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Chapter 1
Anne
 
Panic crackled in my chest, rushing through my body with every beat of my heart.  It felt like static electricity pumping in my blood, making my hands tremble.  I clenched my fingers to fists, closed my eyes, willed myself to breathe slow and steady.  I focused on the beating of my heart, willing it to slow down, trying to get a grip.
After ten breaths, I gave up.  My heart kept racing along, and standing still just seemed to make it worse.  I opened my eyes, and started moving forward.
I was in a hallway of the Fairmont Hotel—one of the very ritziest hotels in San Francisco.  I'd just left the room occupied by Trace LeBeau—dark-rock legend, singer and songwriter for one of the biggest bands in the world for ten years running.  And for the second time that night, I was about to flee the hotel in a panic.
But this time, I'd make sure I had my purse and my cell phone before I left.
The hotel hallway stretched before me, brightly lit but completely still.  There weren't any windows. I didn't really have any idea about the time, didn’t know if it was night or day, and somehow that just made me feel even more uneasy.  As if this hotel hallway existed outside of regular, normal life.
I needed to get out of there, needed to get back to the real world.
I started moving down the hall toward the suite the band had reserved as a sort of communal party space.  I'd left my purse and my cell phone in one of the bedrooms in that suite, had left them there when Trace and I had first hooked up.
Despite the panic that had me running scared, the memory of that experience—of Trace's dark eyes looking up at me from between my thighs, his mouth and his tongue pressed tight against my most private parts—made me feel a little tingle of lust.  And no sooner had one image popped into my mind, another chain of memories followed after it.  The feel of his hands on me, his fingers touching me, caressing me.  The taste of his lips, of his skin, of his dick.  The way I'd felt when he'd made me come, and the way I'd felt when I brought him to his climax.
The tingling between my legs grew stronger even as my heart kept racing with panic.  Fear and lust mixing together, my emotions running in all directions at once.
I'd never been so confused in my life.  Confused, and scared shitless, too.
Ever since I'd first heard his voice on the radio years ago, I'd had a crush on Trace LeBeau.  I'd bought all of his band's albums, memorized all of his lyrics, read all of his interviews, and gone to sleep every night beneath a poster of him that I'd pinned to the wall above my bed.  From the moment I’d first become interested in boys, Trace had served as the model of my type of man.
And it wasn’t just that he was gorgeous.  It wasn’t just his long-limbed frame, his broad shoulders and trim hips.  It wasn’t just his muscular, tattoo-covered body, his lean muscles carved out of a hard-lived life.  It wasn’t just those intense, dark eyes—framed by those beautiful long lashes—staring out from behind the stray locks of his hair.
It was more than that.
It was his art.
It was the poetic lyrics of his songs, the love and longing they expressed, the passion so fierce it threatened to consume the person who felt it.  It was the sound of his voice, powerful but also vulnerable, with both the power and vulnerability being drawn from the same source—raw emotion.
From the moment I’d first heard his voice, Trace’s art had influenced my life profoundly. And now—in my first year of college, my first year out of my parents’ house—the path I was following reflected that influence.  I wanted to be a poet, an artist, and I owed much of that desire to what Trace had made me feel when I was just ten years old.
Before I’d ever met him, Trace LeBeau had been a part of what made me who I was, who I wanted to become.  And now, tonight, I'd met him in person.  I'd met Trace LeBeau, the man, the human being, with all of his passions and problems and baggage.  And I'd been drawn to that man.  And frightened by him.
The real Trace was even more beautiful than the music he made.  But it was a dark beauty, with a terrible tragedy in its recent past.  And right then—as I stumbled up the empty, windowless hallway of a luxury hotel I could never even dream of affording on my own—it felt like a hell of a lot more than I could handle.
The door to the party suite was unlocked.  I pushed it open, surprised—and a little unsettled—by the silence.  Earlier that night this suite had served as ground zero for the wildest party I'd ever attended.  The music had been loud, the people had been drunk and high and wild.  Now it was as quiet as a tomb.
I walked into the suite, my eyes adjusting to the darkness.  The smell of alcohol and cigarettes and vomit was the first thing I noticed.  On my right, the bathroom door was open, and I could see a few people in there: a girl passed out on the floor in front of the toilet, a guy asleep in the tub.  I moved past it, following the short hallway to the kitchenette—its counters covered with empty bottles, including several handles of liquor—and the living room.
Someone had torn the curtain down from one of the windows, and weak morning light filtered into the room.  I could see a half a dozen people in there, laying on the couch and the chairs and the floor itself, their bodies as still as corpses.  A mess of white powder and a handful of pills were scattered across the coffee table, mixing in with the ash that had spilled out of an overstuffed ashtray.  The television had been unplugged, its screen gone black.
My eyes traced over the motionless bodies, peering in the dim light, but I didn't see any sign of my dorm-mate Becca.  Shit.
A clattering noise from across the room startled me, my eyes darting toward the sound.  In a darkened corner of the room away from the window, a figure sat in a chair leaned back against the wall.  He had his arm on the table at his side, his wrist arched so that his fingers dangled down toward an object lying on the tables surface.  The figure was Micah Green, lead guitarist of the Belletrists—Trace’s band.  The object was his knife, the same one he'd held to a boy’s throat earlier that night.
His fingers gave the knife another spin, making it clatter on the table again.  I felt the tension in my body creeping even higher.
"Who are you?" he said.
"Me?" I said, my voice cracking, my throat suddenly dry.  "I'm Anne.  We met earlier tonight, at the show."
"Anne.  What are you doing here, Anne?"
"Looking for my friend, Becca.  She was at the show, too.  We came back here in the limo with you guys."
"Becca," he said.  "Is that the girl whose bartender boyfriend beat the shit out of Joey?"
My throat went even drier, so dry that it hurt.  My nerves were nearly crackling with the tension running through them.
I nodded my head.
"Lotta nerve, that guy.  Coming into a party where he isn't invited, and then attacking one of the party's hosts."
I didn't say anything.
"Gotta give him credit for boldness, though—the little fucker.  Even a knife against his neck didn't cool him down, at first."  He gave his knife another spin.  "I respect that."
The tension I felt eased up, though only just a little.
"Have you seen her?" I asked.  "Becca?"
"She's in the front room, with Sergio and Angel."
"Great," I said, moving toward the hall.  "Thanks."
"No problem," he muttered, and gave the knife another spin.
I hurried toward the door, feeling a tremor of nervous energy running through me, so strong I nearly shivered.  Micah Green—of all the craziness I'd seen that night, he was right up there at the top of the list.  I put my hand on the doorknob to the front room, more eager than ever to get the hell out of that damned hotel.
I shoved the door open, stepping into the room.  But when my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I froze in my tracks.
Becca was in there, on the bed, stripped naked.  And two men were in there with her, one on either side, both just as naked as she was.  The lights were dim, making their brown skin look even darker against the white sheets, against Becca's pale tone.  She'd turned onto her side to face one of the men, her mouth pressed to his, kissing him with slow passion.  Her right hand reached down, stroking his erect dick.  And the other man clenched her waist, his hips moving against her and away again, his hard cock slipping into her from behind.
 



 
Chapter 2
Anne
 
"Oh shit," I said, the words slipping out of my lips before I could stop them.  I put a hand to my mouth, embarrassed, but I couldn't quite get the rest of my body to move.
Becca broke the kiss, languidly turning her head toward me.  Her eyes looked clouded over with lust and pleasure.
"Anne," she said.
The other two guys turned toward me as well.  I recognized them now: Sergio Rodriguez, the bass player for the Belletristes, and his cousin Angel.
"S-sorry, Becca," I said, throwing one hand out to block my view, covering my eyes with the other.  "Sorry to interrupt."
"No problem, Anne.  What's up?"
I opened my fingers a little, peering through them.  Becca was still stroking Angel, and she shifted her hips back, sliding down on Sergio's length again, prompting him back into action.
"Oh my god," I said, closing my eyes, my hand still held out to block my view.  "I just came to get my purse.  I think I left it here earlier on."
"You did.  It's over on the chair, right there."
I opened my eyes, looking around the room, making a point of looking everywhere but at the bed.  I saw my purse, scurried over to the chair to get it, my hand still up to block my view of Becca and her partners.
"Okay," I said.  "I'm getting out of here."  I looked down at my purse.  "Don't suppose you're coming with me?  We've got Intro to Poli Sci at nine this morning, you know?"
"Pfff, when was the last time I actually made it to that class," she said.  "Or any class that started before ten a.m., come to think of it.  Besides, Soyrizo and Andule here split a tab of X earlier, and it took me like an hour to get them both hard.  No way I'm bailing out now."
"Their names are… you know what, never mind."  I shook my head, incredulous.  "I guess I'll see you later."
I glanced over at her, but she was looking into Angel's eyes, stroking a hand through his hair, her lips parted and wet.  Sergio kept moving against her, rolling his hips, his head bowing forward to kiss her shoulder.
"Take care of yourself, Becca," I said, looking away again.  "Be careful."
"You…"  I heard her moan, soft and low.  "You too… Anne."
I went back through the bedroom door, closing it quietly behind me, and then slipped out of the suite.  I walked toward the elevator, taking long strides, moving as fast as I could in the heels.  Trying to lose myself in motion, in physical action.  Trying not to let my emotions catch up.
It didn't work.  By the time the elevator had arrived on my floor, the tears had started to flow.  And before I made it out of the hotel, I was crying so much I could hardly even see.
The streetlights were still on, but the overcast sky had started to lighten, looking dingy grey instead of sooty black.  I wiped my face, took a few breaths, trying to get a grip again, and saw the stone cathedral in the distance. I thought of the park and the drunk guys who'd harassed me in it last night, thought of Trace sweeping in to save me from them, the speed and the violence like something from a movie.
God, what a crazy night!  No wonder I was losing it.
I went to the corner and started walking down the hill, away from the cathedral and the park in front of it.  Even though I knew there wasn't much of a chance that the guys were anywhere nearby by now, I hurried along.
My cell phone chirped in my purse.  I took it out and saw that it was dying, the little battery icon showing just a thin sliver of red.  I checked the time—5:27 a.m—and then turned it off.  Better than having to hear the irritating little chirp the phone made, reminding me to plug it in.  Plus, the thought of actually talking to anybody at that moment just made the panicked feeling start to buzz in my blood all over again.
The morning air was cold and damp.  I rubbed my hands up and down my bare arms, hugging myself, trying to warm up.  A few homeless people huddled in doorways—scuffed shoes poking out from beneath cardboard sheets, blankets and sleeping bags damp from the morning dew—but there were less and less of them as I moved down Powell Street toward the shopping district and Union Square.
The area was almost deserted, just a few lonely looking maintenance workers and janitors and delivery men dropping off supplies before the crowds came in and made the streets too crowded for their big trucks.  It felt strange to be the only person walking the streets at this hour when I knew the area would be swarming with shoppers and tourists by noon.  It almost gave me the feeling that there wasn't anybody else in the city at all, that San Francisco had been abandoned, that I had it all to myself.  Despite how lonely that situation might have been in real life, I found the idea oddly comforting that morning.
I took the stairs down toward the Powell Station metro, waiting on the outbound side of the platform.  The newspaperman was opening up his stand, and a few folks stumbled onto the platform to wait for the downtown bound trains—heading to the Financial District for an early start to the workday.  When the outbound M line train came, I was the only person on it besides the conductor.
It's a forty minute ride from Powell Station out to the State University.  Exhaustion started catching up with me after the first ten minutes of sitting still, and before much longer the rocking of the cars had put me to sleep.
I dreamed, and it wasn't pleasant.  I was standing at a sink, trying to take my earrings off.  My fingers felt clumsy and slow, and an earring's clasp was stuck.  When I got the clasp loose, the earring dropped from my numb fingers, skittering across the white porcelain sink.  I reached for it, desperate, but it slipped through my fingers and down the drain—a precious thing that I'd lost forever and could never get back.
I woke with a start, my heart thundering, my skin sticky and hot.  The first thing I thought of was Trace.  And the next thing I thought of was the feel of his semen spurting into my mouth, hot and thick.  The taste of it on my tongue.
He'd said he was clean, but what if he wasn't?  What if he'd lied?  What if he didn't really know?  He was a rock star, for Christ's sake.  He'd been all over the world, he'd had groupies throwing themselves at him since he was eighteen years old.  Who knew how many people he’d had sex with?
What if he had a disease, and he'd given it to me?
What if one unprotected moment of passion was all it took for me to catch something that I'd be stuck with for the rest of my life?
I felt so exhausted that my eyes ached in their sockets, but I didn't sleep another wink for the rest of that lonely train ride to campus.
 



