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						    BLUE SILVER: BEHIND THE MASK
 
 “There’s no need for you to feel guilty,” Robert said. “Then what are you doing here?” “I hate parties.” He shrugged. “And I enjoy you.” She choked on her granola bar. “What?” “I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re fascinating.” “Me?” She put the granola down next to her water. Hadn’t she whined to herself today no man would ever find her fascinating? She wasn’t Faith, with a knockout body and knowing manner. She wasn’t Marci or Cassie or Georgie. She was Arliss. Mean-spirited, chunky, and financially unstable. Mentally unstable. It did run in her family after all. “You,” he said. “Definitely you.” “Fascinating like a zoo specimen?” “Like a woman. You’re very attractive to me. I admire your intensity. Your humor. It’s very dark, and it draws me.”
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 Now, now, baby, I know it’s not you. Why you wanna keep me guessing like you do? You’re wearing a mask. You think I’m a fool. You think nobody knows you. You think nobody knows you. But I do.
 
 “And now, another hit song from the eighties, ‘Making Noise’ by Blue Silver! Blue Silver’s nationwide reunion tour tickets are on sale now, and if you’re the eighth caller to identify the full name of the band’s lead guitarist, you can win two passes to the show in Little Rock 1
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 in October.” “Baaaarf!” Arliss Pacifica Edgeworth mimed puking when the DJ on the radio announced the next in a series of bad eighties flashback songs for the lunch hour. Unfortunately, here in Goforth, Arkansas, her only choices on the radio were country, gospel, and this station, which just happened to be having eighties flashback day, which was better than seventies flashback day, granted, but still nothing to sound so excited about. Another unfortunate thing, Arliss reflected, as she jetted into the parking lot of the strip mall where she worked at T&A Accounting, was the fact she could name Blue Silver’s lead guitarist. Robert “Don’t Call Me Bob” Fox. And his likes, his dislikes, his favorite brand of soda, and what he’d claimed to enjoy on a date, courtesy of Tiger Beat magazine. (“Make homemade vegetarian pizza and watch old movies.”) Same with the other members of the band she’d pretended to like in high school in order to seem normal. Of all the things she’d retained from her teen years, the memorized lists of Blue Silver stats had to be one of them. She couldn’t remember a lick of high school French—not that she’d gone to Paris or rescued any stranded French tourists—and she had nightmares about wandering through the halls of high school in search of her locker. But dorky ass pop band behind-the-scenes trivia? She remembered every bit of it. Arliss started to whip into her favorite parking spot, the compact car space blessed with the only available shade in the entire lot, and nearly ran over Thompson’s motorcycle. “Damn it!” she yelled. Her least favorite coworker had snaked her spot again. Which pushed her already bad day into worse territory. This morning, she’d woken early for no good reason whatsoever and hadn’t been able to get back to sleep. Some time later, she’d mangled a nail trying to open a jar of peanut butter, and in a fit of pique had ripped off the rest of them, ruining the expensive manicure. And 2
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 she still hadn’t been able to open the peanut butter, which meant no sandwich, which meant she had to leave T&A at lunch, which meant Thompson and his stupid motorcycle. Then at work, she’d found a percentage error deep in the Gaddes report, which meant she had to recalculate the formulas in the spreadsheets and reprint, which meant she had to wrestle with the beastly printer, which meant she got toner all over her outfit and was forced to explain to her boss why the Gaddes report wasn’t on his desk and why she had black smears on her forehead. That bastard Thompson always did this to her if she left the building. Waited until she drove off and stole her spot. Fatheaded fuckwad. Couldn’t add a column of numbers without using his toes. What good did it do her to arrive at work by seven-forty-five every morning—the fuckwad was always late—if she was going to lose the good parking whenever she went out during the day. She parked at the other end of the row of storefronts from T&A, pissed at the world. Before she got out of her little Toyota, Arliss glanced around to see if anyone was out on the sidewalk who might see her. Nope, nobody. So she grabbed her handy lumbar cushion and buried her face in it, indulging in a screaming fit that left her throat aching and her eyes watering and some of her pent-up stress relieved. It wasn’t the method her therapist recommended when she felt the rage build inside her like a shaken cola, but she didn’t fucking have time for yoga right now, and those relaxation tapes were the stupidest things she’d ever heard in her life. Besides, she hated that hippie shit. Hated eighties music, too. Just as Seth Graham, lead singer of Blue Silver and former husband of her long-ago friend Cassie Bryant, belted out something about his girlfriend’s eyes being nothing like the sun, she switched off the radio and grabbed her leather portfolio out of the passenger’s seat. 3
