less because she was dealing with something he didn’t understand. A man that didn’t have a temper, a criminal record, and wanted a home with a foundation. Tempest deserved to have stability. I’d like to think no man could ever love her like I do, but the fact was, how could he not?
Tempest was a forever love.
So when she asked me if we could take a ride on my bike, I did not say no. Because in a few days when her tour ended, we likely would, too, and I wanted to take every fucking memory with me when I left. 
“Turn here,” she said, tapping my shoulder and pointing. Pulling over, parking, and helping her off, she sets her helmet on the seat and starts walking. The park has seen better days. The grass was tall, weeds sucked everything around it up, and the playground was taped off. 
Parking her ass on a big rock, she waves me over to join her. Resting her head on my shoulder, she slides her arm undermine to hold my hand. 
“I used to play right here, by myself, every day after school, even in the rain.”
“Yeah?”
“Uh huh,” she smiled. “Until fifth grade when I met you two. I used to love it here. I hated going home to nothing. As soon as the bell rang I ran straight here to play my guitar and sing under that maple tree.”
“Why come back now?”
“I missed it. This place is still special to me even though it went to shit. Probably always will be,” she sighed. Then facing me she whispered, “I was supposed to leave my footprint somewhere. Remember how I wanted to start a school for the musically gifted? I told myself when I had the means, I’d do these great things, but I never did—”
“You’ve been busy, Tempest.”
“Tempest,” she whispered. “Right.”
“Don’t,” I warned her.
“You want me to yell at you. You want me to give you another reason to leave me behind again. I’m not making you stay here, and I’m not pushing you out the door either, I’m leaving it up to you.”
“What the fuck for?”
“You’ve been my world for a really long time. I’ve relied on you too much, never asking what you wanted. Never once asking if you had what you needed. If you have a dream, I don’t even know what it is. You’ve given up a lot for me and taken on even more. What happened last night was an accident, but it was also a revelation,” she said softly. “I’ll love you until the day I die, but I can’t pretend I’m enough for you when we both know I’m not.”
“Wait—” I tried, but she takes her hand back and stands up.
“This year without you was not… easy. But it didn’t kill me. I learned a lot about myself. And I’m still here, still breathing, but I’m done making excuses. This park is like us, I think,” she said sadly. “Even though it went to shit, it started as a beautiful thing. A beautiful thing I should have taken better care of. It’s not your job to take care of me anymore. I shouldn’t have allowed you to and that’s on me. We’re grown now, our priorities have changed, we’ve changed. Losing you, the baby, and a dozen other trials later…” Wiping her eyes she turns away, but I stand putting my arms around her.
“The fuck, Pest?”
“I’ve put money aside for you and Guy. But when I do my final encore at Lush, you and Guy are off duty, forever. The money’s yours free and clear. You can travel, whatever you want. You’ll be free.”
“Free of you,” I pointed out.
“When you started pulling away I thought it was a phase, that we’d get through it. I never considered how hard it must have been on you being with me. It’s my fault for not asking, for not seeing. For not being strong enough to fight for what I wanted. I wish I could say during this last year I’ve grown stronger and could promise you my anxiety wouldn’t interfere. But I can’t promise you that because I’m not stronger. My anxiety is winning and we both know it. So when you leave, Chevy, all I ask is that you say goodbye. Don’t leave me waiting by a door that doesn’t open or a call that doesn’t come.”
“You brought me out here to dump me?”
“Dump you? We aren’t together.”
“Which part did you miss? The one where I told you I was back? Where I said it’s only you for me and then fucked you? Which fucking part, Pest? Tell me, so I can trigger your goddamn memory!”
“I told you I was empty!”
“And I filled you up!”
“What?”
“We’re together,” I growled in her face. “Get used to it. Clearly, I haven’t annoyed you enough. Looks like I need to step up my game.”
There was no question this made me the absolute worst kind of asshole. Because I was the guy that pulled her close now only to push her away again later. 
When she struggled, I wanted to protect her and when she was strong enough, I planned to leave her. Maybe she wasn’t the problem at all. Maybe I was. But one thing was clear, when it came to her, I sucked at making the right decision.
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Just like old times, we were yelling in each other’s faces. 
Seriously, I don’t even remember what started it. The whys of it didn’t matter because neither of us needed much reason to fight. We excelled at it, it was foreplay for us and we’ve been at it for hours.
An hour ago he’d stopped being annoying and was now just working to piss me off. With Chevy telling me what to do, how to do it, and that his word was law. Then you had me giving it right back, telling him to shove it up his ass and reminding him he was an idiot. 
According to Dr. Chevy James, the medical expert, I could get a handle on my anxiety by changing my routine and meditating. Apparently, all I had to do was shift my focus and my find my fucking Zen. No matter what I say, he doesn’t hear me. 
So far he’s called me a baby, a quitter, and drama queen. While I didn’t believe he meant these things, I can’t say hearing them helped matters either. 
I was sick of explaining why I was the way I was. That I couldn’t fucking help it and even begged him to cut me some slack. Chevy’s response was to blame Guy for being too easy with me. He blamed me for allowing it to progress this far and made it clear he expected me to break the cycle. I was breaking the cycle the only way I knew how and that was by letting them both go by ending my career. The three of us couldn’t keep this up any longer. One of us had to take a step forward, and I decided it would be me.
He forgets that I know him. I know the shit he doesn’t say. So all of this fixing me crap was fluff. Sure he said he’s staying, and I’d bet even a small part of him wants to, but the bigger part doesn’t. The crux of the problem is this that he loves the power which comes with knowing he’s the one who protects and calms me just as much as he hates having to do it. I actually understand this and don’t blame him for feeling that way. I know I’m a full-time job, and I wish he understood I hated that I was. 
In Chevy’s eyes, I’m flawed. 
To him, I use anxiety as a crutch and an excuse. An excuse to what, I don’t know. What I do know is that I’m using up all of his patience, and he’s already at the end of his short rope. 
In a few days when this tour ended, he’d start up his bike and leave, which meant I couldn’t afford to get invested again. I must have come further than I thought because knowing he’d bail didn’t send me into a spiral. Mostly, it just left me hollow. 
When I didn’t back down, he grabbed his jacket and announced, “I need air,” before slamming the door behind him.
Calling a cab, I slid my arms through my jacket, fit his ball cap onto my head, and walk to the elevator. When the driver arrived, I eased in and gave directions. On the way over, I gave the theatre notice I was coming and watched the city pass me by until I got there. 
Knocking on the back door, I briefly flashed my face and was let in without issue. I would be granted the privacy I asked for while inside the auditorium. 
Walking on stage, I stared at the banner hanging in front of the curtain with my name on it, and I felt very small. The venue was larger than life, my name and face everywhere. 
Only I didn't see me. 
Right now, standing on stage I didn't even know who I was. What I did know was all of this was for me and it didn't feel real. I didn't feel like I belonged here. Ditching the cap and shrugging off my jacket, I sat behind the piano staring down at the keys. 
When the tears filled my eyes I didn’t brush them away. Instead, I took a deep breath and let them hit the ivory. With blurry vision and a burning nose, I wished I could go back to when it all started and have done things differently. At the very least, I would have ensured both my guys had the futures they wanted instead of them killing themselves giving me the future I thought I needed. I also wished I was tough enough to say, ‘This is too hard for me, and I’m taking too much from you.’ But it’s too late for that. We are where we are because I never said anything.
Perhaps I should have screamed at him that I was only human during our fight. Sometimes I think it was easy for him to forget that I wasn’t always the girl on stage. That’s who Chevy loved most. The powerhouse who could hit the highest of notes and bring the crowd to its knees with little effort. 
That Tempest was strong, fierce, and fearless. She wore outrageous costumes, heavy makeup, and kick ass boots. And while it’s true she was part of me, she wasn’t all of me. Until he understood I was also emotional, uncertain, and afraid, Chevy would never fully understand me. 
Chevy wanted me to be Tempest at all times. What he didn’t see was that I was simply Pest; and he was all I needed. I wish he knew I would give this up, walk away forever, if I thought it would make him happy. If I thought we could be happy. Unfortunately, as long as I struggled with anxiety, Chevy would struggle with loving me.
My fingers found the keys all on their own. Sound poured from the piano and filled the empty room with solemn notes. Unable to resist, my voice followed suit and uncaring of pitch or accuracy, I played my broken heart out.
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Never leaving the hotel, I had been getting my head straight when I saw her run to the cab. Following her, I let a breath out once I realized where she was going. 
Now I was standing near the rear exit watching as she sat silently at the piano. I’ve seen every side of Tempest. Except this one. I’d never seen her defeated, I didn’t think it was possible. 
When her fingers brushed the keys, bumps broke out on my skin. I didn’t recognize the song, but that wasn’t surprising. Pest listened to damn near everything and keeping up with her was impossible. When her voice filled the room, the pain and force behind it literally brought me to my knees. Unable to move, I stayed where I was and listened.
I can hold my breath…
I can bite my tongue…
As she sang she shredded me. The lyrics were the soundtrack to her life. Her struggle to make me happy—everyone happy. Fighting her way through it all while hiding her pain. Taking on too much, needing too much, and not having me there to catch her when she falls. On and on she went purging her system of the hurt she keeps locked inside. 
Her sadness beat at me like a pair of fists. From the floor, her voice tore me down and rebuilt me all at once. This wasn’t a threat or ultimatum. No. She was done trying to convince me to the truth of her words, the reality of her world. I wanted to scream I got it, that the truth was right in front of me, but I had no voice. 
Because the truth didn’t just hurt, it was crushing me under its weight, leaving me speechless, helpless. This was proof my Pest wasn’t okay. Her struggle was silent and real. She’d been trying to tell me, and I refused to listen because I thought if she just tried harder, mind over matter. Fuck. Like a punch in the gut, Guy’s words beat at me. 
I’d suggest you pay close attention to Tempest now versus a year ago. Since you left, she’s different, Chevy, and I’m not talking progress. I’m talking deterioration. She’s going backward.
The look of despair when she said, ‘I’ll never be who you need me to be.’
That wasn’t true.
I was hers, would always be hers, and she needed me, I needed her. That hadn’t changed even if the circumstances had. Throwing her head back she wailed, ‘I’m only human’, and I couldn’t hold back my own tears as I watch her grate out the lyrics. ‘I can take so much, ’til I’ve had enough.’ Dropping her head, she sniffled, ‘‘cause I’m only human’, and I knew deep in my heart it was time for me to do better by her, whether we worked out or not. 
Tempest wanted to be everything I needed her to be. All she was asking is that it be enough. Why did I ever let her think otherwise? How did I ever think otherwise? Forcing myself to my feet, I wait to see what she does next. When she closed the lid, pushed away, and exited the stage, I left the way I came as well.
Those changes started now.
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Yeah, when I’m returning from so far away she gives me some sweet lovin’ to brighten up my day…
I was in and out of sleep, but I heard him strum the guitar, singing Van Morrison to me. 
After yesterday’s purge, I came back to the room to find Chevy eager to talk. Confused at the about face, it took me a bit to realize he wanted a true discussion and not a fight. We kept it light, but I knew he was looking for something. I just didn’t know what it was. I also wasn’t inclined to ask. We continued through dinner and fell asleep talking. Although, I think I clonked out first. 
Opening one eye, I take him in sitting cross-legged, holding the guitar like it’s precious. Two years of arguing over his lessons and yet he’d learned. And he played flawlessly. Countless nights, he’d strut out on stage to play Crowbar with me. No matter what shit we were dealing with at the time, it faded while we played. 
Music always healed us.
Turning to face him fully, I joined in the chorus.
She gives me love, love, love, love, crazy love
Finishing the song together, he set the guitar down and crawls into bed next to me. Pulling me into his arms, I went without a fight because I was always happiest here. Part of me wanted to ask about the status of the RV, about Guy, or even the Antichrist, Claire; anything to keep it light. But my mouth had other plans. 
“Did the break help?”
“What?” he asked, tilting my chin up.
“The break from me, did it help?”
“Pest—”
“I don’t want to fight,” I promised him. “I just need to know.”
Sighing, he tightened his grip and said, “No. It didn’t help.”
“Okay.”
“It’s a lot of things, but okay isn’t one of them. Cowardly, impulsive, fucking stupid, yeah. Okay, no. But it took me leaving to figure that out, Pest. We weren’t us, hadn’t been, and you gotta know, I regretted it.”
“I used to sit by the window,” I whispered. “Just stare out into nothing, hoping if I sat there long enough, you’d come back.”
“Pest—”
“You never came back, Chevy.”
“I wanted to. I did.”
“Because I have a stalker.”
“And because I love you.”
“What happens when I don’t have a stalker?”
“Why didn’t you call me?” he asked quietly.
“I didn’t know what to say.”
“Felt like I lost you, Pest. Like you didn’t need me around.”
“I needed you,” I promised him. “To leave the lid up, clothes on the floor, dirtying up the dishes.” At his silence, I sat up and balanced my upper body on his chest. “I needed the reminders. That was us, Chevy. The day-to-day. The three of us. Taking care of you that way, I needed it. When you took that with you, I didn’t call because I literally didn’t know what to say.”
“Don’t cry,” he said while wiping my cheeks. “Please, Pest.”
“You hate when I cry,” I mumbled.
“I hate being the cause of it,” he corrected.
“You know what I hate?” I asked, knowing I had to make some changes. Holding onto the past wasn’t doing either of us any favors. Coming up to my knees and straddling his waist, I planted my hands on his chest and smiled.
“What do you hate?”
“Showering alone.”
When a smirk appeared, he dug his fingers deep into my hips, and took me to my back. Kissing me once and placing his head on my chest, I sank my fingers into his hair and held on. God, I never wanted to let go. 
“Shower,” he said, trailing a finger down my cheek. “And you can wash me first.”
“Annoying,” I said with an eye roll.
“I prefer gentleman.”
Giving my belly a raspberry, he jumped from the bed to start the water. Stretching while the it warms, I was about to sit up when Chevy screams. Flying out of bed, I slammed into him as he stumbles from the bathroom. My ass hit the floor while he tripped over the chair taking it with him. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked quickly, and when his face went red, I rolled my eyes again. “Seriously?”
“You know I hate spiders,” he said on a shiver. It’s true, he did. Was terrified of them.
“Baby,” I teased.
“Kill it,” he said, pointing at the door. “And flush it. I won’t let you wash me until you do.”
Like I’ve done a hundred times before, I balled up some toilet paper, squished the spider and flushed it down the toilet. Reminders.
They meant everything to me.
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“Behind you,” I demanded, and without missing a beat she got up on all fours, lifting her ass in the air. Wrapping her hair around my fist and giving it a tug, she arched up while moaning in pleasure. In this, she never said no. Not when I turned her skin pink, not when I sought to push her limits, and certainly not when I wanted it rough.
Tempest loved rough.
For her, it was never rough enough. She never held back. If she felt the urge to bite, she did. Score me with her nails, she did that, too. Tie her up? She’d get the rope. Gag her? She’d open her mouth. Dirty talk? She was filthier than I was. Fuck in public? She’d ask where. We’ve broken beds, furniture and probably even the sound barrier. My Pest was loud, she loved screaming her orgasm and my name. She loved my cock. She loved to fuck.
And she was magnificent at it.
Sliding inside of her, I paused to enjoy the snug fit. Resting her cheek on her forearm, she peeked up at me and sighed, relaxing her entire body. 
Tempest loved it from behind. Loved me taking her where she needed to go. Another thing I loved about her; she didn’t get off easy. Her build up took time and finesse. Building her up to it was my most favorite thing to do. Because when she came, the reward was worth the effort. When she came, I felt like a conqueror. 
Running my hands over her hips, she watched with glazed eyes. I knew what she was waiting for, what she craved. She wanted the crack of my palm, the sting it left behind. Too bad she wasn’t going to get it.
“Pest.”
“Hmm?” 
“Love you.”
Closing her eyes, she sighed my name. Since I’ve been back she’s talked about loving me. But she hadn’t given me the words. She had no idea how badly I needed them. 
“Took us for granted,” I said, starting a slow grind. “Missed annoying you.”
“Chevy…”
“Just needed to say it.”
“Okay,” she said softly and added, “I think I needed to hear it. too.”
Yeah, I’d get an I love you out of her. I’d start with making her come first. Without warning, I pulled out a bit before surging back in. 
Moaning “Fuck me,” I did exactly that. 
As I thrust in and out of her, I watched for signs that she was getting close. Gripping the sheets, biting her lip, and reaching between her legs to play with her clit. 
“That’s it,” I praise her. “Get it, Pest.”
“Harder, Chevy,” she begged. “I’m—”
“Fuck yeah, you are,” I growled, pounding into her and when she clamped down, I caged her in, giving her all I’ve got. Fire blazed up my balls, my back locked and when she screamed, I followed. 