 
Chapter 3
Trace
 
Being in a rock band isn't just a career, it's a lifestyle.  It affects every aspect of your daily existence, especially when you're on tour.  And even if the tour is a secret, hush-hush type of deal—like the tour we were currently on—there are aspects of it that you've just got to adapt to if you want to have any hope of making it through in one piece.
Perhaps one of the most basic, but also most dramatic, differences between rock life and regular life is the sleeping schedule.  Most folks make their living in the day and sleep during the night.  For rock musicians, it's the other way around.  Our concerts usually don't start until eight or nine p.m., and we don't get on stage until later than ten.  If we play a full-length set, including one or two encores, we'll be up there until after midnight.  That time period—between ten and midnight—is when we have to be on top of our game, performing at our maximum potential.  We can't be dragging along half-asleep because we've been on our feet all day.  So we get in the habit of waking up late, often just a few hours before the show's set to start.
There's the after-show comedown to think about, too.  Once you've played the show itself, once you've been on stage in front of a crowd of people—sometimes tens of thousands of people at once—and you've poured your heart and your soul into your performance, you’re often so strung out on adrenaline and excitement that it takes hours to calm down enough to even consider trying to sleep.  So you stay up, and you keep partying, and you don't go to bed until the sun is on its way back up, and regular folks are getting ready to start their day.
So, like I said: the difference between rock life and regular life is literally the difference between night and day.
Truthfully, even if you manage to adapt to the nocturnal lifestyle of the rock musician—and even if you find a way to deal with the constant, adrenalized ups and downs of a career based on performing for massive crowds—it can still wear on you.  It's no secret that most rock bands fall apart before they've finished their first decade, especially if their audience's interest dries up.  For the Belletrists, we've endured beyond that ten-year mark mainly because the audience is still there, and therefore the money is still there, which means there’s still a whole group of folks dedicated to holding us together and keeping the money machine moving.
And even with that system of support, things can fall apart. When Lucy died, things almost did.
Lucy.  My girlfriend.  Our keyboardist Sara’s sister.  Her death nearly killed the group.  Even the most basic aspects of the rock life, of any life, seemed impossible after she passed away—like getting restful sleep, for example.  A year after Lucy’s death, most days saw me lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking.  Not sleeping.
But that day, for the first time in a year, I'd slept deeply, solidly, without interruption and without the rough edges of medication.
I credit Anne for that.
Ever since the moment I first laid eyes on her, I felt different.  She made me feel more in sync with the world than I'd felt since Lucy died.  And strangely enough, having her by my side even helped me when I wasn't awake.  She helped me rest.
But when I woke up that morning, the day after meeting her, I found myself alone in the bed.  Anne was gone.
I opened my eyes, looking at the pillow beside me, which still bore the imprint left by her resting head.  I reached out my hand, touching the spot where she'd lain, as if the sheets would reveal some proof that she'd been there, that she wasn't just a dream.
The sheets felt cold against my hand.  She'd been gone for a while, if she'd ever truly been there.
I felt the coldness seeping into me.  She was gone.  I knew it in my bones, somehow.
I sat up in the bed, looking around the room.  Sunlight seeped in around the edges of the curtains, but it was a fog-filtered light, the marine layer scraping all the warmth and color out of the sunshine.  It just made the room feel colder.
I put my feet on the floor and stood up, looking around the room.  There was no sign of Anne—no note, no forgotten piece of clothing, no piece of furniture moved out of place.  The only object in the room that wasn't an impersonal part of the hotel was my suitcase, waiting near the wall facing the foot of the bed.
I made my way to the bathroom, turned on the shower, and stepped in as soon as the water felt warm.  I stood there for a long time with the water cascading over me, waiting for the warmth to sink into my skin, to drive away the cold.  Finally, I gave up.  The chill I felt came from so deep inside of me, there was no way the water's heat could reach it. 
The hotel towels were thick and white.  I grabbed one, dried myself off, and dropped the towel on the floor.  I walked out of the bathroom naked, the air cold and uncomfortable against my skin.  It was like I was moving through a fog, as if the air itself was tinged with sadness and that sadness was seeping in through my pores.
I went to the suitcase, zipped it open and dragged out a change of clothes—black jeans, black shirt, black sweater.
Anne had come into my life like a ray of sun cutting through a hole in the clouds.  For a moment I'd stood in her light, bathing in her warmth.  And now she was gone, and I felt even colder than I'd felt before.
I opened the small pocket of my suitcase, pulled out the antidepressants, gulped down my morning dose without even bothering to wash them down with a drink.  The pills caught in my throat, nearly choking me.
Despite the hopelessness crushing down on me, growing heavier and heavier with every beat of my heart, I made myself wander down the hall toward the party suite.  It had cleared out except for Micah in the living room, spinning his fucking knife.
"Micah, have you seen Anne?"
"Who's Anne?"
"The girl I was with last night.  Short, pretty brunette, with big brown eyes."
"The fat girl?"
I nearly winced at that, despite the apathy flowing through my blood from the pills digesting in my stomach.
"I wouldn’t call her fat," I said.  "Maybe curvy."
"Whatever," he said, spinning that knife again.  "Yeah, I saw her.  Couple hours ago, right here in this room."
For a moment I wondered how long he'd been sitting in that chair, spinning that knife.  And then I decided I'd probably rather not know.
"Did you talk with her?" I asked.  "Did she say anything about where she was going?"
"She asked where her dorm-mate Becca was.  I told her to check the front room."  He gave the knife another spin.  "To tell the truth, she didn't looked very happy.  Kind of freaked out, if anything.  Like someone had walked over her grave."
Another little twinge of pain cut through the fog, making me wince.  I'd known it in my heart—there was something wrong with me, something toxic—but it still hurt to have that knowledge verified.
"Shit," I said.
Micah watched me a moment longer.  Suddenly I didn't want to be around him, to be around anybody.  But I couldn't quite find the motivation to turn around and go back to my room, either.  I couldn't find the motivation to do anything.
He glanced over to the kitchenette, then looked back at me.
"It's nine o'clock," he said.  "Bernstein's got a Lear jet chartered for five, but he's not gonna collect us until three.  Maybe you should go back to bed, Trace.  Get some more sleep."
I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said.  "Sure."
I took a deep breath, turned around and shuffled toward the door.  Slowly, I made my way down the hall, back toward my room.
The sheets were rumpled and unmade.  I didn't try to straighten them, didn't even bother to take my clothes or my shoes off.  I just laid down on the bed and rolled onto my side in a fetal position.
But this time, without Anne, I couldn't sleep.
 



 
Chapter 4
Anne
 
If downtown felt empty, the campus felt utterly deserted.  There were a few groundskeepers strolling through the main quad—picking up litter, laughing at some private joke—but other than that not a single soul.  I made my way to the far side, where the dormitory buildings huddled in a quiet corner away from the main grounds.  My keycard let me in, and I took the elevator up to level four.
The elevator doors opened, and I came face to face with the display board for our floor.  The R.A. changed the theme every few weeks.  Usually it was some educational service announcement about the dangers of drugs or of excessive alcohol consumption.  This time it was about sexually transmitted infections.
Halfway out of the elevator, I froze.  Posted right at eye-level was a photo of a girl's face, digitally altered to illustrate the ravages of a whole host of STIs.  Her eyes looked bloodshot and sore, sunken into her head so that her face looked like a skull.  Her skin looked sallow, her open mouth was ringed with weeping sores, her exposed tongue covered in a fuzzy white fungus.
Above the picture, in huge paper letters that stretched from wall to wall of the fourth floor lobby, were the words: "Don't get sick.  Bag that dick!!!"  A box spilling over with free condoms was on a table in front of the display.
My stomach went sour, and the room seemed to spin.  Suddenly, I was worried that I'd throw up or pass out, or both.
And then the elevator let out a ding, and the doors closed in to bang against my shoulders.
I ran to my room, grabbed my towel and my shower slippers, and then went straight to the showers.  Someone was in a shower stall already—the water hissing against the tiles, the steam thickening the air.  I found an open stall, turned the water up as hot as it would go, and waited.  When the steam was billowing up I jumped into the scalding spray, and proceeded to scrub myself raw and pink.  After I'd taken a loofah to every square inch of myself, I stood under the water's rush, letting it wash over me, wishing it could clear the worry out of my mind.
But when I got back to my room again, I almost cried.  The room felt cold and lonely, the walls concrete, the floor covered just by a carpet so thin it seemed miserly.  I looked over at Becca's unmade bed, my eyes stinging, and wished she were in it.  I wished somebody, anybody, was there.  The idea of being alone was almost unbearable.
The clock by my bed said 7:10 a.m.  I didn't have my first class until nine.  I was so tired that my brain felt raw, my nerves frayed, and I considered trying to catch a little more sleep.  It didn't seem likely, but I figured I'd give it a try.
But when I got in the bed, and put my head in the pillow, I found myself looking up into Trace LeBeau's eyes.  Well, a picture with his eyes in it, anyway—the poster of the Belletrists that I'd had hanging on the wall above my bed since the day I moved in.  Trace in the middle of the group, his eyes framed by his dark eyelashes, his wrist marked with that vivid tattoo: Bleed Blessings.
I'd seen that tattoo just a few hours ago, but it didn't look the same anymore.  The end of each word, the "d" and the "s", had been severed by a ghostly scar from when Trace had tried to kill himself by cutting his own wrists.  The image of that scar came to me, blotting out everything else.
I closed my eyes, feeling a crazy whirling starting in my head.  Just a few hours ago I'd been laying in bed with Trace above me, his dark eyes looking into mine.  Now I was back in my own bed, and Trace was still above me, looking down.  In the hotel I'd wanted nothing else but to get lost in his dark eyes.  Now they made me feel even more panicked, like something I wanted to escape.
I rolled over onto my side, pulling my knees up in a fetal position, and covered my head with my blanket.
-
My alarm woke me up, blaring, at 8:45 a.m.  I looked over at Becca's bed.  She still wasn't home.  I wondered where she was, what she was doing.
Sergio and Angel, probably.
I threw on some jeans and a big hooded sweater, pulling the hood up, hiding under it.  And then I ran down the stairwell—not waiting for the elevator—and hurried through the now crowded campus to my class.
Political Science had never been my favorite subject, but I normally made an effort to pay attention anyway.  I figured if I was going to be taking on the crippling debt of school loans, which were likely hang over me for the next twenty years, then I'd better take all of my classes seriously, even the general education requirements that have nothing to do with my actual major or interests.
But that day, for the life of me, I couldn't focus.  The image of Trace kept appearing in front of me like a ghost.  I kept thinking of the way his dark eyes had looked at me.  I kept remembering how it felt when he had touched me, kissed me, licked me.  I kept thinking of how it had felt to touch and taste and lick him, to bring him to orgasm with my mouth, to swallow him down like a sacrament.
And then the thought of that ghostly scar on Trace's wrist, and of the Belletrists’ keyboardist Sara Sounding telling me about Trace waking up next to his dead girlfriend, and then trying to kill himself.
It went on like that through the whole lecture, my thoughts turning either erotic or macabre, my emotions trending toward arousal or terror, my recent memories so vivid that I felt almost as if I were still living those experiences, and not actually sitting in the class at all.  I couldn’t stop fidgeting and squirming in my seat, unable to focus.  I didn't even notice the girl who sat down in front of me—I girl I felt friendly toward and sometimes compared notes with—until she took her jacket off and my eyes fell on the words printed across the back of her shirt:
 
My life and my love, I give them both
This is my heart's blood oath
 
Lyrics from one of the Belletrists' first hits, "A Heart's-Blood Oath."  I hadn't even realized she liked the band.
Then again, a ton of people liked the band.  They'd been at the top of the charts for nearly a decade, after all.
The memory of Trace performing that song—at the Hemlock Club the night before—came to me so clearly that I could practically see it.  The passion he'd sang those words with, it had shown from his eyes like twin searchlights.
And he'd had that same look of passion and focus when he'd been alone with me, in that hotel room at the Fairmont.  And he'd made me feel that passion and focus, myself.  And not just last night.  Ever since I was a kid.
I closed my eyes and pressed the heels of my hands against them so hard it ached.  I needed to calm down, to get a grip.  I needed to get Trace LeBeau out of my head.
But how could I do that when his music and his lyrics were a part of who I was?
 