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 If only she were able to switch off the other disagreeable things in her life that easily, maybe she wouldn’t need therapy. Maybe she wouldn’t be such a furious mess. Maybe she’d have a few more friends. Hell, maybe she could even get laid every now and again. But that’s the price you paid when your dad was in prison, your mother was in the nuthouse, and you spent all your life and most of your money maintaining a façade things were perfect—the way they should be when you’d grown up with the monetary privileges she’d had. She’d lived in a mansion. She’d been driven to school in a limo, for Chrissake. She’d had an indoor pool, a pony, a huge designer wardrobe, a telephone and television in her bedroom back when such devices weren’t prerequisites for being a teen. The only thing she’d refused was the nose job Mother always wanted her to have. Lucky, lucky, lucky. What did she have to complain about, then or now, when there were starving people in the world without health insurance? Life was just grand. Grand as shit. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 She shouldn’t do such things, but sometimes her inner evil took over. Before she went home that evening, Arliss stopped by the local internet café, logged onto her anonymous account, and forwarded an email virus to Thompson, the bonehead, with the subject line, “Hot Teens Want You!” Maybe he’d be dumb enough to open it and maybe he wouldn’t, but knowing it was a possibility made her feel better. This was a coping mechanism she’d never confessed to her therapist. It was also one of the most effective. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 The phone rang, startling Arliss’s attempt to open the damn jar of peanut butter. The screwdriver slipped off the edge of the lid and jabbed her thigh. 4
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 “Shit!” She threw it onto the floor, along with the plastic container of peanut butter, which bounced and rolled under the table, and hobbled over to the telephone. No blood, but there’d be a bruise. She was as pale as milk and she bruised easy. “This better not be a telemarketer,” she snarled into the mouthpiece because she figured it would and she liked to scare them off as soon as possible. After all, nobody else ever called her. Mother wasn’t allowed to make calls after the last incident. “I’m looking for Arliss Edgeworth,” said a soft female voice. “I think it’s still Edgeworth. She might have gotten married.” “Fat chance. Who’s this?” Arliss asked. She almost recognized the voice but couldn’t be sure. If it was another mistress of Dad’s from before he was in prison, she hoped the woman wasn’t expecting a handout. The one with the kid, Arliss’s supposed half-sister, had been the most recent to track Arliss down. At least she’d tracked Arliss down and not Arliss’s poor mother. “This is Georgie. Georgie Davis. From high school. Is this Arliss?” “Holy crap, I mean, wow! Really?” Georgie had been one of the four reasons Arliss had made it through high school without murdering anybody. Also one of the four reasons she had a head full of Blue Silver trivia and no French, but you could forgive people some sins. “Really,” Georgie said. “It’s me. How are you?” “Well, I’m…” Arliss paused for a moment before finishing. She stood straighter, almost unconsciously, and tried to calm the butterflies in her stomach. She and her high school pals had drifted apart after the fiasco with her Dad’s company. If Arliss were honest with herself, a nasty habit her therapist encouraged, she could admit the parting was her fault as well, for not trying harder. Trying harder, of course, was synonymous with trying at all. She’d been so humiliated at that point in her life she hadn’t wanted to face 5