Rolling to the side and careful not to crush her, she curled up and placed her head on my chest. Ready to say I loved her again, we were interrupted by a knock on the door. Letting her know I’d answer, I got out of bed, pulled on my jeans, and opened the door to none other than Claire.
“What the fuck do you want?”
The way she eyed me was fucking odd. Like she was only pretending to enjoy the view. Arching a brow, she said, “I can see why she took you back.”
“Again, what the fuck do you want?”
“Tell you what,” she said, leaning against the jamb. “Next time you leave town, stop by and see me on your way out.”
“Do you like your job?” I asked her directly and my anger was a living thing.
“It’s a job,” she shrugged, scrutinizing my chest.
When Tempest’s arms slid around my waist, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to groan or grin. It wasn’t until I looked down to see she hadn’t bothered to dress that I chose to grin. Pest was buck ass naked and making a point. 
“Oh, it’s you,” she said in a bored tone. “What now?”
“Since you’re too busy reuniting to answer your phones, Guy sent me by to tell you that another letter came. I’m told you’ll know what that means.”
“He say anything else?” I asked.
“Nope.”
“Good,” then I slammed the door in her face.
“Asshole,” she said to the door. Wasting no time, I reopened that fucker. 
Taking her by the elbow, I stopped her retreat and set her ass straight. “You fuck with her, you fuck with me. When this tour’s over, you’re gone.”
“Huh,” she said staring at my grip. “And here I was thinking the same about you.”
“Wanna try that again?”
“You don’t have any staying power and we both know it. The press knows it, so do her fans. Hell, even she knows it. The real story isn’t you being back, Chevy James. It’s what your leaving will do to her a second time. This job may end when the tour does, but I’d bet my meager earnings that’s when her nightmares start.”
Releasing her, I don’t give the crazy bitch another second of my time before I head back inside to Tempest. 
Frowning at her phone, I had to call her name three times before she looked up, and when she did it was to hand me the phone. What I saw I did not like. This letter, and the sick fuck behind it, was no joke. Now the motherfucker had her number, too.
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There was no hiding the fact I was rattled. 
After reading the letter Guy sent us and the message on my phone, I was in a bad place. Scared, nervous, and paranoid at the forefront. I couldn’t sit still or focus on a specific task. Basically, I was close to shutting down. 
Sensing this, Chevy pulled me into bed and started storytelling. Listening to him reminisce about our lives together made us sound fantastical and old. 
“You were seventeen, told them you were twenty-one. That was the worst fake ID Guy and I had ever seen. You sure as fuck didn’t look Spanish, no way it would work. But I promised I’d get you in to see Sebastian Bach, and I did,” he said linking our fingers together. 
“Watched my girl close her eyes and let his voice take her away. Watched the music flow through her, felt how happy she was, and then she sang. So fucking perfect and loud the show stopped. He knew my girl couldn’t help herself and he brought her on stage.” Rolling toward me, Chevy caressed my cheek and whispered, “You sang with Sebastian Bach, baby.”
Leaning into his palm, I whispered back, “I sang with Sebastian Bach.”
“And you killed it.”
It was true, I did. I giggled at the memory.
“Then he flirted with you.”
Biting my lip, I couldn’t help but smile. “And then we left.”
“Before I had him singing soprano.”
“Technically, he's a falsetto range that can reach soprano notes.”
“My girls a smart ass,” he winked at me.
“Did I ever say thank you?” I asked sincerely. “For what you do for me. Do I say thank you? Because I don’t remember if I do or not.”
“Pest…”
“Do I?”
“Pest…”
“Chevy, answer me.”
With his body covering mine, our foreheads pressed close, and nothing but breath between us, he said, “Every time you look at me, kiss me, fuck me, sing for me, play for me, defend me, wake up next to me…Tempest, there is thanks in every-fucking-thing you do.”
“But do I say it?”
“Yeah,” he said gently. “With words and without them. Never doubt it.”
“What’s your dream, Chevy?”
“Looking at it.”
“No, your dream. Yours alone. What is it?”
“Said I’m looking at it.”
“I can’t be your dream.”
“Wanna bet?”
“Chevy—”
“Tempest, the first time I touched your hand you were ten-years-old. I took one look into your eyes and I knew where you went I’d follow. You gave me purpose. You still do. Always will. A little while back, I lost sight of that. So it’s me who needs to thank you.”
“For what?” I asked as tears roll down my face.
“For giving me my dream back.”
“Shit,” I cried harder.
“For loving me, for being you.”
“Stop,” I begged.
“I’m sorry I left,” he said wiping my cheeks. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”
“You came back,” I choked out.
“Soulmates, Pest. You and me, no matter what.”
“No matter what,” I repeated.
“This is me thanking you now.”
“Chevy, you don’t—”
“I said, this is me thanking you now, Tempest. Tell me what I need to hear.”
Sniffing and rolling my eyes, I gave it to him, “You’re welcome.”
“We good?”
“Yes,” I nodded.
“Can I finish saying thank you now by fucking you hard?”
Using his fingers to gently wipe my eyes, I cut the tears and whisper, “Yeah, Chevy, you can fuck me hard now.”
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As she practiced I stood to the side, noting that she tugged on her ear piece when she was nervous. But for every minute she spent on that stage, those nerves lessoned. She played her violin perfectly, the guitar, too. Her voice was sure and anyone watching would see a professional.
But when I looked at her, I still saw the young girl I walked to and from school since she was ten-years-old. Hell, I was still a kid myself, but I’d always taken protecting her seriously. Tempest was my girl before she was my girl. Even young, I went where she went. Junior high, guys started noticing her. Not just her face, but her body and her talent. Guy and me, well, we busted a lot of skulls in her honor. Tempest was ours.
In ninth grade, her already absent parents divorced and neither noticed or cared that she spent most nights with me. My old man bounced years prior and mom was too busy drinking to give a shit. When she did notice her, she was too grateful for Pest cooking and cleaning to bitch. No adults gave a single fuck that she was thirteen years old at the time. 
As kids we learned how to keep a house, together. 
She was fourteen when I kissed her for the first time, sixteen when I told her I loved her, and seventeen when we lost our virginity in my trailer. Eighteen when I taught her how to drive, nineteen when we tried drinking, and twenty when we made enough money to get the duplex. 
With Guy moving in, the three of us spent the next several years becoming a stronger unit. Through it all, Guy and I worked while Tempest spent all her free time honing her skills.
She’d spend hours watching videos, going to shows, and practicing.
Tempest wanted to be the best.
Was the best.
And yet my girl still struggled with anxiety.
It wasn’t fair. 
Nothing Tempest has ever set out to do has been easy. She has fought, scraped, and saved to get ahead, we all have. We’ve watched her, supported her, and rooted for her from day one. Maybe there was a lesson in this for the three of us. Maybe that lesson was, no one can have it all without sacrificing something.
But goddamn, she’s sacrificed enough.
I’d take on her anxiety happily if it meant she could just play. Because all Pest does is sacrifice. Her privacy, her time, and her fucking emotions. This life was constantly taking from her. For once, I’d just like to see it give. 
Tonight the auditorium was packed; every seat was full. Giving her time to get her head right, I found myself getting nervous on her behalf. Fact was, the second she found her place on stage Tempest ventured to another time and place. Her safe place. The place where she could be free. 
The key was getting her to it. As much as I wanted to pick her up and walk her out, I had to give her time. From closing her eyes, to ringing her hands, to pacing, and now standing frozen, she was suffering. She inhales, she exhales. She stares ahead, unmoving, silently preparing. When she was ready she would force herself to walk out there. She would push her fears aside so she could take that first step.
A distraction.
That’s what she needed.
That was something I could do for her. Tonight I decided to try something different. Coming to stand in front of her, I tilt her chin, look into her perfectly painted eyes, and feel my heart skip a beat. A warrioress, that was my Pest.
“Hey,” I said softly. “You got someplace else to be?”
Fuck me, she gave me the smile. My girl was in there ready to come out. 
Time for phase two.
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I can do this.
I’ve done it a hundred times before. 
It’s nineteen steps to my mark on the stage. My ear piece is secure, the orchestra is cued, and my makeup is tits. The fans are electric, eager, and waiting. I’ve practiced for this, dreamt of it, and it was happening. My freedom was just ahead of me. There for the taking.
Yet, I couldn’t move.
Fucking anxiety.
“Hey,” he said, tilting my chin. “You got someplace else to be?”
Finally, I could breathe, so I smiled, “No.”
“Making a run for it?”
I wanted to do this, so I repeated, “No.”
“Underwear up your ass?”
“I’m not wearing any,” I snorted at the thought.
“How do you feel right now?”
“Like saran-wrapped fat.”
“Not sure what that means,” he smiled. 
“You’re a guy, you wouldn’t.”
“You look beautiful,” he said softly in my ear. “You’re ready, Pest.”
“I’m ready,” I repeated while wishing my feet would move.
“You need to move, now.”
“Totally trying, Chevy.”
“Don’t turn around,” he said, moving behind me. We were both in between the velvet curtains when I felt his warm lips on my cool neck. His hands came around my middle with his right cupping me and the left going for a tit. 
“We haven’t played,” he said, nibbling my lobe. “I’m going to make you come now. And later after you tear the roof off this joint I’m going to tie you up, Pest. Then you’ll tie me up, how’s that sound?”
He was rubbing me over the leather, and if he expected an answer he wasn’t getting one. Quickly, he applies pressure to my lower back, pushes the backs of my knees in, bending me over. In heels, I was lined up nicely with his cock. Rubbing my cheeks and grinding behind me, he spanks my ass so hard had he not caught me I’d have hit the floor. 
“The leather stays on, too,” he growled, spanking me again. Ready to mount him, he turned me, whispered, “I love you, Pest, but I gotta do it,” then scooped me up and carries me out to my mark on the stage.
With wide eyes I stare at him, shocked he’d do this. When the crowd when nuts and the lights found me, nature took over. But not before I looked at him and whispered, “thank you.” 
Reaching for my violin Chevy handed me, I tilt my head, close my eyes, and played. 
Because of him, I got on stage on the first try. Elated about that, I noticed the gut-wrenching fear was totally…absent. 
Throughout the entire first set, I felt him close by and it comforted me. When I ran for my wardrobe change, he was there to catch me when I launched myself at him. 
“I owe you,” I said breathlessly.
“For what? Wanting to fuck you later? Don’t have all night, Pest.” Smiling big, I rubbed noses with him when we get interrupted. 
“Today, Tempest,” Claire yelled to me.
“Hey, Claire?” I called out while he rearranged my outfit.
“What?”
“Fuck off.”
“Excuse me?” she sputtered, actually looking hurt by it. Odd woman.
“You aren’t paid to have an opinion. You’re paid to do as you’re told. You’re paid to look out for my best interest and to keep your mouth shut. Since that didn’t happen, you’re fired.”
“You can’t—”
“Just did.”
“But—”
“You told the press I overdosed. You’re lucky I don’t kick your ass myself, and that’s before I sue you for slander and breach of contract.”
“Look,” she tried and then he was there backing me up. “I can explain this—”
“She said that shit?” he asked me. “You know this for sure?”
“Four of the musicians heard the whole thing.”
“Then she deserves to have her ass kicked,” he growled.
“You know what?” I smiled. “You’re right.”
“Please, just listen,” she begged pitifully.
“Listen?” I laughed. “Why in the fuck would I listen to you? All you’ve done since Guy found you was backdoor me, flirt with Chevy, and run your fucking mouth. You made the mistake of confusing anxiety with stupidity. I’m thinking, in your case, it could be fatal.” 
Lunging at her, I was just about to snatch her up when he lifts me off the ground. “After the show, Pest. You don’t want blood on your outfit.”
“Buzz kill,” I mumbled, hating that he was right.
“I’m calling Guy!” she cried out and rushing for the door.
“No need,” he said, entering with Arthur on heels. “Claire, a moment please.”
“You called him?” she accused with hurt etched all over her face.
“Yep,” I said nodding. The days of management running roughshod over me were done.
“Tempest,” Arthur said softly. “I don’t know what to say, but I will personally find you management that—”
“Chevy will handle me until the tour ends,” I winked at him. “I gotta hit the stage, Arthur, want to stay and watch?”
“Sweetheart,” he smiled. “Look up and to your left. I have ownership of all the boxes this evening.”
With that, Guy escorted a crying Claire out and Arthur excused himself.
“As your new management,” he said, righting my outfit. “I expect a bonus.”
“Because I’m a pain in the ass, right?”
“Because I want to be up in that ass. Tonight.” Biting my lip, he grabbed me and just stares. “You want that, Pest?”
“Yes.” I mean right now I did. Later though? I'd probably chicken out.
“Then get that ass back out there, now.”
I did.
I rocked it.
I even had a standing ovation.
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As stated by Tempest, all requests for interviews after the show have been denied. 
But when she exited the stage a young girl, probably fifteen at the most, saw Tempest and her face went beet red. Not only that, her mom was rubbing her arms trying to calm her down. Both of us stopped, but it was Tempest who took my hand and waved security over. Speaking quietly, she made it clear she wanted the girl and her mom brought backstage. I let them know she needed a few minutes to change before she saw anyone and I swear to God, I was worried the girl might pass out. 
Understanding the situation, in under five minutes, Tempest came out dressed in jeans, makeup gone, waving us back. The girl was struggling to breathe and it was like watching Tempest at that age. It made my fucking chest hurt.
“Less intimidating without the get up, right?” she asked, turning slowly in a circle.
Nodding, the girl curls into her mom, who in return holds her tight. “What’s your favorite song?” Tempest asked.
“Crowbar,” her mom answered on her behalf. 
“It’s a crowd pleaser,” she agreed smiling at me. “What’s your name?”
“T-T-Tiffany.”
Jesus, the poor kid not only struggled with anxiety, but she stuttered, too. Tempest caught it and hid her strong reaction. But I knew my girl was aching on this kid’s behalf. How the fuck could you not?
“Are crowds a trigger for you?”
Nodding yes, she dropped her head in embarrassment. 
“Do you know it can take me hours just to leave my RV? Without help, most times I can’t even walk out on stage alone. Sometimes I come close to passing out. Other times I actually have. My attacks started in high school and progressed with age. But you came here tonight, Tiffany,” she smiled. “That took guts.”
“Tiffany plays violin,” her mom praised.
“Chevy,” she said softly. “Grab two of mine, please.”
Making quick work of it, I grabbed two violins and two bows. Handing one to Pest, the other to Tiffany, I gently toke her mom’s elbow and motion for her to step back with me. She was hesitant to leave her kid, but when Tiffany started to relax, I felt her mom do the same. 
For the next hour, I watched my girl play the violin with Tiffany. After offering a few tips and Tiffany making the adjustments, I sat back in awe. The two were literally in perfect synch, lost in their own world and never took their eyes off each other. It was like Tempest was playing to the mirror image of herself. Tiffany was that damn good.
“Mind if I sing?” she asked.
Tiffany said, “Yes, please,” with no stutter.
“Do you know the words to Crowbar?” 
And when she nods, Tempest started the pace and Tiffany joined in on the second bar. Tiffany, as it turns out, had an amazing voice. Strong, sure, and on key. The two of them did together what Tempest calls purging. 
For her, purging her system was necessary, and when she did it her battles were nowhere in sight. Clearly, it was the same for Tiffany. 
Jesus Christ, all this time I thought it was just Pest. I didn’t know—and the fact that I didn’t know wasn’t settling with me. I fucking should have known. I should have been a help not a hindrance. I should have fucking had my girl’s back and eased her.
“She’s never done this in front of anyone,” her mom whispered, wiping her eyes. “When we saw Tempest talk about her anxiety, it gave her hope. Tonight was her first concert.”
“Tiffany struggle a lot?” I asked after clearing my clogged throat.
“All the time,” she said, closing her eyes. “School is so hard for her. I don’t know how Tempest managed it.”
I did, she had me and Guy. There was nothing we wouldn’t do for her or her for us. “Don’t baby her,” I advised. “You have to let her work it out on her own sometimes. But with talent, you keep her focused on that, she’ll be alright.”
Just then the two wailed out the last verse and lower their instruments. Handing hers back over, Tempest said, “No, it’s yours.”
“But—”
“You and I are going to practice,” she announced. “Do you have a cell phone?”
“Yeah,” she said, digging in her jeans. “Here.”
With quick fingers Tempest typed and handed it back. “You call me tomorrow,” she said softly. “If mom approves, I’d like you to finish the tour with me.”
“Shut up!” she wheezed, nearly falling over.
“Tiffany!”
“I mean, okay, Tempest.”
Laughing, Tempest stood, approaching her mom. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For being patient with your daughter, for bringing her here tonight.”
“I—” she stumbled. “I—” 
“Growing up I had him,” she winked at me. “He’s my anchor, without him, I’m sunk.”
“Mom’s mine,” Tiffany said proudly.