 
Chapter 5
Trace
 
BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG.
Someone was pounding on the door, hitting it so hard that I heard the doorframe rattle.
I tried to ignore it, but it wouldn't stop.  Finally, answering the door felt like it'd be less of a bother than listening to that incessant pounding, so I rolled over and got out of bed.
It was Joey, with a big grin on his face.  The redness in his eyes didn't manage to defuse the bright fire shining in them.
"Trace, my man!"
"Hey, Joey."
"I'm glad you're up!  Micah just went to sleep, Sergio and Angel are M.I.A., and I'm fucking starving!  You gotta come to breakfast with me."
"I'm not really hungry."
"So what?  I’m hungry, and you're not doing anything in here, so you might as well keep me company."
"I dunno.  Kind of tired.  Maybe I'll just go back to sleep."
"Fuck that, man!" he said, grabbing hold of my arm.  "You've slept long enough.  Who needs sleep when there's coffee?"
I let him drag me out of the room and down the hall.  He didn't let go of my arm until we'd stepped into the elevator and the doors had closed behind us.
"I know this awesome breakfast spot," he said as we watched the elevator floor numbers counting down.  "It's just a couple blocks from here, in North Beach.  A proper diner that all the beat poets used to hang out at back in the fifties, but the owner's Italian and they do the coffee that way.  Cappuccino like they make it in Florence, so thick you can eat it with a spoon."
I nodded my head, but didn't say anything in response.
When we came out of the front of the hotel, the first thing I saw was the stone cathedral I'd noticed the night before, when I was looking for Anne.  A thick fog had come in during the night, and the cathedral's towers disappeared into grey mist.  I thought of the three drunk assholes who I'd found harassing Anne, and the fight I'd had with them because of it.  That had been less than twelve hours ago, but already it felt like it had happened in another lifetime… or maybe in a dream.
For a moment I felt another rush of the white hot rage that had possessed me when I found them harassing her.  I clenched my fists so tightly at my sides that my fingernails bit into my palms, the pain sharp and bright.  And then another thought came to me:
Had Anne come back to my room because she thought she owed me something for saving her?  Had it been out of obligation, rather than desire?
A wave of sadness came over me, snuffing out the rage.  I let it wash through me, and then felt the familiar numb apathy coming on in its wake.
"Hey Trace," Joey said.  "What happened to your face?"
I looked over at him, saw the concerned look in his eye.
"You've got a bruise on your face," he said.  "Right on the side of your jaw."
I shrugged my shoulders.  "Dunno.  Guess someone felt like my face needed to be punched."
"Well shit, I feel that way all the time, but that doesn't mean I actually do it."
I shrugged again.
"In fact, I'm starting to feel that way right now.  Shrug your shoulders one more fucking time, and maybe I will punch you."
I raised my shoulders up in a shrug.  Before I even had time to drop them back down, Joey's hand swung round and smacked me in the back of my head, hard enough to make my eyes water.
"Hey, asshole!" I said.
He feinted a jab with this other hand, and my hands came up to block it.  But as my hands came up, his boot flashed forward, kicking me in the shin.
"Fuck!" I shouted, bending over to clutch at my aching leg.
He grabbed my hood, yanking it down over my eyes.  And then he snagged the sweater's pull-cords, jerking them tight so that the hood contracted down over my face.
"What the fuck!" I screamed, swinging my arms out, trying to catch hold of him.
He skipped back out of the way.  My hands went to my hood, pulling it open.  The first thing I saw was his toothy grin.
"I'm glad you haven't lost all of your fire, you mopey bastard," he said, laughing.  "At least you'll still react to physical goading."
I glared at him, but then shook my head.  "All right, maybe I deserved that.  It's just—"
"Hold on, Trace," he said, cutting me off.  "Save it till I get my coffee, alright?"
I pressed my lips tight together, shaking my head.  And then I let my face go slack, and shrugged my shoulders again.  "Whatever."
The anger flashed back into his eyes, his face going hard.  He raised his hand to hit me again.
But before he could, I flicked my hand out and smacked him in the nuts, and then darted out of reach, laughing.
"All right, all right," he wheezed, hunching over with both hand hands grabbing his crotch.  "I'll give you that one.  Well played."
-
Not only did the café look like it hadn't been updated since its beat poet heyday in the fifties, it looked like it had hardly even been cleaned.  The table had a coating of grime and grease so thick it was almost like a varnish.
Joey sat down with a smile on his face.  He took a deep breath, stretching his arms out and then up toward the ceiling.  He let out a deep sigh.
"You gotta love this type of place," he said.  "Keeping it real.  No fucking pumpkin-bread-latte bullshit in here."
"Yeah," I said.  "Plus, if you run out of hair gel you can probably just rub your head on the table."
He gave me a look, but before he could respond, the waitress came up.  She must have been over seventy, looked like someone's grandma.
"Alright, boys?" she said.  "What can I get for you today?"
"Big breakfast, please," Joey said.  "Eggs scrambled, bacon extra crispy, hash browns, and how big is the cappuccino in here?"
She pointed to an old guy at a corner table, reading the paper.  He had a cup in front of him, small and white, maybe eight ounces.
"Alright," Joey said.  "I'll take three of those."
"How 'bout you, son?" she said, turning to me with her pen poised over her notepad.
"One espresso."
"That all?  You look like you could use a proper meal, son.  Put some meat on your bones."
"Alright, I'll take a croissant, too."
"Good.  I'll put in your order."
She came back a few minutes later with the coffee.  Joey grabbed one of his cups and gulped it down all at once.
"Jesus," I said.  "Careful you don't burn yourself.  That's not a shot of whiskey, you know."
"Matter of fact, I do know," he said.  He reached into his jacket and pulled out a flask, slopped some brown liquid into each of the remaining two drinks, knocking down the foam.
"Getting started early, Joey?  Don't forget about what happened last night."
"Oh, I'm not forgetting," he said.  "I smoked a big joint first thing this morning.  Doctors prescribe weed for seizures, you know."
"Maybe Dr. Dre does, but I don't think a real doctor's gonna tell you to smoke a doobie before breakfast.  And what about the bourbon?"
"Alcohol only causes seizures when you're withdrawing from it—Delirium Tremens, the DTs.  Making sure I've got a bit of booze in my blood is probably the safest thing I can be doing, right now."
"I don't remember Bernstein's doctor friend saying anything like that last night."
"Whatever.  Next topic."  He picked up the second cappuccino, gulped it down just as quickly as he'd drank the first.  "I've got my coffee.  I'm ready.  Tell me, what's on your mind?"
Now that he was asking about it, I didn't know if I wanted to talk.  I'd done too much talking in the past year already, mostly with shrinks.  I picked up my espresso, the little cup so small that I had to pinch its handle between my finger and thumb, and took a sip.  The coffee was strong enough to make my eyes spring open.
"Good stuff, right?" Joey said.
I nodded.  I took another sip, feeling the bitterness biting into my tongue.
He waited another few seconds, then prompted me again.  "Right then, Trace.  Spill it."
I thought of Anne, of what it had been like to be with her last night.  And what it had been like to wake up without her this morning.  I looked over at Joey.
The waitress came back in with our food, dropped it off in front of us.  Joey ordered three double-shot espressos, and she wandered off to get them.
He started shoveling food into his mouth, but he turned to me and spoke between mouthfuls.  "Lemme cut to the chase.  It's about the girl, Anne."
I nodded.
"What's the problem?"
"When I woke up this morning, she was gone."
"Maybe she had to go to work or something."
"She didn't leave a note or anything."
"Maybe she thought it was a one-night thing."
"Maybe."  I reached down for the tiny espresso cup, tilting it so that the foam washed over the bottom.  "I asked her to come with us to L.A."
"I knew it!" he said, grinning around a mouthful of hashbrown mush.  "I knew you liked this girl.  I could see it in your eyes, the old fire-hearted Trace showing through.  And it's about goddamn time!"  He paused to swallow.  "So, what did she say?"
"She didn't say anything.  We were falling asleep when I asked her.  And when I woke up this morning, she was gone."
His eyes looked off into the distance for a moment, and then came back to mine.  "Maybe she went to get some stuff, to pack for a weekend trip?"
"I don't know."  I broke off a piece of the croissant, put it in my mouth and started to chew.  "There's more.  She spoke with Sara last night, and Sara told her about Lucy.  What if… what if she left because of that?"
He seemed to consider it.  "Well, you won't know unless you ask her."
"Ask her?"
"Yeah, ask her.  Do you know where she lives?"
"She's a student at the local University.  She lives in the dorms."
"Well, why not catch a cab over there?  Track her down.  Ask her."
I tore off another piece of the croissant, thinking.
"What?" Joey said.
"I don't know if it's that simple."
"Oh here we go.  You’re gonna turn this into some big, complicated, theoretical mindfuck.  Again.  Like you always do."  He lifted his pointer finger in the air, eyebrows jumping like he'd just had an inspired thought.  "Or… how 'bout this?  Don’t overthink it."
I felt a little flare of irritation.  "Forgive me for wondering whether or not tracking her down like a stalker is actually a good idea.  What if she left because she doesn't want to see me any more?  What if she got freaked out by what Sara told her?  What if she thinks I'm just too fucked up, and she doesn't want my toxic life to infect hers?  Did you ever consider that?"
"No, but apparently you did.  Over and over and over and over again."
"My last girlfriend died in my bed!" I said.  My voice was getting louder, but I couldn't seem to stop.  "Maybe that's a sign, Joey.  Maybe having a girlfriend who fucking kills herself while she's in bed with me is a sign that I'm not fit to be in a relationship.  Maybe I don't want to put Anne at risk."
"Trace," Joey said, putting his hand on my arm.  "Listen to me."
I glanced around the diner, saw the old guy with the newspaper looking over at me with a sour expression.  I slumped down in my chair, letting my eyes settle on Joey.
"Let her decide, Trace," he said.  "Let her decide whether she wants to get to know you better, or not.  Don't make the decision for her."
"I don't want her to get hurt, Joey," I said, my voice suddenly sounding small and weak.  "I don't think I could live through it if another girl got hurt because of me."
"Trace, believe it or not, but Lucy had problems that had nothing to do with you.  You're not the center of the fucking universe, you know, even though you sometimes seem to think so."  He took another bite of eggs.  "If you like this girl—and I know that you do, I can see it in your eyes—if you like Anne, then let her know you're interested.  Let her know the offer is still on the table.  And then, let her decide what she wants to do."
I looked down at the croissant, torn to shreds in front of me.  Grudgingly, I nodded my head.
Joey lifted his last cappuccino, drank it all down in one go, and then put the empty cup next to the others.
"You're a thoughtful person, Trace.  You like to think things through, and that's not a bad thing."
The waitress brought out Joey's three espressos, setting them down next to the three cappuccino cups.  He pulled out his little flask once she'd left, topping up each espresso with bourbon.
"But it is possible to do too much thinking," he said, "and that's not healthy either.  Like I always say: moderation in all things."
And then he lifted each little cup, and gulped them down one after the other.
 