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 anybody or anything. The fiasco with her Dad wound up with him in jail, her mom in a mental institution, and Arliss in foster care. That was preceded, only slightly, by the tragedy of the missed Blue Silver concert, a tragedy Arliss figured the other girls in the Silverettes fan club blamed her for. But still, to have one of those girls, once her favorite people in the world, reaching out to her… “I’m good,” she said finally. “It’s been so long. How are you?” “I’m fine. How are…” Georgie laughed. “Sorry to be a parrot. I’m worn out. I’ve been making phone calls all day. I might sound like a halfwit, but I do have a reason for calling.” Arliss felt a twinge of disappointment that Georgie hadn’t looked her up for fond, nostalgic reasons. “Are you in charge of the twentieth year high school reunion?” she guessed. “It’s about that time.” “Better.” Though countless things would be better than her twentieth year high school reunion, Arliss could hear an undercurrent of excitement in the other woman’s voice. What would make the shy, brainy girl Arliss remembered sound so happy? “Are you getting married?” “No.” It was Georgie’s turn to pause and Arliss thought she sensed a dark weight in that single syllable. Damn it, what a stupid question! At least she hadn’t asked if Georgie was pregnant or something. She heard the woman breathe deeply on the other end of the phone and then say, “Much, much better.” This time, she’d try for levity. “You won the lottery and want me to be your personal accountant?” “You’re an accountant?” Georgie asked, sounding a little surprised. Arliss waited for the snarky comment about how it was her Dad’s accounting practices that put him in jail, but it never came. “Well, you were the club treasurer,” Georgie continued. “And good 6
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 at math.” “It’s a job.” A job she despised. Hated. Loathed. “What’s better than winning the lottery?” “It’s all thanks to Cassie. It was my idea, but you know how Cassie makes things happen.” “Do you still see Cassie?” Cassie and Georgie had been best friends in high school, and Faith and Marci, leaving Arliss to play an odd fifth wheel that had been preferable to being alone or hanging with the incrowd who’d welcomed her for her Dad’s money. That invitation had definitely been rescinded after the trial. “Cassie and I grew up together, so of course I see her. She moved back to Harrisburg to… But we can talk about this later. Have you heard about the tour?” Arliss frowned. “I guess not.” “Don’t joke with me. I know you loved them. Are you sitting down? There’s going to be a special Blue Silver concert right here in Harrisburg! It’s the first stop in their reunion tour. It’s a smaller venue, a little club downtown, but that means it’ll be more intimate. It’s for charity. Cassie set it up. She and Seth are divorced, of course, but it’s for a good cause.” Arliss wanted to ask, “The divorce or the concert?” but the answer was likely both, so she didn’t interrupt. Georgie’s voice grew faster and more animated the longer she talked. She’d always been like that—she seemed so withdrawn, but loose her on one of her favorite topics, like Blue Silver, and she could out-talk Marci. “That’s…very nice,” Arliss said, when Georgie stopped for a breather. “It’s better than nice. It’s a dream come true. Finally, it’s going to happen for us.” Arliss risked some humor. “As long as I’m not in charge of transportation, huh?” 7
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 Georgie laughed, but to Arliss’s ears it sounded a little strained. “Right.” The last time Blue Silver had come close to Harrisburg, back in their heyday twenty years ago, Arliss had begged her then-millionaire father for front row tickets and backstage passes. But the limo had broken down on the way to the show, and the girls had been stuck listening to the concert on the radio. Which had died right after the band dedicated a song to the local fan club, The Blue Silverettes. Arliss’s fault? No. She hadn’t known about Dad’s money troubles and the fact he hadn’t been paying bills. Or mechanics. But she’d always suspected the Silverettes resented her inadvertent ruination of their dream night. When her father’s white collar crimes were uncovered shortly thereafter, it had been the beginning of the end of the friendships, at least for Arliss. The whole thing with the concert, her dad, her dissolving friendships, made her feel shame, not guilt, but if people blamed her, what was she supposed to do? Pick a fight? Who knows what else they’d scream at her if it came to that? She realized Georgie was still explaining and tuned in. “So can you come?” Georgie asked. “It won’t be the same without you.” “Sorry, I was…what did you say?” “Can you come to the concert in August? We’re going to do it right this time, Arliss, and it’s going to be wonderful.” Georgie’s voice took on a steely tone that sounded like Cassie at her most determined. Okay, Cassie at her most bossy. “Nothing is going to go wrong this time. Nothing. Please say you’ll come. Everyone else is coming.” “Come back to Harrisburg?” “To the concert. Just for the concert.” “You don’t think I’m a jinx? You know.” Arliss cleared her throat 8