“Tomorrow then,” she said, giving them both a hug with tears in her eyes.
I didn’t think it was possible to love her any more than I already did until… I did.
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Chevy was acting… weird.
Looking at me like he’s never seen me before. He was more patient and if possible, more attentive. Like I said, weird. Then Guy showed up acting… weirder. He was uncharacteristically grouchy and wanted to be anywhere but right where he was. 
When I asked about Claire, I was promptly and abruptly shut down. I wanted to push but something told me not to. Stowing the weirdness away, I decided to let them sort out their issues without my interference. 
I just finished up with rehearsal and Tiffany left. We had an absolute blast, and she blended in perfectly. I told her she was my musical soul child. Another thing about Tiffany? She had the most beautiful smile I had ever seen. I was feeling light, refreshed, and hungry. 
I offered to treat my boys to lunch, but Guy informed me he had news. Pretty sure whatever it was would ruin my appetite and that bummed me out.
“Another threat came in last night after your show,” he said while grinding his jaw. The man was seriously moody tonight, and I was considering telling him he needed to get laid. “We need tighter security. I hired the bouncers from Lush until the tour ends. It’s done, so don’t bother arguing.”
At this, Chevy exploded.
“Explain threat,” I ordered, ignoring Chevy’s outburst.
“Whoever this is, is obsessed, Tempest. The cops can’t help, and the two of us aren’t enough. These men are ex-military and some other shit they won’t talk about. The fact is, they’re the best. They know the scene, how to best protect you inside their walls. We’ve discussed your protection at length, and I trust their judgement. These men have one job. You. You’ll need to ditch the teenager, it’s not safe for her.”
“I’m not breaking Tiffany’s heart!”
“But you’d risk her being hurt?” he countered.
“If these guys are so goddamn good then she shouldn’t get hurt.”
“Tiffany gets her own protection,” Chevy announced and Guy and I agreed. Look at us compromising!
“This isn’t anything I don’t already know, so what aren’t you saying?”
“I’m worried the scene at Lush will be too much for you.” Guy admitted looking away.
“Try that again,” I warned him.
“It’s too small with too many opportunities for error. People can get at you there. There’s no orchestra pit or safe zone. It’s literally you and the crowd. I’m worried you’ll panic at the very least. If you shut down or black out during a crisis we’re fucked. You’re fucked.”
“You are unreal,” I whispered through the hurt.
“I already talked to the owner Max,” he continued. “He’s on board allowing his men to protect you, however, I told him it’s tentative. Since the show is for charity, I promised him you’d still donate if we decide to cancel.”
“Cancel?”
“As in, I think we should.”
“Get out,” Chevy said, pointing at the door.
“Why?” he countered confused. “A few days ago, you agreed with me.”
“You…agreed?” 
“That was before,” he said low.
“Before what?”
“I’m not doing a three-way fight right now,” Guy announced rolling his eyes. 
“Me either,” I shouted at the ceiling. “Because you’re both getting the fuck out of my sight.” When neither budged, I lost it. “Now!”
Guy threw his hands up and left. Chevy, did not. 
“You used to back me up,” I told him sadly. “I have always, no matter the circumstances, had yours. Now you go behind mine and talk to him about what’s best for me? You don’t think I can handle it then? Fucking say something!”
“Settle down,” he tried. “You’re getting anxious.”
“I’m getting pissed! You two may have gotten me here, but I kept us here. Me, with all my fucking issues. I always concede when you two ask it of me, but not this time! You lied to me. Played me. You are always fucking up, and I’m always forgiving you. And what do I get? What am I getting here, Chevy, tell me!”
“Obviously, you aren’t getting anything, Tempest,” he said dryly.
“Don’t you dare try and turn this around on me.” I advanced on him. “You knew all along, yet you were all for Tiffany, for me taking back some control, and you just planned to steal it from me? You’ve stolen enough from me!”
“Tell me how you really feel,” he said, rolling his eyes. Fucking rolled his goddamn eyes!
“Fuck you, Chevy. When this is over and you bolt, I won’t cry for you. Better yet, take your fucking money now and move on. Considering the accountant said you piss cash away like a drunk in a liquor store, you should be happy with a lump sum!” 
When he laughed, I snapped. Laughing at me was way worse than actually arguing with me. At least with arguments I knew what to expect. Chevy laughing at me sent me right over the edge. Reaching for the object closest to me, I grasped it and swung it at him. When it connected with his shoulder, it exploded in shards all over the room. Instantly it hit me what I’d done, and I did panic. For real this time.
“Oh God,” I cried out and started picking up the pieces. “What did I do? What did I do?”
I smashed the one material thing I loved the most against the one man I loved the most. Holding the pieces in my hands, I actually hated myself. Crying out loud. When he sits on the floor next to me I waited for him to let me have it, but he didn’t. 
“I’ll get you another one,” he said, taking what’s left from my hands. At this, I ran into the bedroom and slammed the door.
And when I wouldn’t come out, he came in.
“I’ll always regret leaving you, Tempest. I regret taking your suffering lightly. Thinking that if you were just a little stronger, or if I was harder on you, I could fix it. I used to get pissed off. I used to feel like you did it on purpose. I used to feel smothered. Then I left and wasn’t gone an hour and wanted to come back. 
“I regret not holding your hand when you lost our baby. I regret the nights you cried. It kills me that I didn’t pay attention to what you needed. I loved that you needed me, Pest, still do. Guy feels the same. But you do need us like we need you, we’re a team. 
“Yeah, I told him Lush wasn’t a good idea. Until I saw you address the media on your own, twice. Until I watched you handle Claire and saw you with Tiffany. Then I changed my mind, but didn’t get a chance to talk to him about it. I’m a fuck up. I’m trying not to be, but like you said, what do you get out of it? Nothing good, Pest, just me. Nothing good.”
“I’m sorry I keep hitting you,” I sniffled. 
“I’m sorry I keep deserving it.”
“I loved that violin more than anything. I’ll regret that for the rest of my life.”
“It’s replaceable, Pest.”
“No!” I cried out. “You saved for months to buy it for me, and I broke it over your body!”
Staring at him holding my busted violin in his hands was too much for me. I was ashamed of myself. Not just because of my outburst, but the pressure my issues put on everyone. Maybe they were right. Maybe canceling was a good idea. If for no other reason than they didn’t have to worry about me. I’d make it up to Tiffany and the fans…somehow. 
Pushing away from him, I snatch my phone off the nightstand and called Lush myself. On the third ring a woman answered. 
“My name is Tempest Wilder,” I explained. “I have an upcoming show—”
“Shut the fuck up,” she said, cutting me right off.
“Pardon?” That was a tad rude.
“Name‘s Jules,” she said. “I’m one of the owners, head of security, and a serious fan. Whatcha need, gorgeous?”
“For safety reasons,” I struggled getting the words out. Words I never thought I’d say. “I need to cancel my show.”
She was quiet a moment before she started laughing. What was with this woman? I didn’t find any of this funny. However, before I could say anything, she gave me an order I couldn’t help but follow. 
“Grab a pen and paper, I’m about to school you.” 
Not sure what was happening, I grabbed the pen and pad courtesy of the hotel and listened with my mouth hanging open. Five minutes later, after a detailed explanation of her background, the other owner’s background, and Lush’s contingency plan, I still couldn’t close my mouth. Was she for real? 
“Still want to cancel?” she asked smugly.
“No,” I laughed loud. “Not even a little bit. But I think I might be in love with you.”
“I get that a lot,” she chuckled. “See you tomorrow at rehearsal, hot stuff.”
“Bye, Jules.”
When Chevy walked in and saw me smiling he asked, “It’s on?”
“Like Donkey Kong.”
Nodding, he turned and walked out, but not before I caught him smiling, too.
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Her guard was down after coming once on my tongue and twice more while riding me. Three orgasms in under twenty minutes did that to Tempest. My girl liked to get off. My girl loved working for it. Now that she was blissed out, the second she collapsed in a sated heap on my chest, I pounced. Tucking her hair behind her ear, I whispered, “I have a surprise for you.”
“You do?” she asked perking up. Pest loved surprises. “More orgasms?”
“It’s better than an orgasm,” I said, smacking her ass.
“That’s a bold statement,” she said and bit my nipple in retaliation. “But you have my attention. Proceed.”
“You trust me, Pest?”
Biting her lip, I saw her waiver, ready to make an excuse for bailing out, but at the last moment she nods and said, “Yes, I trust you.”
Smacking her ass again, I rolled us over, pinning her under me. Careful that I don’t smother her, I kissed the mouth I loved so much and said, “Dress casual, you have ten minutes.”
“Will you locate your ball cap so I can wear it?”
“Won’t need it,” I promised her.
“Are you sure?”
“Pest,” I asked her. “Thought you trusted me.”
“Okay, Chevy,” she sighed. “We’ll do this your way.”
“Fucking finally,” I groaned, rolling to the side. “Nine minutes now. Get that ass in gear.”
Like a shot, she was off the bed and snagging discarded clothes off the floor, piecing together an outfit. Where I was taking her, it wouldn’t matter what she wore. It was all about showing up, and it was long overdue. Sliding her ballet-slipper-shoe-things on she loved so much, Pest was ready with three minutes to spare. 
Taking extra care because I had precious cargo on my bike, I was ten minutes late knocking on the steel door. When it creaked open, Pest took a cautious step back reaching for my hand. Twining our fingers together, I pulled her to my side and took my free arm slinging it over her shoulder.
“Mr. James,” Wanda said in greeting. “You came.”
“I did.”
“And you brought us a special guest, I see.”
Pest wanted to hide, but I wouldn’t allow it. Bringing her forward, I introduce the pair. “Wanda, this is Tempest. Tempest, this is Wanda Dean; she runs this place.”
“Seeing you is a dream come true,” Wanda said, extending a hand. Carefully doing the same, Tempest offered hers and fuck me, I was proud of her. 
“It’s nice to meet you, Wanda,” Pest whispered.
“Well, come in!” she said while pushing the door wider. “Everyone is assembled and waiting in the gymnasium.”
“Assembled?” Pest stumbled. “Gymnasium? Chevy, what am I walking into?”
“You trust me?”
“Yes, but—”
“Then trust me.”
Biting her lip was her way of conceding, and with a tight grip on her hand I lead her through the facility to the gymnasium. Even if Wanda wasn’t escorting us, we’d have found the way. The music pouring from down the hall was loud and infectious. 
Relaxing a little more with each step, we were behind Wanda when she opened the double doors, and I ushered Tempest ahead of me. With my hands on her shoulders, we clear the doors, and instantly her hands come up to cover her mouth. 
As Apocalyptica’s For Whom The Bell Tolls played, she didn’t move. Just stood and stared. This, I understood. Because inside the gymnasium were one hundred and seventeen teenagers playing an instrument each and above them an enormous banner read, Thank you, Tempest, with all their signatures.
Moving her forward and halting mid-floor, she whips around and whispers, “I don’t understand, Chevy.”
“You will,” I promised, leading her further inside.
“Everyone,” Wanda said, quieting the room. “Set down your pieces and join me in giving Tempest a warm round of applause.” 
For the record, it wasn’t just applause, but screaming, whistling, and the stomping of teenage feet. Raising her hand, Wanda shushed them again and addressed us. Tempest specifically. 
“Without your generosity, these aspiring musicians wouldn’t have access to instruments, teachers, or scholarships. Because of you, Tempest Wilder, these arts are alive and well here at the center. Because of you, these musicians will be heard.”
Breaking free from my hold, she approached Wanda and said, “Ms. Dean, there’s been a mistake. I’m not responsible for this.”
“No?” she smiled kindly. “Are you not Tempest Wilder?”
“Obviously I am, but—”
“I have it on good authority that a musical program for gifted inner-city youth was a dream of yours,” she said, looking around the room. “And here it is, alive and well. Because of you.”
“Ma’am,” she tried again. “I didn’t do this. Wait, whose authority?”
Glancing at me, Wanda pointed and said, “His authority, dear.”
“May I have a moment?” Pest asked before coming back to me. “Something you want to tell me, Chevy?”
“Yeah,” I said and kissed her nose. “Grab an instrument and rock the fuck out already.”
“You did this,” she whispered. “For…me?”
“I’m not always a fuck up, Pest,” I grinned down at her. “Okay, fine, this one time I wasn’t. Now are we gonna play or what?”
Giving me an enormous smile, she nodded and said, “We’ll play.”
And for the next three hours, that’s exactly what we did. Taking time between songs to talk to the kids, answer questions and even sing, Pest was in her element. She was free to be herself without the media hounding her. I took a break to grab the pizza and drinks I had delivered prior, and for the next hour after that we ate. 
Then, Tempest, of all people, started a food fight.
It was fucking epic.
As we were preparing to leave, covered in food, I asked the group to get together with her for a photo. My girl didn’t even hesitate, so I took about fifty different shots. That done, she hugged every single kid and our exit took an extra hour. But fuck no was I going to rush her. I hadn’t seen her this happy or at ease in years. We weren’t even to the back door when she grabbed me and took my mouth in a searing kiss. Pulling her to me, I returned it and was all in until I remembered where we were.
“We’ll finish this at the hotel,” I groaned.
“No,” she licked her lips. “I’ll finish you at the hotel.”
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I had a million questions, yet all I wanted to do was get him naked. Knowing that’s how this would end allowed me to keep my hands to myself long enough to talk first. “I owe you an apology,” I said sincerely.
“You don’t owe me anything, Pest,” he said with a smile on his face. He pulled a coup. A big one. He made a dream of mine come true and I was completely blown away. Truth? He made all my dreams come true.
“Yes, I do. I accused you of pissing your money away. Unbeknownst to me, you started a school. In my name, Chevy. I know what that type of investment runs, which is why I took Franklin’s advice to wait because…” That’s when a light went off. “He knows doesn’t he?”
“Come here,” he said and opened his arms.
“In a minute,” I said, holding a hand up. “Chevy, you’re spending all your money.”
“It’s just money,” he shrugged. “What the fuck do I need? Other than you, not a whole lot. Not gonna ask again, Pest. Come here.”
Once I was in his arms, I wrapped myself around him and said, “Thank you for this and for giving Wanda a heads up about me so I wouldn’t freak out with the kids. Shit, Chevy, thank you isn’t enough, it doesn’t even come close to covering it.”
“I didn’t say a word to Wanda,” he whispered. “What happened today was all you.”
“Nuh uh,” I wheezed out.
“Look at me,” he demanded, and when I did I see the truth of his words. “It was all you.”
“I did it,” I whimpered. “I really did it?”
“Sure fucking did,” he said, backing me into a corner. Lifting me up underneath my arms, I wrapped my legs around his waist, and started to blink rapidly. 
“Shit, you gonna cry now?”
“Uh huh,” I choked out. “Yep.” 
And then I started to bawl. Full body-racking, chest-heaving, snot-producing bawling. Wiping my cheeks with his thumbs, he leaned in and said, “You’re right, Pest, thank you isn’t enough.”
“I told you,” I cried into his chest.
“Only way to make us square,” he said, carrying me to the bed. “Payment. It’s the only way you’ll ever be okay with this. So I’m gonna need a blow job with ball play.” 
Throwing my head back, I laughed harder than I had in years. When I came down from it, Chevy was giving me his trademark cocky smirk and asked, “You wanna pay up now, or do you wanna wait until you can breathe through your nose again?”
Unbuttoning his jeans and lowering the zipper, he watched me free him into my waiting palm. Easing me back to my feet, he widened his stance and watched me with hungry eyes. “I can breathe though my mouth,” I said right as I sealed my lips around his cock and swallowed. Securing his hands in my hair, Chevy guided my head and moaned, “Take me deep, Pest, and I’ll do the breathing for both of us.”
Doing as I was told, I sucked him deep and hard. I got lost to the beauty of it until he gripped tighter and grunted, “The balls, Pest. Don’t forget the balls. You know how I like that.” 
Using my fist to stroke him, I nestled my nose under his sac before giving him one long lick. Muttering, “She’s gonna fucking kill me,” Chevy took over the cock work so I could focus solely on his sac. Opening wide, I sucked one nut into my mouth, and when his knees locked, I used my tongue to twirl it around. “That’s it,” he praised. “Suck me, Pest.”
That’s another thing about him. He didn’t bother with nicknames because the way he said Pest sounded like baby, honey, and sweetheart all rolled into one. No one called me Pest but Chevy, and I never got tired of hearing it. 
Cupping the other nut so it didn’t feel left out, I knew he was close to coming when he started thrusting. Working faster, going deeper he took his free hand and wrapped my hair tight around his fist. “Pest,” he growled. “Can I?”
“Mmhmm,” I moaned into his soft skin and sucking both nuts into my mouth with my nails deep in his ass, Chevy came all over my face. Spent and still trembling, he took his shirt off and used it to clean me off. Helping me to my feet, he kissed me hard and groaned, “That fucking mouth, Pest.”