 
Chapter 6
Anne
 
When the Political Science class finally ended, I went straight to the Student Health Center.  I had to take a number and wait for forty-five minutes, but eventually a woman came into the waiting area and called on me.  She was tall, dark-skinned, with long dread locks that hung down over the shoulders of her white lab coat.  She leaned her weight on the door handle as she watched me stand up and come toward her.
"You seventy seven?"
I nodded, holding my hands tight together in front of my waist.
"Okay, honey," she said.  "Follow me."
In the room she had me take a seat, and then she sat down on rolling stool, and wheeled it up in front of me so that we were face to face.
"So," she said.  "What'd you come in here for?"
My throat went so tight I almost couldn’t answer.  I looked down at her name tag: Dr. Jackson.
"I'm scared I've got an STI," I whispered.
"Have you noticed any unusual vaginal discharge, any open sores or lesions?"
I shook my head no, feeling my face blazing with embarrassment.
"No unusual pain or discomfort when you urinate?  No itching or stinging in your genital area?"
"No."
"Any fever or loss of appetite?"
I shook my head.
"Why do you think you might have an STI?"
"I had unprotected sex with a guy."
"Vaginal or anal?"
"Neither."
"Neither?"
"Neither."
She gave me a look I couldn't read.  "What did you do?"
"Um, oral sex.  And we used our hands."
"Did he perform oral sex on you, or you on him?"
"Both.  Him on me and me on him."
"And did he have any sores or lesions, any unusual growths on his genitals?"
"No."
"No?  What makes you think he might have been infected with something?  Did he tell you he was?"
"No.  He said he was clean.  He said he'd been tested recently.  And a year ago, too.  And that he hadn't had sex since that first test."
"Do you believe him?"
I thought about that for a moment.  "I'm not sure.  I think so."
I thought of the internet gossip articles I'd seen, about him being in a mental health center and corresponding through the mail with Milton Joyce.
"I mean, I haven't heard anything about him being with anybody," I said.  "And I don't think he's a liar."
"But you're still worried?"
I looked up at her, feeling my eyes start to sting, my chest going tight.  I nodded my head.
I saw her eyes soften.
"Listen, honey," she said.  "Lemme level with you.  We're supposed to push the safe sex thing pretty hard here—it's school policy.  And we do push it hard, because an STI can be a real pain in the ass.  It can be a bother for the rest of your life.  You follow me?"
I nodded.
"And while it is true, technically, that you can get an STI from unprotected oral sex—even from one single, isolated incident, so you should always use protection."  Her eyebrows came down over the bridge of her nose for a second, glowering, before her face returned to its more neutral expression.  "It's also true that it's not especially likely."
I realized I'd been holding my breath.  I let it out.
She rolled her stool over to a computer, clicked the mouse and typed something on the keyboard.
"For example, a recent UCSF study found an HIV infection rate of point zero four percent in unprotected oral sex.  That's about four infections out of ten thousand acts.  Pretty small."
"Oh," I said.  And then I was leaning forward and catching my head in my hands.  "Oh," I said again, fighting back tears of relief.
The doctor turned back to me.  "That doesn't mean you shouldn't be careful in the future, especially if you aren't sure about your partner's sexual history.  I'm going to give you some condoms before you leave, and I strongly suggest that you use them during any future sexual activity."
I nodded my head, wiping my eyes quickly.
"Good.  In the meantime, try not to worry too much about it.  If you develop any symptoms in the next few days, make an appointment to see me and we'll test you.  But, in my professional opinion, a test at this point isn't really necessary."
She stood up from her chair, turning to a cabinet on the wall.  I stood up too, almost dizzy from the relief.  She turned back to me, holding out a handful of condoms.  I took them, shoving them into my sweater pocket.
She smiled.  "Try not to worry, honey.  Sex is a normal, natural activity.  It can even be good for your health, in certain ways.  Just be careful.  That's all."
I nodded again.  For a moment I had a nearly overwhelming urge to hug her, but before I could, she patted me on the shoulder and then walked out the door.
-
The sense of relief was so strong that I stumbled out of the health center feeling almost like I was a little drunk.  I'd worked myself into such a state of worry that I'd nearly had a panic attack, and there wasn't really any logical reason for it.  And as I weaved through the crowded campus, heading back to the dorms, I started to think about why.
Why had I been so panicked?  Well, a lifetime of scare-tactic sex-ed probably had something to do with it.  Still, I didn't think that was the whole reason for my nearly overwhelming anxiety.
Was it because Trace was famous?  That was probably part of it, too.  But at the same time, I didn’t think that was all of it.  I mean, it's not like I'd had a lot of action with anyone else before Trace.  I was less experienced than most of the girls I'd met since starting college.
Was I afraid of sex?
Maybe.  A little.  But why?
The conversation I'd had with Becca the night before, in the bathroom at the band's party suite, came back to me.  I'd said I was afraid that I'd fall in love with Trace, afraid that I'd get hurt.
Afraid to take a risk.
The girl at the front desk of the dorms was talking on her cell phone, so excited that she nearly seemed hysterical.  I walked past her without bothering to show my I.D., my mind still turning over what I'd said to Becca, trying to understand why I felt the way I felt.  The elevator dinged open, and as I stepped into it something the front-desk girl said caught my ear.
"No, by himself.  Yes it was him!  Yes I'm sure!  A little older than I thought, but in a good way.  Yeah, he looked better than in the pictures.  He said he knew some girl here.  I dunno, but he gave me a hundred dollars, and he said he'd give me a hundred more when he left, if I kept it quiet."
The doors closed, and the elevator lurched and started to climb.  My mind was chewing over what the front desk girl had been saying, but when the elevator doors opened and I saw the Safe Sex display again, with the horrific picture of the diseased woman, I forgot all about what I'd overheard.
Jesus.  With scare-tactic stuff like this, it's no wonder that sex made me frightened.
I turned down the hall and walked toward my door.  I slipped my key inside, unlocked it, and stepped through.
My eyes were looking down, so the first thing I saw was a pair of black boots, attached to a pair of legs covered by a pair of black jeans, standing in the middle of the room.
I froze, completely stunned.
It was Trace LeBeau, standing in the middle of my dorm-room.
"Holy shit," I said.
 