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 awkwardly. She didn’t mention she’d gone to a Blue Silver concert in college and left before it even ended. “Don’t be silly. That’s ancient history. It’s been so long, and this is a much better reason to get together than a high school reunion. The only thing I liked about high school was you guys. And Blue Silver, of course.” Arliss leaned against the wall. Her knees wobbled and her chest ached. Return to Harrisburg, the scene of her father’s crimes? It wasn’t a huge place. The likelihood of encountering people who knew her was not small. She’d risk running into members of her two foster families, not to mention other people from her high school who might…remember. Remember Arliss as she’d been, the over-privileged girl everyone except the Silverettes befriended for the perks. The girl nobody was sad to see crash and burn. The girl they’d judged for what her father had been and what her father had become. Worse, they’d judge what she was now. A nobody accountant who spent her wages on her Mom’s living expenses at the institution, had no friends, and couldn’t afford to shop retail. She drove a ten-year-old Toyota instead of being squired around in a limo, didn’t date, attended court-mandated anger management classes, looked like a heavier, younger version of Glenn Close, and had really, really ugly nails. How would she act if she had to face people again? Who could she be to keep them from seeing who she really was? “I’ll have to think about it,” she told Georgie, while a large part of her was screeching, “No freaking way!” But the other part of her, the part that was honest, the part that longed to have a life very different from the one she led, the part that grew louder and louder over the next couple weeks, whispered, “Go. You never know what might happen if you take a chance.” *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 While the crowds around her cheered and gabbed, Arliss slumped 9
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 on the bench in silence, awaiting her turn at bat. Company picnics were a torture to be endured, and August in Arkansas was the punishment of the damned and blessed alike. Basically it punished everybody who happened to be in Arkansas, whether or not they deserved it. Arliss knew she deserved it, but that didn’t mean she suffered gladly. Jerkass Thompson, beside her, cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Quit swinging at those bombs and take the walk, you idiot!” His elbow connected painfully with Arliss’s arm, but he didn’t apologize. Arliss smiled tightly and clapped her hands to encourage the idiot at bat and keep herself from strangling the idiot beside her. Their team was trailing behind the other firm’s team, four to two, and it was the top of the third with two outs. She would never have played, but her boss insisted she round out the numbers since she wasn’t exactly busy with family or anything. Thompson had guffawed at that and adjusted the fit of his spandex bike shorts around his nonexistent package. So here she sat, in a sticky, unflattering T-shirt with the company logo and a pair of even less flattering athletic shorts, Eau de Stinky Coworker tantalizing her nostrils, wishing she were anywhere but here. Maybe in Harrisburg. Would August in Harrisburg be any cooler? She could barely remember. She still hadn’t decided whether she was going to the Blue Silver concert. Georgie had called twice, each time more passionate than the last, as if Arliss’s absence would somehow skew the dynamics of the whole event. None of the Silverettes had contacted her since high school, and suddenly her presence was essential to their wellbeing? Arliss alternated between fantasies of bonding with the other women so well they cried when she left, promised to write, and actually did; and dark images of herself trampled by teeny boppers who forcibly body surfed her to the front of the stage, where the cameras zoomed in on her 10