“So we’re square now?” I grinned up at him lazily.
“When I said I’d take a blowy as payment, I didn’t specify how many it would take, now did I?”
“Annoying bastard,” I mumbled, but there was no anger behind it. I loved blowing Chevy, it was no hardship.
“What was that, smartass?” he asked tackling me to the mattress. “Never mind, don’t answer that. I need you to rest your jaw.”
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It was rare she asked to go out.
It was even rarer when she stuck to seeing it through. Maybe visiting the kids had been a serious breakthrough for her? God, I fucking hoped it was. 
I lost count on how many times we made plans only for her to bow out before reaching the door. Panic would seize her; she’d start making excuses for staying in. And that was only if she had the ability to speak.
That was when my frustration would hit the red zone.
Until recent events, I will admit that I did not fully understand what she was dealing with. In truth, I had not a clue and that’s because I made it about me. 
What I wasn’t getting what I had to sacrifice for her. Never once did I stop to consider what it cost her, what sacrifices she had made. Watching her sing in the theatre drove it home, but seeing Tiffany made it click. She hadn’t been exaggerating, and God’s fucking honest, knowing what I know now, it’s a fucking miracle she makes it out on stage at all.
But she does, every fucking time, without fail.
And for a year, with a broken heart, after losing our son, and her anxiety nearly crippling her she still fucking did it. Yet, somehow, she was able to spend hours in a room full of teenagers without so much as a hand wring. 
I wanted to believe that if she put her mind to it, Pest could control her anxiety. Hell, she was doing it without meds now. With a little more time, who knows? Maybe she could beat it back once and for all. Even though I wanted to believe she could do it alone, I also knew my presence played a part. Likely the largest part and it pleased and terrified me. Because it was a big responsibility. 
My responsibility.
She was in the hall waiting for me to grab my wallet and keys. Taking her hand, she looked down and said, “I’m okay, you don’t have to hold it. If I need you, I’ll let you know.”
How badly I’d hurt her. 
“I wanna hold your hand, Pest.” It’s true, I did. Tempest thought she was a burden to me, and yes, at times I treated her that way, but I always loved holding her hand. The connection grounded her as much as it did me, and in truth, I needed it more than she did.
“Why?” she asked confused. “I’m super calm right now, I know it bothers—”
Yanking her to me, I kiss her hard. When she opens her eyes I tell her, “I wanna hold your fucking hand, Pest. You good with that?”
“Uh huh.”
Hitting the garage, I settled her on the bike and ask her where we’re going. “Your call,” she said, tightening her helmet. “I go where you go.”
Thrown by this, I climbed on and started it up. Years ago, before her anxiety started ruling her life, her answer was always your call. I’ve only been back a short time and already the old Tempest was surfacing. 
Regret washed over me for all the years I wasted riding her about her issues, getting frustrated, even pissed at her ‘weakness’. Part of me wondered if my reaction triggered hers. That knowing how easily it set me off, she tried making my life easier by staying inside. Killing the engine, I hiked my leg over and undid her helmet.
“Tell me the truth,” I said, cupping her cheek.
“Okay.”
“Did you choose to stay inside to make life easier for me?” When tears filled her eyes my initial reaction was anger. Not at her, but at myself. “I need the truth, Pest.”
“Sometimes,” she tried looking away. “When we started touring, I tried not to do it so much but… I knew how much I frustrated you, especially in public. I didn’t like you mad at me, and it sort of became a habit.”
“Why am I just figuring this out now?” I asked the concrete ceiling.
“I didn’t figure it out until you came back,” she said softly. “If that makes you feel any better.”
“We lost a year, Pest.”
“Yeah.”
“I fucked up.”
“I did too, Chevy.”
“I shoulda took better care of you,” I said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I shoulda paid attention to the things you didn’t say.”
“I should have been brave enough to say them.”
“You’re the bravest person I know, Pest.”
“Only when you’re around.”
“Good thing I’m not leaving then.” Biting her lip, she looked down at her lap. Tilting her chin up I said it again, “I’m not leaving you, Pest.”
“I want you to have a life,” she whispered. “We’ve only ever had each other. You deserve to find someone who isn’t afraid of the world. That doesn’t rely on you like I do. I want you to find her, Chevy. I want you to have that.”
“I’m looking at her,” I told her. “She’s the only one I see.”
“Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” she pleaded.
“Why do you keep trying to dump me?”
“I’m not trying—”
“You want me with someone else?”
“No,” she growled. “But you stayed away thinking I was with Guy, because you thought he could make me happier than you did. You managed that. I’m just saying if there’s a chance she’s out there—”
“I am fucking looking at her,” I roared and the sound carried through the garage. “You love me, I love you, got it? There is no other woman, will never be another woman. No other fucking man either. This is it, Pest. You, me, a goddamn team, ‘til death do us part. You following this?”
“I think so.”
“You think so?”
“Maybe you could, I don’t know… show me with your hands and mouth?”
“Right here in this garage?”
“No time like the present,” she smiled, challenging me.
“Bent over my bike?”
“I didn’t wear any underwear; you’re welcome.”
“Outside, like we used to?”
“If you’d shut up you’d be inside—”
Pulling her up, I tossed the helmet and wrapped my body around hers. Oh yeah, the old Tempest was still in there just like I was about to be.
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Now I understood why he had been looking at me differently. Because somewhere along the way he’d finally seen me. This revelation didn’t shock me. I suppose because it was us. And eventually we always worked things out. 
Also when you love someone, you have to pick and choose your battles. Chevy always tried more than he failed, so I didn’t resent his impatience with me. I was just as frustrated as he was. Just at myself.
I wanted to be normal person. For him, for me, and for Guy. So I pushed and pushed myself further into a business, a lifestyle, that didn’t suit me. I convinced myself I had to do this for us; we’d all worked so hard for it. 
Dealing with anxiety was part of the package, a facet of the business I thought I could deal with for a while. Until a while turned into nightmare I couldn’t seem to wake from. Fame for some was a drug. Making them feel euphoric, invincible and entitled. Fame for me was poison. Making me feel uncertain, scared, and isolated.
There was always this loneliness I felt knowing no one around me understood my fears or how they manifested. Chevy used to do his best to save me from that. Looking back, I shouldn’t have expected him to save me from everything. I should have been strong enough to step up and save myself. 
But then he left, which meant my safety net was gone, and my loneliness morphed into something I still have no name for. I allowed that. Chevy wasn’t responsible for the way I handled it. Because I didn’t handle it at all and that’s the problem.
Little by little though, I realized I was making strides. While I seemed shocked by it, he did not. For the first time in years, he was looking at me with something more than love. It was understanding, as if he knew. 
Trusting Chevy with my heart again was a big risk. But I knew he was worth the investment. Either it paid off or it didn’t. And however it turned out, I can say that I gave him everything I was. Everything I had in me to be.
“Palms down on the seat, Pest.”
Doing as he said, he slid my jeans to my ankles. When he saw I wasn’t kidding about being bare, he groaned. Smiling over my shoulder, he ran his hand over my ass and said, “Do not move,” before he spanked me incredibly hard. The contact and my moan floated throughout the garage on an echo. 
Sliding inside of me, he anchored his hands on my hips and wasted no time thrusting up hard., Bracing myself, I pushed back against him which earns me another slap. Doing it again and again, the only sound to be heard was skin against skin, the clap from the contact, and our moans. 
“Harder,” I begged him and he gave it to me.
Gripping the seat, I could hardly take the pressure building until it found its escape. It was loud, long, and liquid. God, I loved being fucked in public. He never slowed, he was focused and giving me what I needed. When I came it was nuclear. Nearly boneless, he put his forearm around my waist to hold me up and said, “I love you, Pest.”
Without hesitation the words left my mouth and I meant them with everything I was. “I love you, Chevy.” 
Coming hard, he continued to pound into me until he was empty. Bringing me into his chest, he kissed me softly and whispered, “We needed that.”
“We did,” I smiled, wrapping my arms around him.
“I’m only human, Pest, but I’ll always pick you up when you fall apart.” 
Gasping at his declaration, I started to say, “You were there—” only we were interrupted.
“Chevy Thomas James, you have the right to remain silent…”
“Oh my God,” I cried into his chest. Not now, Jesus not now. 
Quickly pulling my pants up for me and keeping me behind his back he tucks himself in to face the police. 
Not caring of our current position, they continued to read him his rights and explain to him that he was being arrested for the beating he gave Rick Carol. 
Chevy had a list of priors. Rick, the bastard, knew it and used it. But it was when he caught one of policemen filming me that it all went from mildly embarrassing to extremely violent. 
Lunging forward with his pants still undone, Chevy hit the cop sending him to the floor. The others attacked him as a group. Screaming for them to stop hurting him went unheard. Screaming for Chevy to stop fighting back was ignored too. I ran to the cop that was down, kicked him in the gut then snagged his phone from the floor stuffing it in my pocket. Fishing my own phone out with shaky hands, I dialed Guy. When he answered, I was too busy crying to say anything but, “Help Chevy.”
Using the man’s phone in my pocket, I turned on his camera and resumed filming. When they finally had a hold of Chevy, he was taken down hard. They cuffed him forcefully. Then the officer he hit, got to his feet, took it a step further and tased him, twice. Crying in earnest, I continued to film. The police were so focused on Chevy, they forgot I was even standing there.
“Chevy,” I said reaching for him.
“Ma’am, step back,” I was ordered.
“Pest,” he choked out. “Get to the hotel.”
“I won’t leave you.”
“Go!”
Startled at the fury in his voice, I grabbed the keys from his bike, turned and ran back to the elevator, heading straight back to my room. 
Guy called again and I told him the cops had him. He let me know a car was being sent for me. But prior to that, I had one more thing I needed to do before I got him out. I needed a favor. I was calling Jules. If anyone could help Chevy, it was her. How I knew that I wasn’t sure, but I went with it.
“Yo,” she said on the first ring.
“If you help me, I’ll triple my donation to Second Chances.” 
The charity I was donating to was ran by a man named Rio Martin and his wife Bet Lennox. I heard about it from Chevy a while back and loved what it stood for. What they did for the community was amazing and when I booked my final shows I wanted Lush to be my last stop.
“I’m all ears, doll face.”
“Chevy and I were in the parking garage when the cops came to arrest him on a bogus charge. He saw one filming me and went after him. He was beaten and then tased, twice. When we hang up, I’m sending you three videos. I want the first sent to a Richard L. Carol with a warning to drop the charges against Chevy, or I’ll go public with his threats to harm me and my career. 
“The second is from the cop’s phone. It’s the footage of him filming me. The last is also from the cop’s phone, but it’s of what they did to Chevy. I want the first and last videos broadcasted everywhere if these fuckers don’t listen. Everywhere, Jules. I want Rick and the DPD held responsible. I need him out yesterday.”
“Answer me this, why was the cop filming you?”
“Because I was just fucked on his motorcycle in the parking garage of my hotel. They watched us, Jules. A video like that in the wrong hands would ensure that cop an early retirement.”
“Oh look,” she laughed. “It’s four-thirty. Just in time for the five o’clock news! I’m on it, wonder lungs.”
“Thank God.” Then my room phone rang, letting me know that my driver was here. 
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How she got me out I’ll never know.
Because, I did beat Rick.
I also hit a cop.
Tried hitting the rest of ‘em, too.
But I was out, sitting on a bench while Guy talked to our attorney. He’s represented us since he got out of law school; he was good. I always wondered if he had a thing for Tempest, or if he enjoyed the challenge of keeping me out of prison. 
Regardless of how good he was an attorney’s reach only went so far when you had a rap sheet like mine. Assault on a private citizen was one thing. Assault on cop was another.
Guy said she was on her way, but I didn’t want her to ever have a reason to walk back into a police station. She wouldn’t be upset. If anything, she’d be worried until she saw I was okay. This had me wondering if she was okay. If she was panicking and didn’t have me there to help her. Again, my fault. The cycle continues… I was such a fuck up.
“I know that look,” he said, sitting next to me. “Don’t fucking do it, Chevy.”
“She’s better off without me.”
“Let her be the judge of that.”
“She’s getting better,” I told him. “She’ll do fine when I’m gone.”
“You’ve always loved speaking on her behalf. So my next question is, when you do plan to bolt?”
“After her final show,” I said rubbing the sore spots on my wrists. “I won’t leave without saying goodbye this time.”
“Dammit, Chevy.”
“Take care of her,” I said, standing up. Because Tempest was pushing the doors open and behind her was a sea of paparazzi. Only this time they weren’t crucifying her. They had her back. 
“Promise me, brother.”
Guy nodded. Running full tilt, Tempest flew into my open arms and wailed into my chest. 
The next several minutes consisted of the DPD trying to handle the crowd. A cop telling me the charges, all the charges against me, were dropped with Tempest holding onto me for dear life. 
Finally able to leave, the driver took us back to the hotel where I made love to my girl until the sun lit up the room. 
Dozing on my chest she whispered, “Don’t leave me, Chevy,” before she fell asleep. 
Hours later when she woke, the day was spent at rehearsal followed by a quick meal before she had to get ready. 
Immediately, Tempest took to Jules and the staff like she’s known them for years. No anxiety or needing me to calm her. 
Just Tempest doing what she loved.
Her show started at eight.
It was six forty-five.
With everyone doing their job, Tempest pulled me into the locker room, saying she wanted to talk. I told myself if she was dumping me, this time, I’d let her. “Hi,” she said, running her hands over my stomach.
“Hi.”
“Don’t shut me out,” she said, resting her head against my chest. “Please don’t, Chevy.”
“I just have a lot on my mind, Pest,” I lied. “Tonight is huge. I wanna make sure you’re covered.”
“You’re better than any superhero, you know that?”
“Even better than Thor?” I asked, raising a brow. Pest loved Thor, or rather the actor who played him.
“Duh,” she said, kissing my chest. “I have to do hair and makeup; can you send Tiffany in when she comes? I want to do hers, too.”
“I can do that.”
“Hey, Chevy?” she asked, tipping her head up.
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
“Love you, too, Tempest.”
Giving me a sad smile, she whispered, “Tempest,” and I wanted to come clean about where my head was at, but I didn’t. Seeing I wasn’t going to spill, she grabbed her makeup and hair shit then heads over to the table to set up. 
I wanted to stay and watch her one last time. At the very least, give her the reassurance she needed, but I couldn’t. Leaving her to it, I put a big motherfucker named Bishop at her door so I could go wait for Tiffany. 
When Jules approached, she extended her hand. “Saw the video,” she grinned evilly. “Twice. I could use muscle like yours.”
“What video?”
“Oops,” she giggled. “Was that a secret? Tempest didn’t tell me to put it in the vault, so I assumed I could gossip.”
“What video?”
“The one of you getting spanked by the po-po. Girls get it, we’re a vengeful breed. Anyway, my friend Macy almost peed when you got zapped. It’s her most favorite hobby. Tempest called in a favor, I made it happen. She made me a deal I couldn’t refuse. So I made a few calls, easy. See? We all win!”
And then she literally skipped off with red hair bouncing all around her. Not knowing what the fuck to make of that female, or the video bullshit she spoke of, I spot Tiffany and her mom and escorted them back. 
I tried calling Guy to see if he knew what the hell she was talking about, but it went to voicemail. 
The doors would open at seven-thirty. The line was already down the block. The pulse of this place was electric. These people wanted inside. They wanted Tempest. It was freaking me the fuck out. For the first time ever, I was putting her safety in someone else’s hands.
To make matter worse, she announced she was doing something different. Tempest was not big on change. Avoided it at all costs. This meant I wasn’t feeling something different. Especially when she decided not to tell me what it was. 
Let it be known, I didn’t like this. I didn’t like how anxious any of this was making me feel. So fifteen minutes later when the lights went down, and the place went nuts, I made my way to her door to relieve Bishop and escort her and Tiffany out. With her focus on Tiffany, who was terrified, Tempest was able to control her own anxiety. None of this did shit for mine.
“Pest,” I whispered in her ear. “The fucking orchestra and singers aren’t on stage.”
“Trust me,” she said, kissing me softly. Then looking at Tiffany, she said, “Let’s rock.”
Taking her hand, they both found their spots on the stage and waited for the curtain to roll up. Just like that, she strutted onto that fucking stage without so much as a hitch in her step. 
Suddenly I heard music, loud fucking music. It was everywhere but I couldn’t place the source. Followed by voices, dozens of them. Running to the edge and looking out into the crowd, I saw the musicians set up throughout the bar and the choir mingled in with the crowd. 
Fuck me…Talk about a live show.
When Pest wailed Detroit from her place behind the curtain, the place went insane at the sound of her powerful voice. Giving their cheers time to calm, she adjusted her mic and whispered, “Shh.” 