 
Chapter 7
Anne
 
He turned toward me.
"Anne!" he said, his eyes lighting up.
He took a step toward me, and then stopped himself.
"Sorry to come into your dorm without your permission," he said.  "I just… people were starting to notice me downstairs.  I got worried that a crowd would build up, and then campus security would come, and I'd have to leave before I ever got a chance to see you."
I hadn't moved yet.  I was still frozen in the doorway, my hand holding the door open.  The sight of Trace, in black jeans and a black sweater—like a pool of darkness in the middle of the sterile and dim dorm-room, more vivid and powerful than the mundane surroundings—it was so jarring that for a moment I just had to pause and process it.
My eye flicked up toward the Belletrists poster I had on the wall.  He followed my gaze.
"Handsome devil," he said, his voice making it playful.  "Don't know about that eyeliner, though."
He looked back at me.  I still hadn't moved.  I saw a hint of worry come into his eyes, and thought of how different it was to look into those eyes in real life, instead of in a poster or on a video screen.  How much deeper his eyes seemed when they were looking back into yours.
"Anne," he said.  "Was I wrong to come?  Should I leave?"
Finally, my feet seemed to come unstuck from the floor.  I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me.
And then—before I'd even realized I'd made a decision—I was striding across the room, closing the distance between us.
His arms came up, inviting me in.  I crashed against his firm chest, my mouth meeting his, grateful for a solid place to land.
In that moment, all the worry and the panic and the fear, it all seemed to drop away.  There was nothing in the world but the feel of his mouth on mine, the taste of his lips, the wet heat of his tongue dipping and sliding against my own.
His arms wrapped around me, embracing me, holding me in strength and shelter.  And a part of me marveled that such a sensitive soul could come packaged in such a sturdy, powerful body.
That body.  Suddenly, I needed to see it.  I needed to feel it against mine.
My hands slipped beneath his sweater, my fingertips tracing along the taut skin covering the muscles of his abdomen, his sides, his back.  My hands followed that muscular back upwards, fanning out wide toward his shoulders, feeling the dense and thick flesh like a layer of armor, the warmth of a body that sometimes seemed so lonely and cold.
He raised his arms, letting me slip the sweater over him, stripping him bare from the waist up.  For a moment I paused, drinking in the beauty of his form—the muscles long and lean like a swimmer's, but covered with more tattoos than any swimmer I'd ever seen.
And then need took hold of me again, the need to feel his bare skin against me, against my bare skin.  I reached down and caught hold of the bottom of my sweater and my shirt, and pulled them both up over my head at once.
His hands were on me before my head popped through the collar of my sweater, and the feel of his touch was like fire in the darkness, lighting me up.  I pulled in a gasp of air as he unclasped my bra, the sudden removal of that restricting garment making me feel free and wild.
As the cups of the bra fell away, and the tender tips of my breasts met the cold air of the room, my nipples drew hard like little pebbles.  A moment later, his hands were on me again, cupping and squeezing my breasts, rubbing his broad palms over those tender peaks.  Tingling pleasure sparked from either nipple, echoing between my legs.
Finally, I got my head free from the tangled bundle of my sweater and shirt.  I opened my eyes and looked down just in time to see Trace's face dropping toward my chest.  He pressed his full lips into the softness of my breasts, planting wet kisses across them, until finally he closed those lips around my nipple and sucked it in, his tongue washing back and forth.
"Ohhh," I sighed, feeling my pussy growing moist.
He moved to my other breast, his tongue thick and flat, lapping at my pointed tip.  His hand came up to catch the nipple he'd just left—slick, now, from his saliva—and to roll it between his thumb and forefinger.  The pleasure was bright and breathtaking, arcing into my chest, making my pussy tingle even more.
"Oh, Trace," I moaned.  "Oh."
I brought my hands to either side of his head, raising his face back to mine, and kissed him again.  I leaned into him, pressing him back toward my bed.  Twice now I'd lain with him, been intimate with him, and yet I hadn't felt his manhood inside of me.  This time I would, I told myself.  The hunger for it burned inside of me, making me determined.
He felt the edge of my bed against the back of his legs, and he sat down on it.  I moved forward, standing with my legs between his knees, and reached down to stroke the hard bulge at the front of his jeans.  It made my heart race, made me want him even more.
His hands caught hold of my face, his fingers threading through my hair, as we kissed each other passionately.  My fingers went to his fly, working feverishly to undo the button and to pull down the zipper.
As soon as I had his fly undone, I pressed him down onto his back on the mattress, and then tugged at his jeans with both hands.  He lifted his hips up, and I pulled his jeans down, all the way down, stripping them free from his ankles.
There it was, his beautiful cock.  I couldn't help giving it a loving lick, starting near that velvet ball sack and dragging my tongue up the entire length.  He let out a groan, and his dick throbbed.  I felt my own pussy clenching tight with desire.  Any anxiety I'd been struggling with, any fear of infection or disease, evaporated in the roaring blaze of hunger that I felt.  Now I had to struggle not to take that dick right back into my mouth, to suck him off again.
But no, this time I wouldn't be distracted by those peripheral pleasures.  This time I wanted the main event.
I stood up in front of him, my hands going to my own fly, unbuttoning the button.  He propped himself up on his elbows, his hungry eyes roaming over my bountiful chest, and I reveled in the lust I saw in his face.  I squeezed my breasts together with my arms as my hands struggled with the button of my jeans.  And when that button finally popped loose, the force made my heavy boobs jiggle.
"Anne, you are gorgeous," he said.  His dick throbbed again.
And the way he looked at me, I believed him.  In fact, he made me feel bolder than I'd ever felt.  His eyes drank me in, and a sudden wild urge caught hold of me.  If he loved my curves, I'd flaunt them for him.  I'd give him a little show.
I turned my back to him, tossing my hair as I unzipped the fly of my jeans.  And then I looked back at him over my shoulder, biting my lip, hooking my thumb under the waistband at either hip.  Slowly, I bent forward and shimmied the tight jeans off of my hips, showing him my ass.  I bent all the way down, pushing the jeans to my ankles, feeling my ass cheeks spread a little as my hands reached the floor, feeling the cool air of the room tingling against my soaking pussy.
I heard him growl, low and deep in his chest like some kind of animal.  He scooted forward on the bed—his knees thrusting out on either side of my legs, his ass perching on the edge—and caught hold of me from behind.  His powerful arms wrapped across my belly, his strong hands came up to clutch at my breasts.
I laid my hands on top of his, clutching his hands harder against my boobs, wanting more of that feeling, more of that pressure.  He kissed my neck, my back.  I could feel his dick, incredibly hard and surprisingly hot, against the flesh of my thigh.
I spread my legs and reached down between them, catching hold of his throbbing length, feeling the slickness of his pre-cum smearing over my fingertips.  His dick was so long that the tip of it peeked out between the front of my thighs.
He planted a kiss on my lower back, groaning as I stroked his dick.  His hands went to the round curves of my ass, grabbing and squeezing me, spreading me open.  And then he scooted his hips back and dipped his head forward, painting a long, hot lick up the crack of my ass.  It made my eyes pop open in surprise even as the heady pleasure washed up through my pelvis.
I turned around, pushed him down on his back.  He swiveled his body, bringing his legs up on the mattress, his arms reaching up toward me, his eyes burning with lust.  I climbed on top of him, pressing my palms against his firm chest, straddling his hips with my legs.
His dick was laid flat against his belly, and I pressed my dripping pussy against the underside of his length.  It was so long that it stretched up across the flat lower section of his abdomen, the head reaching past his belly button.  I could feel it, hot and throbbing against my aching pussy.  I moved my hips forward, sliding along his length, my thickened folds spread over his dick like a saddle.
"Oh my god, Anne," he said.  "You're pussy is so wet.  It feels incredible."
I closed my eyes, the pleasure so thick and heady in my body that I almost felt dizzy.  I slid back down his length and up again, grinding my cunt along his rod.  My head hung forward, my boobs dangling between my arms.  I gasped in a deep breath, and sighed it back out.
"I want you inside of me, Trace," I said, my voice thick from desire.  "I need it."
He propped himself up on his elbow, his mouth meeting mine in a passionate kiss.
And then he broke this kiss, his lips so close to mine that I could feel the words he whispered.
"Do you have a condom?"
My eyes opened wide in surprise.  An hour ago I was terrified I'd get a disease from an unprotected blowjob, and now I was so horny I'd forgot all about safe sex.  What the fuck was wrong with me?
And then I remembered the condoms Dr. Jackson had given me.  They'd be in the pocket of my sweater, which was crumpled up on the floor.
"Yes," I said.  "I've got one."
I practically leaped off of him, diving for the sweater.  I jammed my hand in the pocket and yanked out a condom so forcefully that two other condoms came flying out as well.  And then I turned back to him, ripping the packet open, eager to get him bagged and back to action.
But once I had his hot, throbbing cock in one hand, and the condom in the other, I froze.  I realized I'd never actually put a condom on someone before.  I'd never even been one of the volunteers who'd rolled the condom down onto a banana in any of the sex-ed classes I'd had to take.
Trace must have seen my hesitation.  "Here," he said, reaching for the condom.  He pinched the tip between finger and thumb, using the other hand to roll the condom down his length in a move that looked well-practiced.  It hardly took a second, and then he was reaching for me again.
I crawled back onto the bad, swinging a leg over his hips.  But my heart was beating harder now, nervousness running in my blood.  A moment ago I'd wanted nothing more than to have that huge dick inside of me.  But now that I was about to do it, finally and for real, I suddenly felt almost afraid.
I remembered what I'd thought when I'd first seen his dick: how is that thing supposed to fit?
Well, only one way to find out.  Following the school of thought my dorm-mate Becca had often espoused, I decided to take matters in hand.
I raised myself up a little, reaching back to catch hold of Trace's cock, and positioned the tip at the entrance of my slick, aching tunnel.  And then I tried to cram it in, pressing back with my hips, gritting my teeth and squeezing my eyes shut.
I could feel the bulbous head of his dick jammed tight against the opening of my pussy—could feel the growing, stinging pain it caused, could feel my own desire and frustration boiling over, threatening to tip me into a fit of tears.
But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't seem to get it in.
 



 
Chapter 8
Anne
 
"Anne," Trace said.  "Anne, lovely girl, wait."
I opened my eyes, looked down at his face.  He looked up at me with those deep, dark eyes, brimming with love.  He raised his hand, brushing my hair back, tucking a stray lock behind my ear.
I realized I was holding my breath again.  I let it go, blinking the tears away.
His fingers threaded into my hair, drawing my face down to his.  He kissed me, deeply, passionately, and I felt my tension melting away, my muscles turning to jelly.
Trace pulled me down against his chest, still kissing me, his hand still moving in my hair.  He rolled to the side, holding me against him, so that he was on top, his strong body above me, anchoring me.  He worked his hips between my knees, and I opened my legs to him, giving myself over to him, inviting him in.
With his lips moving gently on mine, his tongue dipping in to touch against my teeth, I felt him shifting his hips above me, bringing the head of his cock back toward my tight entrance.  He pressed it against me, gentle but firm, sliding his bulbous tip back and forth between my soft, slippery folds, coating the tip of his prick with my juices.
It felt so good it made me sigh into his open mouth.
And then—slowly, gently—he began to dip the tip of his cock into my pussy, just a little at a time, easing his way in, opening me up.  His mouth kept moving on mine, his thumb brushing over my cheek, caressing me.  I let my head fall back on the pillow—feeling that growing pleasure in my core, washing through me, taking my breath away—and he began to lightly kiss and nip at my chin, at my neck.
He stiffened his lower back, pushing a little deeper into me.  I felt the bulbous head of his cock stretching me, stretching my tight entrance.  A hint of pain tingled behind the pleasure, my muscles tensing slightly. Before it grew any stronger, he eased back slightly.
His hand slipped behind my head, tilting my face forward, bringing my mouth back to his.  He kissed me, deeply, passionately.
"Are you ready?" he asked in a whisper.
I opened my eyes, looked up into his.  I could see the love in his gaze.  I could feel it, glowing in my heart.
I nodded my head yes.
He bowed his head toward mine again, kissing me, and then pressed forward with his hips, slipping his entire length into me in a series of deepening thrusts.  The pain was there, but it was layered in amongst so much pleasure that I hardly noticed it.  And then he was fully, completely inside of me.  Filling me up.  Stretching me to my limits.  I was brimming with him, so full that I could hardly draw a breath.
"Oh my god, Anne," he said, his voice husky and ragged.  "Oh my god, it feels so good."
I wanted to tell him that I thought so too, but my brain couldn't seem to manage a simple sentence.  I moaned instead, long and low, speaking my pleasure without using words.
He began to move in me once more, slipping that huge cock out of me, and then filling me with it all over again.  His hips rolling, his shoulders bracing against the mattress on either side of me, his dick plunging into my core, deeper with every stroke.  I felt the pleasure expanding within me, filling my pelvis and then spreading up through my belly toward my heart, making my whole body sing.
"Anne," he said.  "Oh, Anne."
I opened my eyes, seeing him watching me, his own eyes clouded with pleasure.
"Trace," I said.  "Trace."
I was teetering on the brink on ecstasy.  And then, as he slipped that delicious length into me again, even deeper, I felt myself toppling over that edge.
I cried out, my pussy clenching down on him, the orgasm storming through me.
"Trace!  Oh!"
He kept plunging that thick cock into me, riding me through my climax, making it stretch on and on.  I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling my hips bucking up against him, my chest shaking and quivering.
"Aaahhh!"
The pleasure reached its peak, and then passed, leaving me exhausted.  All of the tension I’d felt, all of the stiffness in my body, had been purged by that tremendous orgasm, leaving every muscle slack.  I felt heat dancing along my bare skin, my whole body full of joy.
Trace had stilled above me.  I opened my eyes, looking up at him in wonder.
"You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met," he said, his eyes shining.  "Especially when you’re coming."
"More," I said, still a little breathless.  "More, Trace.  Please."
He grinned.  He kissed me.
And then he started moving his hips again, bringing me back up to another peak.
I wrapped my legs around his waist, my heels pressing against his muscular ass, pushing him into me more forcefully, wanting more of him, ravenous for it.  He stiffened his back, his knees finding purchase on the mattress, and he began to plunge his dick into me more quickly, more deeply.
I could feel the power in his tightly coiled body, could feel him holding it in check.  But I wanted more of it.  I wanted all of it.  I wanted him to ravish me, to overwhelm me with the pleasure, until pleasure was the only thing I knew.
"More, Trace," I gasped.  "More!"
His kissed me again, his lips mashing against mine so hard it nearly bruised.  He hooked my legs with his arms, the back of my thighs caught in the crook of his elbows, pushing my knees up toward my chest, folding me over and opening me up.
A tremendous, aching pressure bloomed deep inside of me with his every thrust.  It was so strong that I didn't know if it was pleasure or pain, but I knew I wanted more of it.
"Fuck me, Trace," I gasped.  "Fuck me harder!"
He raised himself up onto his toes, driving his dick down into me, our bodies clapping together so loudly that the sound rang against the concrete walls of the room.  Every jolting force seemed to vibrate my pelvis, threatening to knock another orgasm loose.  My clit buzzed with that vibration, sparks of pleasure arcing through me with his every stroke.  I heard a whimpering, keening sound beneath that loud clapping and realized, a moment later, that the whimpering was me.
"Oh fuck, Anne," Trace said.  "Oh god.  Your pussy feels so fucking good!  I'm going to come!"
His words made my muscles clench down, my pussy gripping his plunging length.  I could hardly draw enough air into my lungs to breath, but I gasped at him.  "Yes, Trace.  Do it!  Come inside of me!"
And then he froze, his dick plunged to the hilt inside of me—it seemed to swell even thicker.  I could feel his balls pressed against me, drawing tight.  His head stretched back so that I saw the cords in his neck, and every muscle in his body went rigid.
He cried out "Aahhh!"  I felt his dick start to pulse inside of my tight cunt, pumping sperm, and the feel of it pushed me right over the edge.
"Ohhhh!" I moaned, another orgasm taking hold of me, my pussy clenching down on him, milking his pulsing cock of every drop of his cum.  "Ohhhh!"  My hips and shoulders quivering, my chest shimmering with pleasure.  "Fuck!"
He collapsed against me, both of us completely spent.  Our bodies motionless save for our hearts beating in our chests.  I could feel my heart thumping, and I could feel his, pulsing against me.
And in that moment, something seemed to glow within me, filling me with warmth and light and love.
 