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 flailing, beached whale body and she became a national “don’t” in all the tabloids. Not only that, but her sordid past was revealed, leading to the loss of her job, the loss of her apartment, and her gradual descent into madness like her mother. Then, too, occasional rational thoughts crossed her mind of what the experience would be like, and those were the most horrifying of all. She’d arrive in Harrisburg to discover her four friends had wonderful, fulfilling lives—and unnaturally toned asses—but insisted on constant reminiscences about high school and Blue Silver. Now, as then, Arliss would be forced to smile and nod and agree and suck it all up so she wouldn’t ruin anyone’s good time. Make any waves. The real Arliss? She would horrify them, just as she had her former therapist when she finally made her feelings clear about yoga, relaxation tapes, feng shui’s efficacy, and St. John’s freaking hairy wart. Well, the balding schmuck had encouraged her to let it all out. The things she had to do to keep everyone in the world from detesting her. Like agree to play baseball during the company picnic, even though the August sun was pounding down on everyone like sledgehammers of magma. The crack of a bat and the cheers of the crowd jerked Arliss from her heat-induced near coma. “Run, Thompson!” somebody screamed, and Arliss realized her nemesis was no longer beside her. That meant Arliss would be next up for bat if Thompson didn’t get tagged out. Which Thompson, of course, didn’t. “Next up, Arliss Edgeworth for the T&A Titans,” shouted the announcer with more enthusiasm than Arliss thought the situation merited. From a hot, annoying inconvenience, her enforced participation in baseball took on the potential for great humiliation. With hangdog reluctance, Arliss dragged herself to the plate. 11
 
 BLUE SILVER: BEHIND THE MASK
 
 The pitcher, the other firm’s owner, took one look at Arliss, her dishwater blonde hair in sweaty tendrils, her round white legs dusted by red Arkansas dirt from her stint in far, far right field, and called out, “Softie on bat. Everybody move up!” Arliss gritted her teeth. She knew she was unimpressive visually, but how could they be sure she was a softie? Maybe she was a hardie. A real hardass. That’s what she’d always wanted to be, like Cassie. Or a genuinely nice person, like Georgie. Or cute and funny, like Marci. Or passionate and straight up, like Faith. Instead, she was… “Crap on a stick, it’s Arliss,” Thompson cursed. She heard it all the way from second, where he bounced beside the base. Was her own team supposed to heckle her? Gretchen, on third, crossed her arms over her chest and frowned. Her boss trotted to her side as the opposing team adjusted. “Arlie, just walk it,” her boss ordered. “Arliss,” she corrected. Her dad had called her Arlie, like he couldn’t bear to mouth the name he himself had saddled her with. She never trusted people who tried to turn her given name into something more palatable. She wore it like a badge of courage. Her only one really. Deep creases formed beside her boss’s mouth as he grimaced. “David will be up next and he’ll bring you home. You just have to get on first.” The two firms’ rivalry extended far beyond their business practices, and this annual game was a matter of great import to certain individuals. Arliss was not one of them. “Yes, sir,” she said anyway. She accepted the bat with another of her patented tight smiles. The cool, smooth wood slid between her palms like déjà vu, and she rolled her shoulders and extended it experimentally. Not too heavy, not too light. She preferred aluminum, 12
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 but not a bad bat at all. As she squinted at the pitcher, the opposing team catcalled and yelled. Arliss tried one of those scorned relaxation techniques to slow her racing heartbeat. Deep breathing and happy thoughts. What would make her happy right now? Ah, she had it—sweating so much today she lost ten pounds with no additional effort. The pitcher smirked and threw the ball, so wide the catcher had to dive for it. For some reason, Arliss’s arms twitched, tilting the bat into the strike zone, though she’d had no chance of a connection. “Strike one!” hollered the umpire. Her boss swore in the background. The pitcher, his middle-aged belly jiggling in his snug T-shirt, laughed out loud and wound up for a second pitch. The ball flew at her like an accusation. Arliss tensed and her arms jerked, again of their own accord. She had a bat in her hands. It’s what you did with a bat, right? She missed again, and her stomach leapt into her throat like vomit. “Strike two!” gloated the umpire. “Don’t swing, Edgeworth!” yelled her boss. “You can’t hit the ball.” “Don’t be a moron!” Thompson yelled. “Batta-batta-batta, swing, batta!” chanted the opposing team. Arliss felt a surge of all too familiar rage build inside her. It reddened her already heated face, tightened her muscles, buzzed in her ears. A scream bubbled on the back of her tongue, and she had no convenient lumbar cushion. All she had was her anger. And her body. And this bat. This nice, solid bat. She didn’t even breathe when the next ball sailed across the plate, she just lashed out with every bit of frustration inside her. The ball and bat connected so hard, she felt the vibration in her spine. At lightning 13