With a quiet room, slowly and softly, two violins began to play. The sounds blended yet didn’t. Personally, I’d never heard anything like it. 
When the curtain opened, everyone in attendance gasped when they saw Tempest. She wasn’t facing the crowd yet. Instead she had her eyes on Tiffany’s, whose remained closed while she played. 
Not missing a beat, she turned, let out her first note, and the crowd swayed where they stood. They were entranced, a look I knew all too well. A look I’d fucking miss every day for the rest of my life. Softly her voice carried along with Tiffany’s trailing behind. Another surprise was not opening to Queen.
Tonight, Tempest chose Jason Wade’s You Belong to Me.
Strumming her guitar while watching me in the crowd, she whispered, “Send me photographs and souvenirs, just remember when a dream appears, you belong to me.“
With sadness and finality in her eyes, she continued to play for me. She felt it. She knew and she was letting me go. Standing there surrounded by strangers, I’d never felt so alone in my life.
Finishing the song, she swapped out her guitar as the musicians began to play. Sound encompassed the entire building. 
The choir built up aria La Donne e Mobile perfectly. Tempest loved that it was about ‘unstable women’, but this is the first time she’s ever added it to her set. This song was a bitch to perform. As the choir hit their pitch the lights flashed, instruments flared, and when Tempest tore the cape from her shoulders, pulled her guitar around and started to wail, I was transported.
For two straight hours she played the hardest she ever has. 
No breaks were taken, choosing to interact with the crowd instead. She thanked them for supporting her, waved to familiar faces and introduced the prodigy known as Tiffany. Who, by the way, did not panic. She fucking smiled the entire time. She also performed a violin solo of Metallica’s Nothing Else Matters. And no bullshit, she crushed it. 
When the vibe changed, signaling the end, I wiped my eyes. When Tempest’s guitar strummed the first chords and the crowd caught it, their screams bordered on painful.
This was it for us. The last time she’d play live.
The last time she’d play this song for me.
Yeah, painful.
Running up the steps, I snagged the bass she kept out in case I need it. Throwing the strap over my shoulder, I met her on stage, taking my place beside her. The crowd chanted our names, rooting for us once more. But it was the look of adoration on my girl’s face I paid attention to. A look reserved just for me.
I’d cherish it always.
Playing side-by-side with Tempest singing to me, I strummed the chords exactly as she taught me. I played hard, pouring my love and my apologies into it. With no additional instruments to blend with her voice, she took my hand and placing it over her heart as the song dedicated to me comes to a close.
Carbon steel, titanium
A lever, a pry
Broke me of my cage, dared me to fly
My knight in battle, armor of my heart
A King in my eyes, the end to my start
Never to be separated, a breath away is too far 
My champion, my crowbar
She let the last note carry. She did not turn to the crowd. Instead, she reached forward, palming my face and said, “Chevy James everybody, the love of my whole life.” Never once taking her eyes from mine. 
And just like that it was over. But we fucking weren’t. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t live without Pest. I was done running. No one was better for her than I was. I may be a fuck up, but I was a fuck up that would love her until the day I died. Tempest Wilder was the love of my life, too.
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Tonight being my last show wasn’t bittersweet.
It was the beginning of something new.
A life with Chevy, if he wanted it.
No fans, no critics, no demands.
Just us.
I prayed he wanted it.
Throughout the show, I caught him looking at me, as if he was memorizing me for the last time. A future together was his choice. As much as I wanted forever, if he didn’t; I was prepared to let him go. I couldn’t keep a man who didn’t want to be kept. 
But in my heart he would always belong to me, and I needed him to know that would never change, regardless of which choice he made. When the set ended, he put his guitar back and walked right off stage. He hadn’t waited for me to fall into his arms. He hadn’t waited at all. 
After we hit the locker room, I lost sight of him completely. Tiffany and I were busy signing autographs, taking photos, and doing this took time. I looked for him never finding him, but I was confident he was watching me.
He always did.
Odds were, he was tying up loose ends on my behalf. Live shows had more loose ends than should be humanly possible. Because I didn’t employ a crew it left the heavy lifting and cleanup to us. 
In that moment, I missed Guy. I missed the three of us being a family. This is the longest I’d ever been without him, and even though I had Chevy to keep my mind off Guy, I still thought of him often. For the first time ever, Guy hadn’t been here. 
Maybe because he was working on finding out who was behind the letters or maybe it was because of Chevy. He hadn’t said, but I knew that I needed to fix the rift. I also needed to thank him for all the sacrifices he made to keep me safe, too. 
Bringing myself back to the present, I finally made it over to thank Jules and the staff personally. I hugged, kissed, and praised every band member, singer, and tech hand too. 
Here I was signing autographs, surrounded by strangers, anxiety free with neither one standing at my side in case I flipped. I really fucking did it!
It was nearing midnight with no sign of Chevy when I started to get anxious. No one, not Jules, Max, or any of their staff had seen him since the show ended. 
He wouldn’t, I told myself. I even took a moment to breathe, giving him the benefit of the doubt. But when fifteen minutes turned into a half hour—I did in fact start to lose my shit.
Not again. Not fucking again!
Unfortunately, losing it had to wait. Before I could track his ass down to kick it, I had to say goodbye to Tiffany and her mom. Then I had to wait until they were safely in their car driving away to start scratching my arms. Storming back inside, I went to the bar, intending on mainlining shots when I was literally plowed over. 
“Excuse me,” a woman said quickly. Before I could respond with a proper, what the actual fuck? she said, “Here,” stuffing a note in my hand and running away. I saw my name in print and knew. 
Another letter. This one delivered personally. Wasting no time, I ripped it open and froze. As I read the threat there was no stopping the room from shrinking around me. Right on time dots filled my vision, my fucking skin felt too tight. On top of that, my stomach bottomed out, my hands were sweating, and I couldn’t breathe.
Do not do this right now, Tempest.
Pass out later, cry later, lose your God damn mind, later.
Not now. Not when Chevy needed me.
Running for my bag, I snatched it up and hauled ass back outside. I don’t speak to anyone and wasn’t stopped. 
Screaming for a cab, I hopped in yelling the address. It wasn’t far, about five miles or so, but it felt like forever. 
Dialing Guy, he finally answered on the fifth ring. Explaining what happened, but not telling him where I was going per the note’s orders. When he said, “You’ve got to stop saving him, Tempest.” 
I started to cry. If anyone would understand, it should have been him. “He saves me his way; I’ll save him mine,” I choked out as fear stole my voice.
“You can’t do this alone, you’ll panic. Do not give this whackjob what he wants! Tell me where the fuck you’re going so I can call the police!”
“Can’t,” was my answer.
“Whatever happened is not your problem, it’s his. Jesus Christ, don’t let him take you down with him!”
“Listen to me for once,” I growled, finding my voice. “Chevy goes down, I go down. I won’t lose him a second time.”
“You can’t handle—”
“Watch me,” was all I said before I disconnected.
Pulling up in front of a random house, I throw some cash at the driver before kicking my door open. Hauling ass up the steps, I don’t even knock, I storm right in and before I could take in my surroundings, I was bound, a cloth was secured over my head and I was pulled backward. 
Pure terror engulfed me, but somehow I pushed it aside. Fighting as hard as I could got me nowhere, but I didn’t stop. Refusing to give up, needing to get to Chevy, I ignored the man’s order to, “Calm.”
“Fuck calm!” I screamed and thrashed. “And fuck you, too, psycho!”
How long I fought I wasn’t sure. Minutes, hours? The man shifting me to avoid getting kicked had caused the cloth to tighten around my throat. 
Suddenly I couldn’t get enough air. Being unable to breathe wrought a different kind of panic. A panic I’d never felt before. I needed my hands to pull the cloth away, but they were tied sending me into a frenzy. I didn’t want to die. Certainly not like this. 
Thoughts of Chevy had tears burning in my already pinched throat. Knowing what my death would do to him and to Guy was my fucking undoing. Using the last ounce of strength I had I pushed aside the panic to focus on survival. I wasn’t going out with a fucking piece of fabric over my head. I knew that much. 
No way was I going to be a cheesy headline that read, up and coming artist chokes herself to death; news at eleven. Dropping to my knees forced the man to bend with me. Kicking out and trying to roll like an alligator was only making my problems worse. Fuck me, now I really was killing myself! 
“Calm,” he orders again and with my last puff of air I whispered, “I can’t breathe.”
“Fuck!” he yelled, spinning me to my back. When the cloth was removed I sucked in a lung full of air and began to cough. Air, precious air. Gasping, needing more of it, the man rolled me to my side murmuring words of comfort. 
I found it extremely odd that this psycho would coo at me and rub my back after nearly suffocating me. So once my breathing was regulated, I chanced looking at up him. 
The look of guilt and concern on his face stopped me from decking him. Slowly and gently pulling me to my feet, he tucked my hair behind my ears, whispering, “Forgive me.”
None of this made sense. In fact, this whole fucking scene was wrong. The note, the address, using Chevy to get to me. Despite the cloth getting twisted and cutting off my air supply, this man hadn’t actually hurt me. He’d been gentle. He even tried to calm me. Almost as if he knew…
Studying him again, I would bet my life savings this man was close to kicking his own ass for what he'd done. When I saw his hands tremble, two things became very clear.  
First, I wasn’t scared, and second, “I know you.”
“A lot of people know me,” he tried to grin. “I’m a memorable guy.”
“What the fuck is going on?”
“Just sit tight,” he advised, leading me to a recliner to sit.
Oh, fuck that. 
I’d seen him before. In fact, I’d just seen him a few hours ago. This motherfucker guarded my door. He was Jules’ second in command. Wanting to test the theory, I broke his hold. When he didn’t come at me I knew I’d been right. This man wasn’t going to hurt me. 
This giant was a protector. Going toe-to-toe and looking up, way up, I stick my finger in his massive chest and say, “You’re Jules’ guy, Bishop. Her head of security. I even signed your fucking shirt tonight. If I call her, is she going to tell me to sit tight too?”
“Ah no,” he laughs deeply. “She’d probably shoot me for this. Which is why I asked for the autograph…before.”
“Before what?”
“Relax,” he said, noticing that I was shaking. I was trying to fight it and failing. “It’s almost over.”
“What’s almost—” Oh God, here it comes.
Just once I wanted control over the shit that is my life. I needed to be focused and present, not hyperventilating! 
“Now just calm down, okay? Breathe.” I understood he was trying to help. However, Chevy was being held here for reasons unknown, and Bishop was keeping him from me. He was talked into it. How I know this, I couldn’t say, but no one calmed me but Chevy. 
Balling up my fist, I swung up catching him under his chin. Quickly spinning me, putting my back to his front he tried again. “Calm, momma.”
“Okay,” I breathed out, making sure I went pliant in his arms. Slowly releasing me, I turned to face him, offering a sheepish smile as an apology. 
“You good?”
“Yes, but you aren’t.”
“Huh?”
Dropping to my knees, I jabbed straight forward, catching him square in the junk. 
“Low,” he coughed out before hitting the floor. Curling into a ball, he swore up a storm, but when I heard Chevy roar, “Don’t you fucking touch her, she’s mine!” I forgot about Bishop. I flew up the stairs and through the door that separated us. 
Before I could get to him, I was tagged around the waist again and immediately went nuts. Elbows, feet, hands, it didn’t matter. And I continued to fight until I was pinned. 
Unable to move or see who held me, I screamed my frustration. I screamed for Chevy. A part of me died seeing him tied to a chair with a cloth covering his head. He was fighting to get free like a man possessed. Like a man wanting to save his woman. 
“Don’t touch her!” he roared again. “I’ll kill you if you touch her!”
“I’ll kill you for touching him!” I screamed in return.
When the grip eased up, giving me room to move, I swung around, ready to kill the man, but stopped short when I saw Guy with tears in his eyes. 
“Calm down, Tempest,” he said gently, and I was literally speechless.
“Guy?” Chevy grated out, ending his own fight.
“Remove the cover from Chevy carefully,” Guy ordered Bishop, who came in still holding his nuts. From a dark corner, Rogan Black stepped out and immediately stared at his feet as if to say he was sorry without using actual words.
Stunned, I watch Bishop pull the cloth off and was met with the madness in Chevy’s eyes. Chevy saw me, blinks, and then noticed Guy holding me, and flipped out. Absolutely confused, I looked back at Guy and asked him, “What the fuck is this?”
“I’ll explain later,” he said, also refusing to meet my eyes.
“You’ll explain now.”
“Don’t melt down, Tempest—” he tried, but I wasn’t melting down, I was getting worked up. So much so, that when he opened his mouth to speak again, I attacked.
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Two hours earlier…
“You think you deserve her?” The voice taunted me. “I don’t think you do, Chevy. Not like I will.” 
With a fucking cloth over my head all I can do is sit here and take it. One minute I was off in a corner rehearsing the best way to explain where my head had been… the next I was tagged, bagged, and found myself bound to a goddamn chair. 
Motherfucker planned to lure her here, using me as bait. I never should have left her side. Not for a fucking second. Twice I’ve put her in harm’s way. Twice! Now this sick fuck kept going on about touching her, holding her down, making her beg… Murder. It was a matter of opportunity before I committed it. Then I heard her screams… Murder. Everyone responsible would pay.
Tempest spent all of her time with two men.
Both who knew how to fight, but one excelled at it. I taught her every dirty trick in the book and when Guy continued to put her off, she punched him straight in the throat. 
Staggering back to catch his breath, she jumped on his back, wrapped her legs around his waist, and put him in a head lock. 
“Watch your—” Bishop attempted, but it was too late. Pest flung her tiny body around like a spider monkey, reached down behind her, and had his nuts in her hand.
“Temp—” he grunts in shock. “Don’t panic, just wait.”
“She’s not panicking, asshole. She’s pissed,” I pointed out.
“You’re not panicking right now?”
“Does it feel like I’m panicking?” she asked giving him a squeeze and my own balls shriveled. “Answers, Guy, I want them or I will make sure you piss crooked for eternity.”
“He was going to leave,” he said, looking up at me with accusation and pain. 
Not releasing Guy, she took his nuts with her when she came to stand in front of me. 
“You were?” she asked, looking hurt but not terribly surprised. The fact that I was responsible once again for putting that look on her face prevented me from speaking. “Tell me he’s lying, Chevy.”
“I had Bishop snag him after the show,” Guy coughed out, trying to break free and failing. “I had Rogan work him over once he got here. He needed a lesson, Tempest. Running away is a pussy move. I wanted to see how you’d handle it. If you’d handle it. I couldn’t let him leave you again.”
“It’s his choice,” she whispered sadly.
“He’s an idiot,” he grunted. “He thinks you deserve better.”
“Because she does,” I roared in agony. Am I the only one who fucking gets it? 
“When you decided what was best for Tempest, did you ever trust her to know?” Guy countered. “Did you ever ask yourself if what’s best for her is you?”
“You told me I was no good for her!”
“When have you ever fucking listened to me?” he yelled back. “I had enough of you both living half-lives because you’re too fucking stubborn to admit you fucked up.” 
Staring at Tempest, he gentled his voice and whispered, “And you were too heartbroken to do it. Couldn’t bear to lose you, Tempest. Not if I could fix it. So I did it. I set it up, I lied about you having a stalker. I told Chevy you were in serious danger and asked him to come home. I had faith you two would take care of the rest.”
“Clever,” she said while nodding, yet, still had his junk in her palm.
“Get your hand off his dick, Pest,” I demanded and when she realized her position, she let go and ran her hand over her jeans. 
“Can someone fucking untie me now?” I asked the room.
“In a minute,” she said, standing before me which meant I had to look up. I was so fucking ashamed of myself that I couldn’t manage it. Couldn’t lift my head. 
“You were going to leave me?”
“Fuck, Pest, I just wanted you to be happy.” The words came out soft, but at least they were true. “But – ”
“I’m happiest with you,” she said and it was clear she was disappointed in me.
“She also didn’t panic,” Guy added helpfully. “Not at Lush, not with Bishop, and not when I had her.”
“No,” I told him still staring at my own lap. “She didn’t because she’s brave.”
“It’s called immersion therapy,” he explained. “I set up a scenario that would put you both in a position to overcome your greatest fears. His was losing you; and you fear losing yourself to anxiety. It won’t cure you, Tempest, but I have it on good authority if you can handle this, you can handle anything.”
“This could have gone really wrong!” I yelled, finally finding my voice.
“But it didn’t,” he said dryly. “Because I trusted you both to figure it out and you did.”
“Guy, Bishop, I’d apologize for your balls but you both deserved it. Rogan…just continue being quiet. Who owns this house?”
“It’s mine,” Bishop said, staying put, which was smart.
“Okay,” she said with bite. “I’m going to need some time with Chevy, we have some issues to work out.”
“Pest…”
“Alone,” she said firmly. “At least an hour.”