 
Chapter 9
Trace
 
Anne beneath me, dragging me down against her.  Anne around me, gripping me with her body.  Anne within me, her tongue teasing into my mouth, her eyes piercing into mine.
I'd only met her the day before, but somehow that seemed impossible.  I felt like I'd known her forever.
Since the moment I'd first seen her, something inside of me had changed.  And now that we'd made love to each other, now that we'd given ourselves to each other, had consummated the relationship—and for the first time I thought I understood the meaning of that phrase—I knew that things would never be the same for me again.
"Anne," I said, looking down into her eyes.
"Yes, Trace," she said, running her fingers through the hair at my temple.
"I love you."
Her eyes shocked wide, ringed in white.  Deep and dark and beautiful, but not overjoyed.
If anything, she looked overwhelmed.
I felt her legs shifting beneath mine, squirming as if she felt trapped. I moved my body off of hers, lying down on the mattress at her side.
I'd said the wrong thing.  Even if I knew it was true, even if I had no doubt, she wasn't ready to hear it.
She'd gone quiet, her eyes fixed on the ceiling above her.  She was drawing into herself.  She was shutting me out.
"Are you okay, Anne?" I said.
She nodded her head, but then her eyes started to shine, filling with tears, and she closed them.
"Trace, you hardly know me."
"I haven't known you long," I said.  "But I know you."
"How can you say that?  How can you think that you know me?  We only met last night!"
"You don't believe in love at first sight?"
"No!"  She looked over at me.  "I mean, I'd like to.  I'd like to believe in it.  But in a rational sense, I just can't."
"Love isn't a rational thing.  It's not from the territory of the mind.  It's something you feel in your heart.  And I feel it now, because of you."
She looked back at the ceiling, her eyes blinking.
"You don't believe me?" I said.
"I just… I don't know.  Nobody has ever said it to me before.  At least, no man has said it to me, meaning it like you do.  I don't know what to say."
"You don't have to say anything, Anne.  I didn't say it because I wanted to you to do something in response.  I said it because I felt it.  That's what I do—I express the things I feel."  I looked up at the Belletrist poster she had on the wall.  "It's why I write my music.  It's how I live my life."
She followed my glance, looking up at the poster.  She didn't say anything for a while.  And then she rolled toward me, her head resting on my shoulder, her fingers tracing over a tattoo on my chest.
"I still don't know what to say," she murmured.
"You don't have to say anything, Anne."  I kissed her forehead gently, stroking my hand through her hair.  "You don't have to say anything.  I just wanted to tell you.  I wanted to say it aloud.  And not just for you, but for me, too."
The thought of Lucy came into my mind, the memory of her lifeless body beside me in my bed.  For a year, I'd been tortured by that memory, haunted by it.  I thought that a part of me had died when I saw her like that.
And maybe a part of me had died.  But now I knew, finally, that the part of me that loved was still alive.
I pulled in a deep breath, feeling Anne's fingers stroking against my chest.  I blew the breath out.  And as my chest fell, as my lungs let go of that air, I felt as if some long-harbored hurt was flowing out of me, too.
I could live, and I could love.
I was free.
-
Anne drifted off, her head on my shoulder, her hand on my chest.  I let my eyes roam around the room as she slept, learning about her by reading my surroundings.  A bookshelf at the foot of the bed was filled with battered paperbacks—Sylvia Plath, Diane di Prima, Anne Sexton—and a stack of journals with dates written on the spine.  Her desk was piled high with school books and papers, a calendar hanging on the wall had notes written in on nearly every day, weekends included.  A framed picture of Anne arm-in-arm with a woman who looked much like her—her mother, perhaps—was on her nightstand, as well as a red-numbered digital clock.
The clock said 1:17 p.m.  I had to be back at the hotel by three in order to ride with the band to the airport.  Bernstein was probably already freaking out.
Just before 1:30, she roused, her head wobbling slightly as she pushed herself up on her elbow.
"I fell asleep," she said.
I nodded.  "Just for a little while."
She glanced over at the clock, and then sat up quickly.
"You have to catch a flight to L.A. today?" she said.
"I do.  Bernstein's got interviews scheduled for this evening, and a show at The Snake Pit tomorrow night.  I've got to get going soon."
Her face fell, her mouth going small.  "Oh."
I reached up for her, brushing a lock of hair back from her face.  "You could come with me.  It's a chartered flight.  There'd be room for one more."
Her eyes got big, her mouth even smaller.
"When you asked me to come with you, last night," she said, "I wasn't sure that you meant it."
"I don't say things I don't mean," I said.  "I'd like you to come.  I really would."
Her eyes dropped to my chest, and then glanced at the crowded calendar on her wall.
She shook her head no.  I felt a little ache in my heart at that.
"I wish… I wish I could," she said.  "But I can't."
And then those beautiful eyes started to shine, tears filling them.
I sat up quickly, pulling her into my arms, my hands caressing her back.  I heard her breath shuddering.
"Don't cry, Anne.  It hurts me to see it."
She wiped her face, turning away.  She reached for her clothes and started to dress.
Following her lead, I reached for mine.  When I'd finished tying my boots, I stood up and went to her desk.  I pulled a sheet of paper out of her printer, folded it in half, and started to write on it.
I turned back to her.  She was sitting on the bed, fully dressed, her hands folded in her lap, her head bowed.
"This is my contact info, my phone number and my email," I said, holding up the paper.  "I'll keep my phone on me.  I normally don't, but I will.  And I'll make sure to check my email, too."
I put the paper on top of a stack of books on the desk.  Her eyes were watching her hands.  She was pulling away from me again.
"I would love to see you again, Anne," I said.  "The thought of not seeing you…"  I felt my throat go tight, my eyes starting to sting.  I shook my head and took a breath.  No need to make it worse.
"But I'm going to leave it up to you," I said.  "Please, if you want to give it a try, if you want to come see me or want me to come back to see you, let me know.  The tour goes for two more weeks, and we're due in the studio in New York after that, but I can find a way to get back here.  Or I can get you a ticket to come out."
I saw her dark eyes close, tears running down both cheeks.  I wanted to reach out and wipe them away, but I worried that if I touched her again, I wouldn't be able to let her go.
I walked to the door, put my hand on the handle, and stood there.  A moment ago I'd felt free for the first time in ages.  Now I felt like I was drowning.
How had things gone so wrong so quickly?
I turned the handle.  I heard the bedsprings creak.
"Trace."
I turned.  She threw herself into my arms, her mouth smashing against mine in a desperate kiss.  I could taste the salt of her tears, could feel her heart beating against my chest.  I kissed her with all of the love and the passion I felt blazing inside of me.
And then she broke away from me with a sob, turning back toward the bed.
I slipped out the door, and I left.
 



 
Chapter 10
Anne
 
I heard the door closing, and I knew I was alone.  For a moment the urge to get up, to run after him—it felt as strong as panic.  I wanted to tell him that I loved him too, that I'd loved him since before I'd even met him, since I'd first heard his voice on the radio.  I wanted to beg him to take me with him, to bring me wherever he went.
But I didn't.  Instead I just lay in the bed, burying my face in the pillow and sobbing, feeling paralyzed by grief and fear.
For a long time, I let my emotions reign over me.  I cried until my pillowcase was soggy and cold, and my throat felt thick with phlegm.
And then I glanced up at the clock and saw that it was a quarter past two.  My Statistics class started in fifteen minutes.
I made myself get up out of bed.  I grabbed my books and my Tuesday-Thursday class binder, and ran out the door.  Five minutes in the bathroom, to wash my face and try to make myself at least halfway presentable, and then I was out of the dorms and sprinting across campus.
I made it to class on time, but there wasn't really much point.  I managed to stay focused long enough to call out "here" when the Professor took roll, but after that my mind was a million miles away.  And it got worse and worse as I watched the minute hand swooping around the clock's face.
Were Trace and the band still at the hotel?  Had they already left?  Were they on the way to the airport, or had they gotten there already?  He'd told me it was a private chartered flight—did they still have to go through security?  Maybe they were already on the plane.  Maybe they were already in the air.
When class finally ended and the students started to shuffle out of the room, I realized I couldn't remember a single part of the lecture.  I'd have to try to get the notes from somebody before next Tuesday came around.
With Statistics done, I didn't have another class until my poetry writing workshop at seven.  That left three hours to fill, and suddenly those three hours seemed like an impossibly long time.  I didn't even make it halfway back to the dorms before another crushing episode of self doubt and panic caught hold of me.  Should I have gone with Trace?  The rational part of me was emphatic: no.  We were two different people living in two different worlds.  He was a rock star with millions of fans.  I was an introverted bookworm who dreaded having to find a seat in the cafeteria at lunch time.  His last girlfriend had overdosed on heroin and died in his bed.  I hadn't even ever had a boyfriend at all.  He'd been touring the world for ten years, since he was eighteen years old.  I was nineteen, and I'd never even left the continental United States.
The experience gap between us could hardly be any wider.  It didn't take a genius to realize we didn't share much common ground.  Furthermore, he was still recovering from a tragedy and depression so intense he'd tried to take his own life.  And I was barely into my second semester of college—and I needed to keep my grades high or I'd risk losing my academic scholarship.  If I didn't have that scholarship I wouldn't be able to afford college at all.
For all of these reasons, looking at it logically, objectively, it seemed clear that going with Trace would have been a huge mistake.  So why did my chest go tight and my eyes fill with tears when I got back to my empty dorm room?  And when I threw myself down on the bed, burying my face in the blanket, why did the lingering scent of Trace make me start to bawl?
I lasted maybe five minutes in that room before it became too much to bear.  And then I was back outside, moving away from campus, walking so fast I broke out in sweat within minutes despite the chill in the air.  I stripped off my sweater and kept moving, as if I could somehow escape the panic and despair swelling inside of me if I just walked fast enough.
I ended up at Ocean Beach, looking out over the dark waters, the horizon choked out by the fog.  The sky was so overcast that I didn't catch a hint of the sunset.  Instead, as I sat in the cold sand, the dingy sky above me just grew darker and darker, until, finally, all of the light in the world seemed to just disappear.
-
It was past eight when I made it back to campus.  The fog had drifted in, low and thick, giving every light its own aura.  I'd missed my poetry workshop—ostensibly the whole reason I was even going to school.  The cafeteria was still open, but I didn't have any appetite.  I rode the elevator up to my floor, and dragged myself down the hall to my room.
I opened the door and flicked on the overhead light.  There was a pathetic sounding moan from Becca's bed, and when I looked over I saw her there, curled into a wretched ball, the blankets and sheets coiled around her as if she'd been wrestling with them.
"Becca!" I said.
"Lights," she groaned.  "Too bright."
I flicked the lights back off, made my way across the room in the darkness, and turned on the reading lamp above my bed.  I made sure the light didn't shine on her directly, and then I turned to look at my roommate.
Her hair was a tangled rat's nest.  Her face looked so pale it bordered on a sickly green.  She held a hand over her eyes, and her mouth was twisted into a grimace.
The initial rush of relief I'd felt when I'd seen her—relief that she'd made it back to the dorms safely, relief that I wouldn't be alone—began to dissipate.  And then the smell hit me, and I saw the vomit-spattered trashcan at the side of her bed, and suddenly relief wasn't the main thing I felt.
"Becca," I said, "are you alright?"
She shifted on the bed, letting out another tortured groan.
"Do you want me to get you some water, or something?"
She shook her head no, her eyes shut tight.
Both of her hands clutched at her stomach.  She pressed her face against her mattress, and started to mumble something into her wadded up sheets.
"What?" I said, moving closer.  "What was that?"
"Tequila… is the devil," she groaned.  "Remind me… to never… drink it again."
She groaned again and writhed a little on the bed, her feet messing her covers up even more.
"Feels like there's a giant hand… squeezing my fucking brain."
"When did you get here?"
"Dunno.  Couple hours ago.  Band left the hotel at three.  Joey was happy to see me, and Sergio said they'd give me a ride, but I said no thanks.  I wanted to keep sleeping.  And then the fucking housecleaning kicked me out an hour later."
She blinked her eyes open, squinting up at me through a haze of pain.
"Then I tried to catch a cab, but I puked and the driver kicked me out.  Dragged myself to the Powell Street metro station, and fell asleep in there for an hour.  Woke up with a pack of obnoxious Midwestern tourists gathering around me, taking pictures of me and laughing."
Slowly, she shifted herself up toward a sitting position.  But the moment the seat of her sweatpants touched down against the mattress, she winced and froze, her face grimacing with pain.
"And then there's that," she said, both eyes squeezed shut, her tangled hair falling over her face.
"What?" I said.  "What's wrong?"
"Well, while I was making it with Sergio and Angel, I got the bright idea that I wanted to take them both at once.  Like, literally.  Think I've been watching too much porn.  Those girls make that double penetration stuff look easy."
"Are you… are you serious?"
She nodded her head, her mouth pressed into a rueful line, her weight still balanced on one butt cheek.
"I swear to god," she muttered, "if my asshole hurts even half as much tomorrow, I'm gonna have to go out and buy one of those donut-shaped seat cushions they sell for hemorrhoid sufferers.  The chairs in my U.S. History lecture are brutal."
"Becca," I said, shaking my head, "you are insane."
Her eyes opened to squints, peering at me.  "I wasn't in my right mind, I admit.  Blame it on the tequila.  That shit makes you feel like you're bulletproof.  Messes up your decision making abilities.  I remember thinking: if one cock is good, then two will be twice as good."
She winced again, shaking her head back and forth.
"I took a look at my ass in the mirror a few hours ago.  It's like a fucking baboon's ass.  I didn't even know my chocolate starfish could get that red and swollen."
"Becca, geez!" I said, holding a hand up to stop her.  "I don't want to hear any more."  I turned away, sat down on my bed.  "Why does it seem like I'm always hearing about your butthole?  It's like you give me an update every day!"
"Well, excuse me for wanting to share!"
"Overshare is more like it," I said, throwing myself down on my bed, on top of the covers.
"Fine then," she said.  "Forgot I said anything.  I won't say another word."
A few minutes went by.  Once I got accustomed to the acidic reek of Becca's puke, I realized that I could still smell Trace on my pillow.
I thought of what he'd told me.  I thought of the words he'd said.  I thought of what it had felt like to make love to him, to have him inside of me.
And then I thought of him asking me to come with him, and of me saying I couldn't, and of him walking out the door.
"Anne," Becca said, "what's wrong?  Are you crying?"
"It's nothing," I said, sniffling and wiping my face.  "Don't worry about it."
It came out sounding harsher than I'd meant for it to sound.
A moment later, she replied.  "Well, if you're gonna go to sleep, would you mind turning out your lamp?  The light is making me feel like I'm gonna hurl all over again, for the twentieth time."
I reached up and clicked the light off.  But I didn't go to sleep, at least not right away.
Even after Becca's breathing had shifted into a slower, more restful gusting, I lay awake staring up at the ceiling.  Trace's words echoed in my mind, the delicate scent of him filled my nose, and sleep wouldn't come.
 



 
Chapter 11
Anne
 
The next morning found me still staring up at the ceiling, watching the darkness fade as the dim morning light filtered in through the fog.  My mind had been racing all night, and my dreams were so busy that I hadn't always been sure of when I was awake or asleep.  The one thing I did feel sure about, though, was that I didn't feel rested.
I wondered where Trace was.  I wondered how the flight had gone, and the interviews.  I wondered if he'd slept as poorly as I had.  I wondered if he was lying in his own bed, thinking about me.
And then I realized I could ask him, if I wanted to.
Part of my mind warned me against it.  Don't prolong the pain, it said.  Don't extend the uncertainty.  The two of you can't be together.
And yet I found myself throwing my legs over the side of the bed and lurching up to my feet, hurrying over to the desk to find the note he'd left with his phone number.
He'd told me he'd keep his phone with him.  He'd said I could call.  And he'd said that he didn't say things he didn't mean.
But when I got to my desk, the note wasn't there.
I felt a cold chill go through me, as if all the blood was rushing out of my face and my chest, dropping down into my legs.  I lifted some of the books on my desk, checking to make sure he hadn't tucked it beneath them.  I bent down to verify that it hadn't fallen on the floor.
It hadn't.  The note had disappeared.
It's for the best, the voice in my mind said.  And yet I felt my eyes sting, hot tears spilling over my cheeks.
I heard Becca shifting in her bed.
"Anne?" she said.  "Are you still crying?  What's wrong?  What the hell is going on?"
I sniffed hard, trying to clear my nose, trying to get a grip.  I wiped my hand over my cheeks, and turned toward Becca's bed.
"Becca," I said, "did you see a piece of paper on my desk?  Like, a piece of computer paper, folded in half, with a handwritten note?"
"I dunno.  Maybe."
She sat up on the bed, winced, but managed to ease her rear end down against the mattress.  Her hair was still a mess, and her eyes looked a bit crusty with sleep, but the green hue had left her complexion.
I saw her eyes drift distant, her mind thinking.
"I was pretty out of it when I got in here yesterday," she said.  "I opened the windows, thinking the fresh air might help.  It blew some papers onto the floor.  I thought it was just my stuff, so I scooped it up and threw it away."
For a moment, I felt like the room was spinning around me.  My head turned toward her trash can.  I didn't want to look, certainly couldn't bring myself to look closely, but I saw enough to know there wasn't any paper in it anymore.
Becca saw the direction of my glance.  "I threw the bag out," she confirmed, "after I puked all over everything in there.  You know how sometimes right after you puke you get a burst of energy?  Well, that burst of energy lasted long enough for me to take the trash bag to the garbage chute.  Unfortunately, it didn't last long enough for me to put a new bag in the can before I barfed again."
Her face started to blur in my vision, a new wave of tears flooding my eyes.  I stumbled toward the door.
"Anne!" Becca said, getting up from the bed.  "What's wrong?"
"The note," I sobbed, grabbing at the chain lock.  "The note."
"What note?  What are you talking about?"
"Trace's note…"  The crying fit had such a grip on me that I couldn't even speak clearly.  My fingers felt numb, making me fumble with the chain.  "His phone number… was on it…"
"Trace's number?  He gave you his number?"
I nodded, gasping in a shuddering breath.  The chain came free, clattering against the door as it swung loose, and I clutched at the door handle.
"Anne, hold on," Becca said.  "Where are you going?"
"The note," I said, hauling the door open.
"It's gone, Anne.  If the note was in the trash, it's gone now.  They empty the dumpsters every morning, remember?"
A wail tore loose from somewhere deep in my chest.  I let go of the door, both of my hands covering my face.  I leaned up against my wardrobe as the door swung shut, and then slid down to the ground, sobbing uncontrollably.
"Anne.  Anne.  Talk to me.  Tell me what's going on."
"Trace came here…" I said, struggling to speak between the sobs lurching in my chest.
"Trace was here?  In the dorm."
I nodded.
"Did he… Anne, did you guys… did you finally seal the deal?"
I looked up at her from my place on the floor.  I nodded my head.
"Like, all the way?  Gun in holster?  Sword in sheath?"
I nodded again.
"Holy shit," she said, a massive smile stretching across her face.  "Innocent Anne finally turned in her V-card.  Right on!  I thought it smelled like sex when I got in here."
She reached down, catching hold of my arm, dragging me up off the ground.
"Come on," she said.  "Quit your blubbering.  I want all the sloppy details."
She guided me back to my bed, sat me down on the edge of the mattress.  Then she pulled her chair up in front of me and sat down on it backwards, leaning on the backrest and propping her chin on her crossed arms.
"Alright," she said.  "Lemme hear it."
And so I told her.  I told her all of it, from the moment Trace first pulled me up on stage, to the moment he'd walked out through the door to our dorm room.  I told her about what I'd heard from Sara Sounding about Trace's last girlfriend.  I told her about the fight he'd got into in front of the cathedral, protecting me from that trio of drunk assholes.  I told her about the way I'd panicked when I'd seen the scar on his wrist.  I told her that he'd said he loved me, and that he'd asked me to come with him to L.A., and that I'd said I couldn't.  And I told her how I'd tossed and turned all night, torn between passion and prudence—the desire to go with Trace, and the thought that abandoning school and all my plans would only end in disaster.
Becca listened intently the whole time I talked, her blue eyes fixed on mine.  When I'd finally finished, she leaned back in her chair, a thoughtful expression on her face.
After a few quiet minutes, during which she seemed to be turning it all over in her mind, her eyes came back to mine.
"I've just got one question," she said.
I nodded my head, let out a sigh.
"It really reached up past his bellybutton?  Like, this long?"
She held her hands up in front of her, about a foot apart.
I dropped my head into my hands. "Damn it, Becca."
She laughed.  "I'm just messing with you, Anne.  The real question I want to ask is this: what the fuck are you still doing in this shitty little dorm room?  Why aren't you in L.A. with Trace?"
"It's not that simple," I said.
"Anne, just because you're trying to make it complicated, it doesn't mean it actually is."
"You think I should just ditch my classes, drop out of school, and go chasing after Trace?  All my plans, all the things I've been working toward since middle school, just toss it all out the window?"
"Why not?"
"It's crazy!  It's too much of a risk!"
"Anne, life is risk.  Everything you do—or don't do—constitutes a risk.  Just because a choice is conventional doesn't mean it's risk free."  She gave me a look.  "Going after Trace might be risky, but that doesn't mean college isn't.  The key is to determine if the risk is worth taking or not."
I blinked my eyes.  "I'm not sure I follow you."
"Listen.  I know that people have been telling you to go to college since… well, since kindergarten, probably.  They've been telling me the same thing.  But just because everybody says it's important, just because everybody says it's the smart thing to do—that doesn't mean they're right."
She looked me in the eyes.
"When our parents were our age, having a college degree pretty much guaranteed you'd get a good job, so of course they're gonna tell us we have to go.  The thing is, that's not true anymore—tons of college graduates can't find work.  And since school costs more than it ever did before, school debt actually makes a college degree riskier than it used to be.  I mean, haven't you been reading the papers?  It's not exactly a secret."
"I don't think I understand your point," I said.
"Anne, stop thinking in terms of risk.  Instead, ask yourself: what do you want out of life?  What do you dream of doing?  What do you want to be?
"I want to be a writer."
"Why?"
"Because… because writing moves me.  Because art moves me.  Because creating art feels meaningful, and worthwhile."
"Feeling 'moved' is important to you?"
"Yes!"
"And when have you felt more 'moved' recently?  When you were in class, or when you were with Trace?"
"I…" The words were at my tongue, but I stopped myself before I said them.  A part of me was afraid to say it, afraid to admit it.
But Becca wasn't about to let me off the hook.
"Stop thinking for a second, Anne. What do you want?  What does your heart tell you to do?"
I thought of Trace, of the passion I felt whenever I was around him, of the way I felt when he looked into my eyes, when he held me in my arms.
I let my head hang forward, giving in.
"Trace," I said, my chest going tight again, my eyes starting to sting.  "I want Trace."
"Hallelujah!" Becca said, throwing her hands up.  "And praise the Lord!  I swear, Anne, sometimes you're as stubborn as a damned mule.  It's been freaking obvious that you want Trace since the moment he got you up on that stage, but getting your mind to accept it has been like pulling teeth!"
She shook her head, exasperated.
"I mean, just think about why you broke down in tears when you found out Trace's note was gone.  It's not because you were happy he left."
That started me crying in earnest.
"Oh, for Christ's sake," Becca said.  "What is it now?"
"The note's gone," I said.  "Even if I wanted to see Trace again, I don't have any way of contacting him."
She wiggled her eyebrows at me.
"Well, you do know where he's going to be tonight.  You could drop in at his show.  Say hi."
"His show's in L.A., Becca.  I can't afford a flight, especially not last minute like this.  How the hell am I supposed to get down there?"
"Anne, you know I have a car, right?"
I blinked at her.  "Are you crazy?  It's an eight hour drive!"
"Honey," she said, putting her hand on my shoulder and looking into my eyes.  "You've never seen me drive, have you?"
 