“Uh… sure,” Bishop said, leaving first with Rogan grinning behind him.
“And, Guy?” she called, stopping him from bolting.
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”
“For what exactly?”
“Believing in me,” she said with love and then looking down at me whispered, “Believing in us.”
“We’re a family,” he shrugged, but I saw the red in his eyes. “We take care of each other.”
“Leave, Guy.”
Laughing, he shut the door on his way out.
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“Chevy James all tied up with nowhere to go,” I said, climbing onto his lap and sinking my hands into his hair. “Chevy, who was going to leave me, again. Chevy who claims to love me, even told his captors I was his, still planned to bail. Am I so easy to leave behind?”
“No,” he said while closing his eyes. 
“Look at me when I’m talking to you.”
“Fuck no, you’re not easy to leave. I didn’t want to be responsible for ruining your life, Pest. I was trying to do right by you.”
“Are you about done?”
“I’m trouble,” he growled at me hoping I’d back down. How about no.
“The best kind,” I added helpfully.
“One day you’ll wake up, look over, and realize who you’re tied to. I can’t live with the regret that’ll be staring back at me. I can’t do that to you.”
“Tough shit,” I said, pulling his hair hard. “You’re mine, Chevy. Have been mine since I was ten years old. They will make movies about us, remember? Soulmates. I want forever. It’s what you promised me. But I refuse to spend it wondering if you’re going to leave when it gets hard. Swear to me you’ll stay, and I’ll give you forever. But you have to swear it.”
“I swear it, Pest,” he said with pleading eyes. “You have to know…”
“Know what?”
“That I changed my mind,” he whispered. “Halfway through I knew I couldn’t fucking do it. I walked off to get my head right so when I came to you, you’d know I spoke true. Then they took me, and I didn’t get the chance to tell you that you’re my girl. That I love you, will love you, every day I draw air.” 
Meeting his tear filled eyes, I saw he meant it. He loved me, he’d stay, and we’d fight, fuck, and grow old together as we were meant to. 
Filled with adrenaline and hope, I rested my hands on his chest and asked him, “My man is bound and I’ve got ideas. What to do, what to do?”
“If I were you, I’d ride my dick, but that’s just a suggestion.”
“Hmm,” I grinned evilly, breaking his stare to look at his crotch.
“Pest,” he grated out, causing me to look up. 
I didn’t like it when Chevy was distressed. Not that it happened often, but when it did, it tied me up in knots. This was what it had to feel like for him when I struggled. And it’s no secret I struggled a lot. 
“Love you more than life itself. I didn’t want to be your source of pain.”
“You don’t even understand how powerful you are, do you?” I asked softly. The look of bewilderment told me that no, he didn’t know. It was my fault for never telling him. That fuck up is on me. 
“When I’m with you, I feel like I can do anything, be anything. I’m fearless. Yes, I have setbacks, but it’s you I focus on. I fight through it to get back to you.”
“Pest,” he whispered closing his eyes.
“Look at me,” I begged him and when he rewarded me with his pain filled eyes, I cupped his face, and laid myself bare. “There is no me without you.”
Resting his forehead against mine, he said, “I was lost without you. For a year, for the last few hours…”
“Then stop running away from home. Guy missed you, I missed you, we weren’t a family without you. We were lost, too.”
“I want my family back,” he said low.
“Done,” I agreed easily.
“Gonna have to kick Guy’s ass for this,” he mumbled.
“That’s your call,” I said, kissing his temple. “I’m going to hug him.”
“Pest?” he asked and locked eyes with me.
“Yeah, Chevy?”
“I’m still tied up.”
Yes, yes, he was.
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Tempest was in the middle of her a lesson with Tiffany when Guy took the seat next to me. It’s been three weeks since the breakthrough he orchestrated, but it’s been so fucking crazy that he and I never had our coming to Jesus about the shit he’d pulled. Grateful or not, what he’d done was wrong.
Putting her through that kind of nightmare was dangerous. Tempest handled it, yes, but had she not, who the fuck knows what would have happened. I wasn’t pissed that he had me nabbed and restrained. It was the taunts from the lone motherfucker in the room, the shit he was saying he’d do to her that sent me into a blind rage. God’s honest, had I broken free, I would have killed an innocent man. A man I hadn’t known was innocent at the time. 
Anxiety.
I had bathed in it.
I was consumed by it.
Could not escape it.
I was given a bitter taste of what Tempest deals with and knew one thing to be true. She was a bigger badass than I’ll ever be. 
I hadn’t been gone a week when Guy started calling me about the threats to Tempest. Telling me she had a stalker, sending me letters, and photos. He would complain that I was selfish, leaving her out to dry. 
And when he tried to guilt me into coming back citing her anxiety, I listened but I hadn’t heard. At least what he’d been honest about. So I’d followed her every move, making sure from a distance she was as safe as she could be without me. Turns out it was all bullshit. A ploy to get us back together.
It worked.
Leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees, he looked at Tempest playing her violin and said, “Still don’t see it, do you?”
“See what?” I asked, watching her too.
“When it comes to you, anxiety has never had a hold on her. That’s a gift, Chevy. A gift no one else gets. Just you.”
Yeah, I got that, now. “You let me think you two were together.”
“I didn’t let you think anything,” he said, facing me. “You came up with that all on your own. I just didn’t bother to correct you.”
“Why the fuck not?”
“Because I figured if you loved her like I thought you did, like she thought you did, you’d come back for her.”
Well fuck, the hits just keep on coming. If you looked up clueless you’d find my face next to the definition. “Should have,” was all I could say.
“You’re here now,” he said, slapping my shoulder. “Regardless of what you think, you’re an honorable guy. Always have been. You’d fight an army for her, I’ve seen it firsthand. You gotta remember though, she’d do the same for you. Your heart is always in the right place, even if fists are involved. Especially when it comes to Tempest.” 
Together we look over at her at the same time she turned to us and smiled. 
“Let the past go, brother. Your future is right over there.”
I knew he was right, but I had to get this last bit off my chest. I owed him more than an apology. 
“I left you to pick up the pieces,” I say with remorse dripping from my tongue. “That shit is going to stay with me a while. I don’t know… I don’t know what would have happened to her had you not been here. Me bailing, that fucking douche Rick, then losing our baby…”
“Chevy,” he said gently because that was Guy. He always smoothed out our rough edges. “We both know she’s a hell of a lot stronger than we give her credit for. Let’s face it, we both live for wanting to take care of her. But she doesn’t need us for that and hasn’t for a long fucking time. She keeps this family together, Tempest does that. She’d have gotten by, in her own way, in her own time. Our girl is not a quitter.”
“Do you think in time she’d have moved on from me?”
“Now that,” he said standing, “is a question I can’t answer. But…I also couldn’t risk finding out. You came back, brother, that’s what matters. Are you sure you’re ready?” he asks standing.
“Yeah, brother.” I copied him, doing the same. “I’m ready.”
As he approached Tempest, giving her a kiss on the cheek, I watch her curl into Guy like she’s done since she was a kid. Tempest would always love Guy like a big brother. So yeah, my coming back mattered. She mattered. My family mattered. Which is why I had to do this.
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The day Tempest found out she was pregnant she looked in my eyes and still nursing a fresh broken heart, she smiled. Together, we read all the books, prepared the right meals, and made sure she had the proper amount of rest. Not once did she knock Chevy, nor did she want me to hear her when she cried. Tempest, despite the joy of pregnancy, suffered in silence.
Hours she sat by the window staring out into nothing, but I knew she was yearning for Chevy. His leaving the way he did, knocked her on her ass in more ways than one. Tempest didn’t see it coming and it left her reeling. 
She had no means of handling it, and honestly, his leaving killed me, too. I lost my brother that day. He didn’t come to me for help. Had he, I would have explained that he didn’t see what I saw. How the two of them balanced each other out.
Chevy calmed her anxiety.
Tempest calmed his temper.
I suppose it all worked out as it was meant to. All of it, except this. This, I had no explanation for. 
With my hand on his shoulder for comfort, Chevy grated out, “Tell me.”
Taking a deep breath, I came to kneel next to him, traced the letters on the marker and wiped my eyes. “It was the baby or her, Chevy. I chose Tempest.”
“I would have done the same,” he whispered. “But it still hurts, Guy.”
“Yeah.” Because what else could I say?
“You stepped up,” he said, dropping his head. “Took care of her, of them. I imagine a part of you died that day, too.”
“I managed,” I lied. He needed me strong, not bawling.
“Bullshit,” he said, facing me. “I see it in your eyes, brother. I fucking feel it. This is me being your goddamn shoulder for once. Let me be that for you, don’t deny me this.”
For the first time in my life, I fell forward and Chevy caught me. 
“It happened so fast,” I cried into his shirt. “I held her hand, promising her she’d be okay. I fucking promised her, Chevy. When they… once he was out, they allowed her to hold him. They let me, too,” I choked out. “We held him together and his heart…it still beat.”
“Fuck,” he whispered, squeezing me tighter.
“We thought… but then, his heart stopped beating. Her doctor gave us some time and after she kissed him goodbye they took him away. She was so strong,” I promised him. “So fucking strong. But I brought him here, had him laid to rest properly. I had to. For her, for me, and for you.”
“You have to let it go, man,” he said, cupping the back of my neck. 
“I should have taken better care of her.”
“This was bigger than you, Guy.”
“Your son deserved a life.”
“Listen,” he said, pressing our foreheads together. “I’m not a religious man, but neither you or I could have prevented this. Bottom line, my son was loved and I am grateful for everything you’ve done for Pest and for me. Without you, there’d be no us. You’re our foundation, Guy, now let it fucking go.”
“Tempest was right,” I managed to laugh. “You are fucking annoying.”
“But you love me,” he grinned. 
Slapping me on the shoulder, he hauled me up and we walked side by side back to my truck. Finally, I had my brother back and in time, I may even manage to let the guilt go.
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I sold the RV.
Chevy put his bike in storage.
But we didn’t buy a house, we bought a Transformer. No, not from the movie—sadly. From a camping store. The Transformer is a leisure travel van that is a fraction of the size of my RV, but had all the amenities Chevy and I will need to travel the country. Of course, we argued about the necessity of this—in the camping store no less.
Chevy reminded me that I was the one who wanted to put roots down. Asking the manager to stop staring at us, I reminded him that as long as we were together, he was my roots and that he needed to shut up. 
Eventually, a grill caught his eye and he did shut up. Long enough to buy said grill anyway. Chevy knows how much I love my kabobs and after he looked it over, he approved of our new home.
Two weeks ago, I let my fans know that I was on hiatus. Maybe the three of us would make music together again, perhaps we won’t. But we would always be a family and it was time that each of us found what made us happy outside of the public eye. I can’t speak for anyone else, but for me, happiness isn’t measured by ticket sales and concert venues. It’s all about the moments. 
It was time for Chevy and I to have our moments, privately.
Now that our home had wheels, he went out and bought us a map of the United States and a box of pins. According to Chevy, if you’re going to “Drive all over the fucking place, you need to mark where you’ve been. Who the fuck wants to double back to Boise? Not me, Pest.” 
Armed with a map and pins, we planned our adventure by not planning it. This was his doing, too. Because my life has always been a series of planned events, he insisted we wing it. I’ve never winged anything in my life and was looking forward to it.
I’ve also learned a few things in these past two weeks. One is, when you take away my main source of anxiety, it turns out, I don’t get anxious all that easily. And in a very short time, the handful of moments that I found myself getting anxious over were quite manageable. They didn’t require medication or a Tempest-timeout. (Although we did keep meds on stand-by.) 
Chevy, along with some deep breathing and reflection, I found the attacks slowly ceded. No, I wasn’t cured. I suffered from anxiety and on some level always would. But removing myself from the public eye was the best thing I could have done for my health. 
I loved to sing and perform, but the penalty was too steep for me. It wasn’t worth the hell I lived in while I was there. As long as I had a voice, an instrument, and opportunity, I’d always be a performer. For now, that was enough. Besides, I got to play for my biggest fan every day. A girl couldn’t bitch about that.
So our first stop was Iron Mountain to visit Guy and finally find out about the news he wanted to share in person. Stowing the last of our gear, I sneaked up on Chevy and wrapped my arms around his middle. 
“Can I drive?” I asked, sticking my hand out for the keys.
“Ah no,” he laughed as if my suggestion was insane.
“Why not?” I pouted. “If I can maneuver an RV, I can manage an oversized mini-van.”
“Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should,” he said facing me. Taking my hand and kissing the top, he gave me a soft smile, reminding me, “I want to drive you.”
“You have to sleep sometime,” I mumbled.
“True,” he said, dipping me in his arms. “And when I do, you’re next to me.”
“You’re never going to let me drive, are you?”
“You’re catching on,” he said, slapping my ass and pushing me toward the passenger seat. 
Grumbling under my breath about pushy alpha males and tire iron accidents, I fell into my seat prepared to stay angry for at least a week. But then he climbed in, turned his hat around, and smiled at me. That easily I wasn’t pissed anymore. “Pest?” he asked, starting the engine.
“Yeah?”
“Sing me a little something.”
This man knew me.
This man loved me.
This man was getting road head.
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“I need you to trust me,” I whispered against her lush lips. Lips I wanted to kiss forever.
“But—”
“Baby,” I said, sliding the straps from her shoulders. “Everything will be fine.”
“What if—”
“No more hiding,” I said, grinding into her from behind. “We’ve discussed this.”
“You discussed it,” she moaned. “I just pretended to listen.”
Then I heard tires on the gravel and swore under my breath. “Fuck, they’re early.”
“Guy—”
“Baby,” I begged her. “Trust me.”
“Fine,” she grunted adorably, but made no move to join me at the door. Giving her a moment to compose herself, I went out to welcome the arguing duo. The second I saw how happy Tempest was, it took everything I had not to cry. Because it had worked. Bringing Chevy home had healed them both. The cost to the three of us was steep, but family was everything and always would be. It had been worth the risk.
“Guy!” Tempest yelled as she collided with my chest. It was moments like these where she was still the clumsy pre-teen that couldn’t find her footing. God, seeing the tension gone from her eyes… Worth it. Wrapping my arms around her, I whispered, “You look amazing, Tempest.”
“Round the clock sex will do that to a girl.” She winked, and I held her even tighter. 
Gone was the girl who feared everything and in her place was the woman I knew she could be. Tempest was finally free. Coming in for a man-hug, Chevy gripped the back of my neck, and I close my eyes as our foreheads touch. “Missed you, brother,” he grunted.
“Missed you too.”
“So,” Tempest said, eyeing my cabin. “You got us here, what’s the big news?”
Looking from Tempest to Chevy, I exhaled and announced, “I’m getting married.”
At this, Tempest immediately started to cry. Chevy rubbed his chin, offering me a grin while also trying to comfort his woman, who took crying to a whole other level. 
“T-to w-whom?” she asked between sniffles. 
“Yeah, who is she?” Chevy asked.
From behind me, I felt her close in. Then I relaxed when I felt her fingers slide through my palm to link with mine. Stepping around me, so they could see her, she quietly said, “Me.”
Mouths open, eyes wide and in unison they both shouted, “Claire?”
But it was Tempest who surprised me the most. As Chevy was pulling her back toward him in protection, she held up her hand and said, “I’m good, Chevy.” 
That’s the thing about her. You never knew if she was going to break down or break your jaw. 
Steeling Claire for what I explained could be an epic blowout, I stood in front of my own woman in protection, hoping it wouldn’t come to that. Involving Claire was risky, but she agreed with me whole heartedly. 
Chevy had needed to come home and fix things. Tempest had needed to find her will to fight again. They needed to be challenged. Tempest needed to find her inner voice and use it to say she’s had enough. 
With Claire’s help, I convinced Chevy to come home. Together we watched Tempest find her will to fight again. We cheered them on as they defeated every challenge. And then finally… Tempest found her inner voice and walked away from fame. Thank fucking Christ.
Now toe-to-toe with me, Tempest looked up and whispered, “I won’t hurt her, Guy.” With a nod, I stepped aside and watched my best friend offer her hand to my woman. “You were in on it, too, huh?”
Taking her hand, Claire stepped forward and whispered, “Yes, I was and I’m not sorry. I have never witnessed two people fight so hard for what they wanted. It was worth you hating me, Tempest.”
“You are one hell of an actress, Claire,” Tempest grinned in instant acceptance.
“You don’t seem very surprised by this,” Claire said softly.
“Nothing surprises me anymore,” she shrugged. “Something about you never added up and now I get it,” she said, looking up at me. “You both went above and beyond for us, so thank you.” Pulling her in, Tempest hugged Claire who had a solid five inches on her. They did this for a long while before Claire said, “For the record, I didn’t enjoy hitting on Chevy. That man only has eyes for you.”
“He does, doesn’t he?”
“I kept waiting for him to bite me,” she joked. “Seriously, he’s not very approachable.”