 
Chapter 12
Trace
 
The band was in high spirits—Joey especially.  He had a grin stretching across his face, his teeth flashing white through the four-day stubble.  Sergio and Angel kept trading glances and breaking out in awkward smiles, too, almost like they shared some sort of secret.  I even saw Sara's lips curling up at the corners every now and then, a look of uncharacteristic optimism shining in her eyes, her cheeks showing more color than they had in longer than I could remember.
And even though Micah wasn't actually grinning, I hadn't seen him fiddling with his knife even once during the past twenty four hours.  Not on the plane, not at the interviews we'd done the night before.  Not even now, while the crowds swarmed around us in the club's green room—loud and raucous and more than half-way drunk, even though we wouldn't be taking the stage for another hour.  I took that as a sign that he was feeling pretty good, too.
But it was Bernstein, more than anyone, whose good mood impressed me.  He didn't show his happiness as openly as Joey—no shit-eating grin stretching across his face—but I could see it in every move he made.  The way he kept putting a hand on our shoulders, or patting us on our backs—like a proud father at his son's wedding.  The way I'd catch him rocking back and forth on his feet, hairy knuckles clasped behind his back, his round belly sticking out in front of him like a woman in her third trimester.  There was a look of comfort and contentment to him—he was glowing with it.
The Belletrists had come through our dark night of the soul, and for the first time in a long time, a light could be seen on the horizon.
I felt it too, though it wasn't the only thing I felt.  My emotions were a complicated mix, shifting and changing ceaselessly, like sunlight through a cloud-scattered sky.  For once, I felt grateful that the antidepressants were helping to smooth out some of the peaks and valleys.  It wasn't numbness I drew from them today, it was an element of added stability.
I'd decided I was ready to try living without them, but I knew mood-stabilizers weren't the sort of thing you could just quit cold turkey.  In the rehab center I'd learned that a lot of follow-up suicide attempts happened in those circumstances—people feeling like they'd finally gotten a handle on their depression, and then having their brain chemistry go haywire when they abruptly stopped their dose.  I didn't want anything like that to happen to me.  I knew now: I wanted to live.
But that still didn't make me miss Anne any less.
I'd been checking my phone periodically, hoping to see a message or a text from her, and feeling a little throb of sadness every time I saw that she still hadn't called.  In between the moments when the band's optimism would start to seep into me, I felt moments of worry—worry that my phone had somehow turned off, worry that Anne had called me and I'd missed it.
Still, the brief time I'd spent with Anne had changed me.  Before, my ever-shifting emotions had made up my whole landscape, constantly overwhelming me, keeping me at their mercy.  When despair seized hold of me, it was utter despair.  When panic caught me in its grip, it was utter panic—and I could imagine nothing beyond it.  And when I'd awoken to find Lucy—the girl I loved—dead at my side, the guilt that rolled over me was so utterly crushing that my mind just couldn't cope.  Escape, death, had seemed the only option.
And even after I'd survived that attempt on my life, I hadn't been able to face my feelings.  And so I'd used the antidepressant drugs to snuff those feelings out, shielding myself from pain by shielding myself from everything.
It was Anne who'd brought me back from that void.  It was Anne that had pierced through the blanket of apathy, and reminded me that feeling isn't synonymous with suffering.  Desire, and love, and happiness, also exist.
I wished she'd call.  I wished I could see her again, and the thought that I might not ever see her again did make me feel truly sad.  But even if she didn't call, I'd go on.  She'd brought me back to life.  She'd set me free.
Ten minutes before we were scheduled to take the stage, Bernstein called us together.  He popped open that ever-present bottle of champagne, pouring us each a glass.  He raised his glass up, and we all raised ours toward him.
"It's been a long road, my friends," he said.  "For a while I thought we'd reached the end.  Tonight, I don't feel that way.  Tonight I feel there is more road for the Belletrists to travel.  And that makes me happy."
He raised his glass higher.
"Mazel tov," he said.
"Mazel tov," we said back to him, and "cheers" and "salud" and "here here."  We clinked our glasses together, and raised the sparkling liquid to our lips.
Before I'd lowered my glass, Sara took the champagne bottle from Bernstein's hands.  She topped our glasses back up—refilling Joey's, since he'd empted it in one gulp.  And then she raised her own glass up again, and we did the same.
She still looked frightfully thin, but I didn't think her face looked skull-like now.  The light in her eyes was too vibrant for that.
We stood there, our glasses raised, waiting for her to speak.
"Here's to Lucy," she said.  "Here's to her memory, and here's to her peace."
There was a moment of tension, but before it could catch hold, she raised her glass even higher and spoke again.
"And here's to us.  Here's to our music and our art and our future.  Here's to the Belletrists."
We toasted, and clanged our glasses together, and drank.  Sara looked at me, her glass still pressed to her smiling lips.  I saw something like joy in her eyes.  And in my heart, I felt it, too.
-
The lights on the stage were blue and dim, casting a low shine on the metal rims of Joey's drumset, reflecting from the chrome of the guitar stands.  We walked out onto the stage, hearing the crowd responding to us, taking up its cry.  I went to my spot on the stage— feeling that growing roar washing over me, my own excitement rising with it—and knelt for a moment by the pedal board, reading the set list by the green and red glow of its lights.
The first song on the list was "A Heart's-Blood Oath."
I stood, pulling my guitar from its stand, slipping its strap over my shoulder.  I went through my strings—checking the tuning, watching the green lights glow.  I turned to Sara, to Micah, to Sergio.  And looked back at Joey, and nodded my head.
He counted off the tempo, and Sergio and Sara came in together, as solid and well-synced as a single mind in two bodies.  I closed my eyes, nodding my head in time, letting the music flow into me as the crowd grew quiet.
Micah started his lead, bringing us deeper into the song, hypnotizing us with those eerie notes.
I thought of Anne.  I thought of the way her dark hair framed her face.  I thought of the luscious feel of her curves under my hands.  And I thought of her beautiful eyes looking into mine, the way her soul seemed to shine through those beautiful eyes, the way that the light in her gaze seemed to remind me of my own soul.  I thought of the way she made me feel: alive, again.
My left hand clutched the guitar's neck, my fingers pressing a chord.  My right hand came up, striking the pick across the strings.
I turned around, bringing my mouth to the mike, getting ready to sing.
I didn't look at the crowd.  I didn't need to.
I thought of Anne, and sang for her.
 
No matter the state of my life
I'll love you
No matter the joy or the strife
I'll love you
No matter if sick or if hale
I'll love you
No matter the cost of the sale
I'll love you…
 
A commotion in the crowd drew my attention.  Was someone trying to start a pit?  This wasn't exactly one of our harder-edged songs.
But even as I watched, I kept singing.
 
My love and my life, I give them both
This is my Heart's Blood Oath
 
Something white flashed in the crowd, vibrant in the black-light glow.  A second later, I realized it was a pair of panties.  People were stepping back, clearing the way, in order to not get hit in the face with them.
Panties thrown on stage was common for our shows.  But seeing them waved around in the crowd like a flag—not so much.
My heart made a crazy leap in my chest.  My eyes followed the arm down, saw Anne's friend Becca making her way through the crowd.
And there behind her: Anne.
I ripped the strap off my neck, dropped my guitar, and leapt off the stage.
The band kept going without me, but I was already climbing the barricade that held the crowd back.  Dozens of hands reaching up for me like stalks of wheat in a field.  I got another glimpse of Anne—big-eyed and lovely—before I plunged forward into the mob.  Bodies surging and moving all around me, trying to touch me, their hands clutching at my clothes.  I made my way forward as gently as I could, my body turned sideways and my shoulder acting as a wedge, moving the bodies aside.
And then a gap opened up in front of me—Becca whirling like a dervish, her panties swinging at eye level.  She saw me, grinned a wild grin, and then stepped to the side.
And there was Anne.
I moved toward her, she moved toward me.  And then we were together, catching hold of each other in the midst of that crowd like shipwreck survivors in a stormy sea.
"Anne," I said, feeling my heart thundering in my chest.
"Trace," she replied, her eyes shining in the dark.
I pulled her body against mine, and pressed my lips to hers, and kissed her with all of the love and hope that I felt surging inside of me.
And she kissed me back.
 



 
Chapter 13
Anne
 
Trace got us up on the stage, and we waited at the side, watching the show from the best seats in the house.  It was an incredible show, even better than when they'd played in San Francisco.  The Belletrists were on fire, playing with an intensity and a passion that had the whole crowd in a frenzy.  Even Sara Sounding and Micah looked focused and inspired.  And, with us in the wings, Bernstein beamed with unmistakable happiness.
The high-spirits continued after the show.  Joey and Sergio and Angel were excited to see Becca, and she jumped in the limo with them and the rest of the group.  The rest of the group except for Trace and me, that is.  We got in the towncar.
As soon as the driver pulled away from the club, I unbuckled my seatbelt and swung my leg over Trace's lap, straddling him, looking into his eyes.
I caught hold of his face with my hands, feeling his stubble prickling against my palms, and I kissed him so fiercely that I nearly lost my breath.  When I came up for air, I could feel his desire for me throbbing against the crotch of my jeans.  His hands had slipped up beneath my sweater, his touch electric against my bare skin, holding me like he never wanted to let me go.
I looked into his eyes, dark and deep.
He smiled at me.  "You should probably put your seatbelt on," he said.  "Just for safety's sake."
I wrapped my arms around his neck, pressing up against his chest.  "Listen, Trace," I said.  "Sometimes, you've got to take a few risks."
He smiled, wrapped his arms around me even tighter.  His eyes seemed to shine with some secret joke.
"What are you thinking right now, Trace?  What do you feel?"
"I feel happy.  So happy that my heart is swelling with it, filling up with bliss."
I felt my lips pulling back in a smile that I wouldn't have been able to stop if I'd tried.
"How about you, Anne?  What do you feel."
"Love," I said, even though it made me blush to say it.  "I think that's the word that best describes it.  I think that what I'm feeling is love."
I pressed my lips to his again, feeling the soft fullness of his mouth against mine, drinking me in.  Beneath my crotch, I felt his cock throb.
I shifted my hips, rubbing against that throbbing hardness.
"And that's not all I feel," I said, grinning at him.
He squeezed me tighter in his arms, and kissed me again.
 
The End
-
Thanks for reading!
 
If you liked the story, please tell a friend, or leave an Amazon review.
 
If you want insider info about new releases and special deals,
click here to join Ashley Grace’s mailing list.
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