Laughing, Tempest looked over at a brooding Chevy and said, “Come meet Claire.”
“We’ve met,” he grumbled.
“Let me rephrase,” she said firmly. “Come and meet the real Claire, Guy’s fiancée.”
Reluctantly, he did come forward and instinctively, I did, too. Chevy was unpredictable especially when it came to Tempest. Sticking his hand out he grunted, “Chevy.”
“Claire,” she offered, doing the same.
“Why?” was all he said, but it was clear he was demanding answers.
“In my line of work—”
“What do you do, Claire?”
“I’m a therapist.”
“You weren’t our therapist,” he grunted.
“No, I was Guy’s.”
“Guy’s?” Tempest frowned. “Huh?”
“He came to therapy on your behalves,” she began to explain. “He wanted to help the two of you find your way back to each other. He shared your history with me and kept in contact with you, Chevy, giving you small amounts of insight into Tempest’s life. 
“But Guy felt it wasn’t enough. That you both needed a push. There was one way he knew would bring you home. Tempest’s safety. You’re a protector, so we used that. 
“When you had Rick fired, Tempest, I asked Guy to let me take over your management with Arthur’s consent. I needed access to you both in order to implement the proper challenges while being able to evaluate your progress. The stalker, the media invading your privacy at every turn, the RV being tampered with… well you get the idea,” she said softly. “The final challenge was immersion therapy for you, Tempest.”
Blowing out a long breath, Chevy looked at Claire with respect and his signature smirk. Tempest just started crying, which I was used to, of course. My woman was not. 
“Don’t cry,” Claire rushed forward, taking Tempest in her arms. “I’m so very sorry—”
“It’s a happy cry,” Tempest said, hugging her tight. “Thank you. Thank you, both. Seriously, genius!”
“Who wants a drink?” I called out and Chevy was the first to nod his agreement. But Claire was looking at Tempest and I knew what was coming. “Baby, no,” I teased.
“I’ve waited forever for this,” she pouted.
“For what?” Tempest asked, looking concerned.
“To ask for your autograph.”
Throwing her arms around my woman, my best friend and the closest thing I have ever had to a sister, roared with laughter then smiles up at Claire. 
“I’ll sign whatever you want.”
“What are the odds I could push my luck?” she asked softly and this made me smile. Claire played her part well, too well, but hated every minute of it. The very second she met Tempest, she fell in love with her. And causing her pain, even if it was for good reason, was excruciating for her. Claire dedicated her life to helping people. It wasn’t in her nature to be cruel, ever.
“The odds are in your favor, Claire; so go on ahead and ask.”
“Guy and I—” she struggled not to cry herself. “Okay, Guy and I would love it if the two of you would stand up in our wedding.”
“I gotta wear a suit?” Chevy griped, but did it with a grin. He didn’t have to voice it; I already knew he loved wearing suits because Tempest couldn’t keep her hands off him in a suit. Who am I kidding? She couldn’t keep her hands off him no matter what he wore.
“I love dress up!” Tempest cheered. “Yes! Of course we’ll stand up.”
With more love than I ever dreamt was possible for me, Claire leaned into my chest and sighed, “I love you, Guy.”
“Love you back, baby.”
In the end, I had to credit Chevy and Tempest’s breakup for putting me in Claire’s path. My soon-to-be wife didn’t have it easy. In that way, she was very much like us. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the support of Chevy and Tempest as I did. 
A man could be no prouder to be able to offer her heart’s desire. Claire finally had a family. Tagging me around the waist with Chevy holding her hand, Tempest reads my mind, “A family of four, I like it.”
“I do, too, Tempest.”
“Come on, Claire,” she said, taking her hand. “We have a wedding to plan.”
“Um,” she said, stopping her. “Would you maybe, if you’re up to it, consider—“
“I’m singing at your wedding, Claire, that’s not negotiable. On one condition.”
“Name it.”
“I choose the song.”
“Deal.”
“Well, alright then,” she whooped, and the girls disappeared from sight. But I didn’t have to see them to be able to hear them. Judging by Chevy’s smirk, he felt the same way I did. Lucky.
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Coming to stand next to Guy, who couldn’t take his eyes off the door the girls just went through, I nudged his shoulder and simply said, “Thanks again, brother, and congratulations.”
“The two women I love most are behind that door,” he said, facing me. “Just so you know, I’d do it all over again to be standing here with you right now.” 
Guy had always been the responsible one. The reasonable one and the first to set his own needs aside for ours. He had fallen in love and was getting married. I couldn’t be happier for my best friend.
“I’m not mad,” I promised him. “You were right about Pest, about me.”
“Claire hated every second,” he said softly. “But she saw what I saw and we both wanted—“
“Guy,” I said, pulling him in for another hug. “Stop. It all worked out. Take a breath.”
Doing as instructed, he slapped my shoulder and mumbled, “I hated every second, too.”
“Tempest is going to want to take care of you both in regards to this wedding. You gonna let her?”
“We’ve already discussed it, and yes, we’ll let her.”
“Good,” I nodded. “So can we have that drink now?”
“Absolutely,” he exhaled hard. I followed him inside and took a seat at his table, happy to watch Pest fawn all over Claire. 
For obvious reasons she never had close girlfriends. To know she now would, settled me. There was no question I was exactly where I belonged. Tempest, Guy, and now Claire are home for me. 
Even though I almost fucked up huge, Pest was loved me enough to forgive me. In return, I got to spend the rest of my life protecting her, making her laugh, and one day making her my wife.
“I see you thinking about it,” Guy said, handing me a beer. “Trust me, once you start you can’t stop until she says yes.”
“Oh, she’ll say yes,” I winked.
“Or she’ll make you work for it.”
“Or she’ll make me work for it,” I agreed, and knowing Pest, she would and I’d love every minute of it. 
“Heads up,” he said, motioning to Pest who was covering her face with her hands. Coming out of my chair, I pull her to me and ask, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she sniffled into my chest. “I’m just happy. Our family is growing, Guy is getting married, and I have you. I am so so happy.”
“I wonder how much you’ll cry when we get married.”
“I guess you’ll have to ask me and find out.”
“You challenging me, Pest?”
“Always, Chevy.”
“Challenge accepted.”
Kissing her hard, she wrapped her arms around my neck, pretending to faint. Lifting her up and over my shoulder, I swatted her ass and grinned when she squealed. Several hours, and a lot of booze later, I was playing guitar, Guy was on the harmonica with Claire on his lap, while Pest sang her heart out. If this was how my life was going to play out, I wasn’t complaining.
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Guy and Claire chose a destination wedding.
After Claire explained her childhood, I understood why. 
Where I had Chevy and Guy, Claire had no one. Yet, through poverty and hardship she put herself through college. And instead of growing bitter, she chose to help others. 
Today, Claire was a certified badass who owned her own practice and was a sought after public speaker. She was also head over stilettos for Guy. As for Guy, I’d never seen him happier. I was so over the freaking moon about it all, the thought of flying in a tin can actually…excited me. 
With the wedding a month away, Chevy and I hit the road to get in some travel before the big day. As much as I had toured previously, my hectic schedule and anxiety prevented me from enjoying my surroundings. This was a problem I was correcting daily. Of course, I had moments where I faltered, but Chevy either talked me down if we were public or fucked me through it in private. 
Total win-win for me.
Tightening the strap on my backpack, Chevy swatted my ass then motions for me to do his. Sweeping my hair up into a messy bun, I didn’t even bother hiding my enthusiasm about our adventure.
“That’s a big mountain. I can’t believe we’re about to climb it!”
“Technically, we’re not climbing it, we’re hiking the trail that—”
“Same thing,” I said, waving him off. Only it wasn’t and I knew that, I just wanted to give him shit. I wanted to annoy him for once.
“If there was a mountain you wanted to climb, there’s no doubt you would, Pest.”
Melting for him, I lean into his chest and simply say, “I am kind of a badass now, huh?”
“Let’s see how badass you are a few hours from now.”
“What do I get if I don’t complain?”
“What do I get if you do?” he countered like he’s already won.
Thinking on it, I offered, “Anal.”
His swift intake of breath was proof I had caught him off-guard. Back door action was his greatest fantasy and my greatest fear. Taking it in the ass never sounded enjoyable to me, especially the way Chevy was endowed. Plus, we tended to prefer rough play. 
However, fulfilling his fantasy had amped up my own. Because the moment I said it, I realized I wanted it. Badly. And I knew to my soul he’d make it good for me. So yeah, anal. 
“Fuck,” he groaned. “You’re serious this time, aren’t you?”
“Yep.”
Taking my hand, he lead us to the opening of the trail, but stopped so I could take yet another photo. That done, he hangs my camera back around my neck and kisses me. 
“Ready?” 
Nodding to him, he stepped onto the trail as the leader to begin our hike. I hadn’t gone ten feet when I said, “I’m hot.” A few feet more, “This pack is too heavy.” Three steps, “I’m starving.” Enjoying Chevy’s attempt to walk straight, I declare, “Ugh, I have a wedgie!”
Whipping around to face me, the predatory look in his eyes had my knees shaking. Stalking toward me, Chevy tagged my neck, and growled, “You lost the bet.”
“I did?” I blinked innocently. “Damn. It’s like I didn’t have a fighting chance. Almost as if I’d set myself up for failure.”
“We’re gonna hike this trail in record time,” he said, cupping me between my legs. “Gonna make this trail our bitch, then—”
“Then you’re going to make my ass your bitch?”
“I won’t ever hurt you,” he said softly and my heart sped up.
“You hurting me never crossed my mind, Chevy.”
“But letting me take your ass did,” he said as his lips touch mine.
“Guilty,” I said, biting his bottom lip.
“Fuck, this hike is gonna kill my balls.”
“What do I get if you complain?” I challenged.
Kissing me hard, he gave me his sexiest grin which promised hours of sinful pleasure. Adjusting my pack, I looked forward to following his lead and spending the entire day enjoying the view of his ass. I might take time to look at the Appalachian Trail, too, but I doubt it.
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Last night was…how she trusted me…How good it felt…Fuck, I couldn’t stop grinning.
All these years, Pest only had one hard limit. Her ass. She’d held it sacred and because she offered me everything else, I never pushed it. Then she offered, had been greedy for it, and the term ‘worth the wait’ didn’t seem appropriate. More like, fucking life altering. 
Pest and I fucked hard, always had. But that wasn’t the case, couldn’t have been the case, last night. Both of us had been tested, calling on our patience and openness. Together we tried something new, an act considered taboo by many. 
Once I was deep inside of her, I swear, I’d never felt closer to her. I had her complete trust, I was responsible for her pleasure, and she saw to mine.
It had been fucking beautiful. So fucking beautiful, I was hard again just thinking about it. 
Up before me, and unwilling to wait until I showered, she took off on foot to go and get us breakfast. Tempest going off on her own without me by her side would take some getting used to. 
For me, not for her. 
Because prior to fame, Tempest was always on the go. You could not contain her. The best you could do was try and keep up with her. Truth was, I did like that she had come to depend on me. I loved that no one could do for her what I could. It gave me a sense of power. 
But that wasn’t healthy for Tempest—supporting her independence and progress was. So this was a big step, for her, for me. A step she took on her own. The depth of my love for her…endless. I was beyond fucking proud. But also unbelievably nervous and incredibly anxious, because I’d forgotten what it was like for Pest to not need me. 
Turns out, I didn’t like it. Not one fucking bit.
As the minutes tick by, I found myself glued to the window and when an hour passed, I stood on the grass outside the van. 
Where the fuck did she go for breakfast? Back home? When my phone rang a chill ran down my spine. 
Running back inside and swiping it open, I answered, “Pest, where the fuck are you?” 
I was greeted by a man’s breath, then, “I told you she would pay.” 
Closing my eyes, I warned him, “You so much as touch her, I’ll rip your arms from their sockets.” My declaration was met with laughter, and I followed up with, “I’m gonna kill you, Rick.” 
For his part he said nothing, but I needed to keep him on the line because I needed information, dammit. When I heard her bitching it was a relief because it meant she wasn’t hurt. Clearly she didn’t consider him a threat either because Tempest was on a goddamn roll.
“Did you always have a comb-over? I bet hookers charge you double. Your ass is flat. Do I at least get breakfast? You smell like gym socks. Is that Chevy on the phone? Well, let him know he’s cut off, maybe forever, but at least until dinner.” And when she said, “for fuck’s sake how much is this therapy lesson costing me?” My knees buckled. Pest thought this was another attempt to cure her. “Seriously,” she said on a pout. “As much as Arthur paid you, you couldn’t have done better than the Roadside Inn? They don’t even have Wi-Fi!”
Tempest, you beautiful storm! Starting up the van, I was opening my mouth to engage him when he said to her, “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.” 
“Kicking your ass is going to be so much fun for me,” she quipped. Then I heard a crash, followed by, “Is that all you got? You fucking hit like a bitch!” and then the phone went dead. Dialing Guy, I begged him when he answers. “Roadside Inn near Boiling Hills, Pennsylvania, find it for me man, I can’t fucking think straight!”
“Claire is looking,” he vows. “What happ—”
“Rick took Pest,” I roared inside the cab of the van.
“Fuck!”
“And she thinks it’s another therapy session!”
“Chevy,” he said, calming down a notch. “That might be a good thing.”
“How the fuck—”
“If Tempest thinks it’s an attempt at therapy and doesn’t panic, it could help keep her safe until you get to her.” I knew he was right but I couldn’t form a thought, couldn’t—
“It’s directly off Route 850,” he instructed and I listened as he tells me the rest.
When my breathing slowed and my focus locked in place, I knew down to my soul that I was going to kill Rick. Ending his life for what he’s done to her, even if that meant prison for me, didn’t stop me from speeding up. With the needle buried, I flew as fast as the van would allow. 
Almost flipping the damn thing, I managed to right it as I veer onto to Route 850. The inn was up ahead, less than a half mile. Sirens. Dozens, coming in hot behind me. Accelerating, I wanted to get there first. Make sure she was okay before killing that motherfucker with my bare hands. 
Flying into the lot, I slammed on the brakes when I see her sitting on the curb staring out into nothing. Panic swiftly engulfed me. It was all I could do not to pass out.
 

￼[image: image4.jpg]
When Chevy flew into the lot, I exhaled hard. I had actually done it. I defended myself and neutralized a threat all on my own. When Rick forced me to go with him, I almost froze up. 
Almost. 
But I relied on everything Chevy taught me about self-defense and using sarcasm as a weapon. My sharp wit worked initially, but Rick quickly lost his patience and attacked me. He was not gentle when he bitch-slapped me. Nor was he playing around when he sucker-punched me in the gut. 
Coughing on the floor, trying to buy myself some time, I started thinking. About never seeing Chevy again. Guy and Claire coming to my funeral instead of their wedding. Chevy breaking the news to Tiffany and wondering when the panic would set in. 
The one thing I didn’t think of when Rick was squeezing my throat, was my voice being silenced forever. Because faced with the prospect of losing my family, losing him, singing was the furthest thing from my mind. Front and center in my thoughts while my body fought Rick off was that I was fucking done with being rescued. 
Today, I was saving my own ass. 
Just like that, flat on my back with Rick screaming obscenities at me, I smiled. Success aside, I knew I hadn’t truly lived my life, and I was willing to fight for it. Die for it, kill for it. Luckily that hadn’t been necessary but it had been close. I won’t lie, I had been willing…
When Chevy screamed my name, I not only heard the panic in his voice, I felt it. And I never wanted Chevy to experience what I lived with on a daily basis. Never Chevy. Falling to his knees in front of me, he begs, “Baby look at me, are you hurt?” Baby…he hadn’t called me baby in so long.
“I’m sorry.”
“Oh God, for what, Pest?”
“Okay, so maybe I’m not sorry.”
“I don’t understand,” he said, looking me over. As the police poured in with guns drawn, vests strapped to their chests, and intent on their faces, I cupped his cheeks and whispered, “I was going to kill him, Chevy I—”
Several officers surrounded us, a medic pushed through, and when they tried making Chevy move, he did what he always did. He fought the world for me. 
“He stays,” I demanded. “I won’t say shit if he’s not next to me.”
While I was looked over, I told the cops my side of things. The men and women who took an oath to serve and protect looked furious on my behalf, but also quite proud. 
I agreed to come to the station and I also accepted an ice pack for my swollen cheek and sore throat. 
Chevy was still grappling for control, but I was the only one aware of the battle he waged. It’s been a long time since Chevy reached for my hand needing comfort. Awful circumstances aside, it was nice to be the calming presence for once. 
I was in his arms when we turned to see Rick being brought out on a gurney. You would expect Chevy to be the one who needed to be held back. Nope. It was me. Seems I wasn’t done.
So I attacked, again.
Okay, fine. I tried to.
Lifted off my feet, I found myself back inside the safety of Chevy’s arms. Fury, fear, and adrenaline were riding me hard, but Chevy refused to release me. Remembering Rick’s threats, his taunts, and the look on his face when I turned the tables…
Sure, I managed to knock him out, but in this moment it wasn’t enough. Unfortunately, no one was going to turn the other way while I finished him off either.  
As he rolled past us, I growled, “Enjoy prison, bitch.” But Rick didn’t hear me, he was still unconscious. 
The ride to the station was a blur. My focus was on Chevy and his hand still clutching mine. 
Escorted inside, we were sat in a decent room and given stale coffee. Oddly enough, his hands were shaking, but mine were not. 
A lieutenant came in to take my formal statement, and I was told Guy had contacted my attorney. I was also told he and Claire were on their way here. 
As I replayed my history with Rick, I added moments I had forgotten or perhaps hadn’t been ready to process yet. Satisfied with my answers, the lieutenant asked his own questions and with each one Chevy’s grip on me tightened.
“He struck you on your right cheek?”
“Yes,” I admitted.
“Then what happened?”
“I kicked him the balls.”
“After that?”
“He choked me.”
“Then what happened, Ms. Wilder?”
“He said he was going to rape me, cut me, make me pay. I wasn’t okay with that, so I fought back.”
“What did fighting back entail?”
“Four uppercuts, an elbow to his solar plexus, a second kick to the balls, a serious titty twister,” at this Chevy wheezed out, “fuck me”. “And I think I ripped out a fist full of hair before I knocked him out with the ice bucket. Not necessarily in that order. Well,” I shrugged. “The ice bucket I know was last. The rest is hazy.”
The lieutenant was furiously writing notes with a smirk while Chevy stared at me with his jaw open. Closing the file, he stood and announced, “I’ll get this taken care of and you’ll be free to go. Your attorney will be our contact from this point on.”
“Thank you,” I beamed.
Before he reached the door, he turned, lowered his voice, and said, “If I may, Ms. Wilder, most women wouldn’t have been so lucky. I am sincerely glad you had luck on your side today.”
Leaning into Chevy who always holds me tight, I looked up at the man I loved and said, “It wasn’t luck, Lieutenant. I was trained by the best fighter I’ve ever met.”
Heading to the door, I swore I hear him mumble, “and thank fuck for that”, before it clicked behind him.
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“Would you stop annoying Pest?” Looking over my shoulder at Guy and Claire, who were both fighting back a laugh, I shrugged and said, “It’s what I do.”
“You do it really well, too,” Claire grinned.
“Don’t encourage him,” Tempest said, sticking out a hip in mock frustration. Reaching for her, she slapped my hands away, but there was no heat behind it. She loved it when I drove her nuts. “Stop being grabby!” 
“Are they always like this?” Claire asked Guy.
“Baby,” he smiled at his wife. “They’re actually behaving.”
And we were, for their sake. 
Tempest had walked Claire down the beach singing At Last, crying the whole way. Only she could pull off singing and bawling at the same time. It was beautiful, adorable, and hilarious. They just tied the knot an hour ago and Tempest hasn’t stopped crying, wasn’t going to stop anytime soon either. So, of course, I gave her shit for it.
“Your eyes are puffy, Pest,” I teased. “Don’t get me started on your nose. Can you even breathe?”
“No,” she snapped, uncaring of who heard. “I can’t, thank you very much. Which means you’ll have to suck your own dick.”
“Is she serious?” Claire whispered to Guy in shock.
Catching it, I looked back at the newlyweds and explained, “She’s talking shit. She’ll breathe through her mouth, it’s fine.”
“He lives for blow jobs,” she huffed. “And even though he’s cute, he’s still fucking annoying.”
I also lived for begging her to marry me and watching her come up with ways to make me work for it. My girl was clever I’d give her that. But she wanted a ring on my finger as much as I wanted a ring on hers. Eventually she’d run out of excuses, and I’d pounce. 
Until then… game on.
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“Punch it,” I said anxiously. “Side swipe that Dodge, Chevy.” When he growled at me, I ignored it. “Quit being a pussy. We’re insured!”
“Would you let me drive?”
“We’re going to be late.”
“We’re not going to be late.”
“Ugh,” I groaned, tapping my feet.
“Do something,” he grunted. “Sing, talk, or jerk me off. Anything to get you to relax.”
“You’re annoying.”
“Actually, right now that’s you, Pest.”
“I’m annoying you?”
“Fuck yes, you are.”
“Good,” I smiled. It was nice to be the annoying one on occasion.
“Is that what you’re wearing?” he asked, raising a brow.
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Nothing,” he said, looking away. “If you like looking homeless.”
“I do not look homeless,” I argued. “I’m trying to blend in.”
“I know you,” he smirked. “You don’t want to do anything that takes away from the performance. But seriously, that outfit? They might not let you in.”
Huffing in irritation and thinking he might be right, I unbuckled my belt and headed to the back to change. Yelling out ideas, Chevy nixed all of them because he wanted me in something tight. Telling him to bite me, he hit the brakes, sending me crashing to the floor. 
“Asshole!” I shouted.
“You love me,” he chuckled and he’s right, I did. Satisfied that skinny jeans, boots, and a blouse would blend, I found my seat and strapped myself back in. 
“We’re here!” I clapped. Then watching him scan the rows, I lost my patience. “Just park the damn thing.”
“It’s not a fucking Fiat, Pest. It’s a van, it requires room.”
“Push that car aside,” I pointed to the left. “We’ll leave a note.”
“Jesus,” he groaned, finding a row. “You’re in rare form.”
“I’m excited,” I countered. 
No sooner did he put the van in park, I was out and headed toward the door when he caught up and took my hand. 
“Don’t,” he warned. “I like holding it.”
“You’re nervous,” I smiled up at him.
“Am not,” he said getting in line. “Fine. Maybe a little. It’s big deal.”
“It’s going to be great,” I agreed. “Shit, did you bring the—”
“I got it, Pest,” he said, lifting the recorder.
Handing our tickets over, we walked inside the auditorium and down toward the front to find two seats with our names on them, as promised. I hadn’t been this fidgety in memory and Chevy was just as bad. 
Squeezing each other’s hands, we watched each act anxious for the final performer. At intermission, I was close to running around the building to burn off energy when the lights dimmed. 
“Oh my God,” I squealed into his neck. “This is it, Chevy.”
Kissing my lips, he wiped my cheeks with his thumbs and whispers, “You’re beautiful when you cry, Pest.”
Before I could respond, the curtain was raised and I lost my breath.
Beautiful, brave, and so damn talented, Tiffany stood center stage. She was wearing the badass outfit I sent her and had her violin tucked under her chin. 
Even with the spotlight on her she looked down, spotted us and smiled. Crying freely, I clutched Chevy because in her eyes I saw boldness, confidence, and excitement. Despite being alone up there, Tiffany was free. 
Blowing her a kiss, I listened as the MC announces, “Ladies and gentleman, giving her last performance as a student here at Cass Technical High School, and proud recipient of the Tempest Wilder Performing Arts Scholarship, I present to you Tiffany Malone doing her rendition of Crowbar.”
Did I mention Chevy and I were sending Tiffany to Juilliard in the fall? With her mom’s blessing, of course. 
The girl on stage was destined for greatness. Maybe she would hit it big. Maybe she wouldn’t. But Tiffany deserved to live out her dream and we had the means to make it happen. 
So we did. 
Because not everyone was blessed with a Chevy and a Guy like I was. Tiffany has always relied on her mom. Now she has Chevy and I, too. 
Perched at the edge of my seat, I embraced the crowd screaming her name. When the auditorium quieted, she took a small step forward, and closed her eyes. Raising her bow, she placed it against the strings and beauty filled the room. 
I’ve performed this song a thousand times and not once had I ever heard it played acoustically. Tiffany played Crowbar with only a violin and it was perfect. More than perfect. Flawless. For several minutes, I sat and simply stared. 
I swear to God, I never wanted her to stop. 
Then I saw her mom coming my way. She extended her hand. I took it and she lead me backstage, handing me my violin. The violin Chevy replaced after I’d broken the original. No doubt he’d had it sent here prior to the show and I loved him for it. 
“Would you?” she asked, looking over at her daughter who was lost to the music. 
“Yes,” I said, perching my piece on my shoulder. 
Without interrupting her rhythm, I took the stage next to her and waited for the proper break to begin my own play. When she opened her eyes, lowered her violin and saw me; I swear she was close to running into my arms. 
Instead of stopping the show, I whispered, “Let’s rock.” 
Nodding, she raised her violin and followed my lead. Slowly, we segued into Queen’s Don’t Stop Me Now with our pieces playing off each other perfectly. 
Facing each other, we picked our tempo, but we were both caught off guard when not only an orchestra joined in, but also a choir. The secondary curtain was raised and there they were in all their glory. 
Both of us were floored. 
Playing harder, for the crowd, that was on its feet, when a mic was placed in front of us, I motioned Tiffany to it. Stepping forward without hesitation, I was completely in awe of the young woman before me. Word for word she stunned the crowd with her vocal range.
As her confidence grew, so did her stage presence. It was like watching a flower bloom. Looking down at Chevy who was beaming, I mouthed I love you to the man who did this for Tiffany, but also for me. 
When Tiffany wails the final verse, I wasn’t sure if the show was over or not. This was a first for me. With no set list to follow, I had no choice but to wing it. The problem was, I didn’t know what in the hell I was winging and I could not leave Tiffany to guess either.
But from behind us, I hear the chords picking up speed in their intensity. The riffs were loud and tight. When the choir began stomping their feet, the crowd followed suit. Handing off our violins, I grabbed two guitars and watched Tiffany pick up the beat without any trouble. 
Was it any wonder why she won the very first scholarship I’ve ever given away? The girl was on fire! Playing hard, she took the mic, motioning me to join her.
Together we exchanged verses in a rendition of We Will Rock You, that sent the crowd into a frenzy, had them singing along. And through it all, I never took my eyes off Tiffany. No anxiety, nothing but joy. Complete and total freedom. 
While she wasn’t shy about telling me how much school had changed for her just by being associated with me, I knew it was more than that. She was young, but she would understand later that acceptance meant nothing if you changed who you were to be accepted. 
Tiffany hadn’t changed. Her peers had. They saw something special and wanted to be a part of it. It wasn’t them accepting her. It was her accepting them. Most of all, it was Tiffany finally accepting herself.
Did bringing her to the center play a part? I had hoped so. Did the months of practicing together via Skype help? Maybe. Did our daily phone calls make a difference? Possibly. Did a certain boy play a role? Hell yes. 
Watching her now, all I knew was she was here. She was in the moment and that’s what mattered. Finishing with a fist in the air, Tiffany’s chest was rising and falling proof of her exertion. And the crowd? A standing ovation with cheers so loud, the auditorium shook. 
Taking the mic and with a sure voice she said so sweetly, “Tempest Wilder, my mentor.”
Wiping my damn eyes, I threw my arm around her, grabbed the mic and said, “Tiffany Malone, my friend and future superstar.” Bowing together, the curtain came down, and it was my turn to wipe the tears from her eyes. “Thank you, Tempest. How did you do it?”
“I didn’t,” I smiled, catching Chevy coming up the steps two at a time. “He did.”
As only a teenage girl can, she clumsily flung herself into Chevy’s arms and cried. The cutest thing ever was when Chevy caught a boy standing off to the side looking uncertain and very jealous. 
Like I was watching my life through someone else’s eyes, the boy zeroed in on Chevy touching his girl and it was clear he didn’t like it. Chevy noticed and I giggled. 
“He a friend of yours?” he asked Tiffany. Waving him over, I watched him slide his fingers through hers, standing tall and protective next to her. “This is Griff,” she beamed. “My boyfriend.”
“Nice to meet you, Griff,” I said, extending my hand, but the poor kid was mute. He is all Tiffany could talk about and I knew everything from his jersey number to his GPA. But I didn’t let on. Instead, I went with making him comfortable. 
“I’m Tempest and this is Chevy.”
Still unable to speak, Tiffany nudged him and said, “It’s okay, I promise.”
“You play football?” Chevy asked, pointing at his varsity jacket and trying to break the ice. Trust me, Chevy knew Griff played football. He knew the kid’s stats, awards, and even what schools he applied to. Tiffany loved bragging about Griff, and Chevy loved listening to her do it.
Snapping out of it, he nodded, “Quarterback, sir.”
“Sir?” he asked, looking down at me. “That’s a first.”
“Chivalry,” I shrugged. “And here I thought you killed it.”
“When the fuck have I ever been chivalrous?” he asked me.
“You haven’t,” I rolled my eyes. “Hence killing it.”
Leaning to whisper in my ear he said, “You sure about that? Always make you come first, don’t I?”
Touché.
That night we took Tiffany and Griff out to dinner to celebrate. Initially it was slow going with us girls carrying the conversation. But once the kid shook his nerves, he and Chevy took over and would not shut up. 
Personally, I didn’t mind a bit because looking across the table was like catching a glimpse of my past. Deep in my heart, I knew Griff would always do for Tiffany what Chevy did for me. To know she had that…
“Pest,” Chevy said, pulling me into his lap. “What are the tears for?”
Looking up, I whispered, “You’re my music,” hoping he truly understood I don’t regret walking away from my career. I constantly felt his worry that I’ll wake up one day and mourn the loss of touring. 
The truth was, while it was one hell of a ride, it wasn’t what I was destined to do. When his face softened and his eyes clouded, I knew he heard me. I also knew he was about to give me shit for crying at the dinner table, too. 
“Don’t even start,” I warned him with the look.
“Start what?” he asked innocently.
“You know what.”
“I’m just saying, when you cry, you get stuffy, and then you have to breathe through your—”
“Oh my God, I just said don’t start!”
“What are they talking about?” Griff whispered to Tiffany and before I could assure him it was nothing, Tiffany shrugged and said, “Blowjobs.” 
At this, Chevy lost his grip on me and I hit the floor. While helping me up and not bothering to contain his laughter, I tried of thinking of the right words and still came up short. 
I mean, she was right and Griff didn’t look traumatized or surprised so what else was there to do? Truly, I only had one option. I lost it and laughed with him. Getting nose to nose, he wiped my eyes and asked, “It’s frowned upon to get head in a public bathroom when you got kids with you, right?” 
“Hey, Chevy,” Griff leaned down to say. “I drove here, remember? We’re good if you guys need to bounce.”
“Griff gets it,” Chevy grinned and squeezed my ass.
“Now, it’s official,” I declared. “We’re going to hell!”
“Maybe,” he said, cupping my neck. “But you’ll be screaming my name the whole way.”
Chevy James, everybody, the man who lived to annoy me.
And I, Tempest Wilder, the woman who lived to let him.
 

￼[image: image7.jpg]
“I like to be surrounded by splendid things.” ~Freddie Mercury
 
 
While it’s true Tempest never returned to the main stage, she was known for popping up in the most unlikely places. Places where the crowds were small and musicians were just people. 
Should you ever find yourself fortunate enough to catch a show, you’ll see her husband, Chevy, on the stool next to hers holding their son, Guy, as he performs with his wife.
For Tempest, family was everything.
For Chevy, everything had a name.
Pest.
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Human by Christina Perri
Save me by Queen
We Will Rock You by Queen
Don’t Stop Me Now by Queen
The Show Must Go On by Queen
Crazy Love by Van Morrison
I Remember You by Skid Row
Nothing Else Matters by Apocolyptica
You Belong to Me by Jason Wade
Can’t Help Falling in Love by Elvis
For Whom the Bell Tolls by Apocolyptica
Seeing Things by the Black Crowes
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K.S. Adkins is a full-time everything. When I'm not wiving, mothering or being bossy, I'm reading, writing, or shooting. A full-time realtor, lifelong Michigander, and all around lover of all things guns and Detroit, I believe in freedom of foul language, gratuitous nudity, tattoos, and mosh pits. I've recently taken up drinking wine and feel like I'm really making progress with it. 
I think my chances at finding a place within the Romance genre is 50/50, but I suck at numbers so what do I know?
My stories are written with heavy dialogue and are Detroit-based. If you don't like heavy dialogue or Detroit, don't read my stories. My characters are typically dark and fairly fucked up, so if you want sappy characters without issues, don't read my stories.
I love violence, guns, blood, naughty words, awkward sex, rap, metal, and untraditional people. Every fight scene was tried and tested by me. I have the bruises to prove it, too.
I write romance, but my characters are not always romantic. Each is a work in progress. My stories are about strong women and the alphas who try to tame them but never do.
At the end of the day, you may not like my stories, you may also think I suck as an author, and that's okay, but I have to tell you, I had the best fucking time writing them and for me, that's what it's all about.
I love new likes so hit me up on Facebook @ K.S. Adkins, or Twitter @ Hoodwrites and let me know if you loved it or hated it. ♥
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