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 speed, the ball zinged straight back at the pitcher and struck him in his forehead. He dropped like a brick. Nobody uttered a peep until the left fielder, his wife, screeched and dashed toward her husband as fast as her short little Arkansas legs would carry her. Then the catcher and umpire ran toward the fallen man as well. Arliss dropped the bat and wondered if she should get her ass onto first, but neither Gretchen nor Thompson had budged, so instead she flapped her tingling hands. Something broke open inside her, something as tingly as her hands and as satisfied as she knew damn well she shouldn’t be. She’d hit the ball. Big time. Through the sudden activity, she heard several cell phones being dialed, and somebody requested an ambulance. Her boss, still in earshot, muttered to himself. “We’ll have to take a fucking forfeit. Stupid female.” The wounded pitcher groaned and lifted a hand to his head, while his wife clucked over him. “Bring me ice!” she shrieked. “Honey, are you okay?” A mass of strange anticipation pinned her in place. Arliss watched while everyone on both teams, from both companies, skittered around like ants. There was no difference between them from this angle. Nobody so much as glanced at her, so there was no need to explain how Loser Arliss, the softie, the early bird, the ever-compliant, had managed to hit that ball, and hit it hard. Truth was, she’d been seeing a new therapist the past two months. One she’d picked out herself, not that asshat whom the court had chosen. The new woman recommended Arliss take up martial arts or whack baseballs around to relieve stress. The batting cage visits led to the purchase of her own bat, and that to some therapeutic trips to a local 14
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 junkyard, where you could pay a small fee to destroy old tvs and washing machines. The geezer who ran the place looked at her funny, but Arliss, for once, didn’t try to hide her true self behind a mask, the true self who wanted to rail against life. Scream out her hate. Smash up some shit. It was much more rewarding than manicures. Maybe if her mother had destroyed more inanimate objects when Arliss had been in high school, she wouldn’t be in the institution in Little Rock and Arliss wouldn’t be…where she was. It also helped that Thompson had been severely reprimanded two months ago for opening another email virus and infecting the company servers. What a bonehead. He froze on second base like a pillar of salt, only he, unlike anyone else in the park, was watching Arliss. Studying her. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she saw a glimmer of fear in his beady eyes. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 When she got home after the picnic, she took a long, cold shower, patted the baseball bat she kept in her umbrella stand, and returned Georgie’s call. “I’d love to come to the concert,” she assured a surprised Georgie. “I don’t think getting the time off will be a problem, like I was afraid it would be. Just tell me when and where, and I’ll be there. I can’t wait to see everyone.” *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 Arliss deboarded the plane at the Harrisburg airport with the feeling she could barf at any minute uppermost in her mind. This was a mistake to return here. No, it wasn’t. She was here to have fun, damn it, and confront a few of her personal demons. But why, every time she closed her eyes, did 15
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 her demons have the faces of Faith, Marci, Georgie, and Cassie? They’d been the bright spot in her teenage years. They’d been her friends. They weren’t festering wounds that needed to be lanced. They wanted her here. They’d invited her. Several times. Or, at least, Georgie had. And Marci and Faith were meeting her at the airport, which meant something, didn’t it? As she walked through the terminal, her carry-on over her shoulder, she buttoned the jacket of the summer-weight linen suit she’d gotten at some old lady consignment shop in Little Rock. The blazer fit and the dusty blue color didn’t suck, but the skirt was too small and cut into her belly like a tourniquet. As if she needed to eliminate blood flow to her crotch. Ha. Because that area saw so much action. She’d tried to pack clothing that would match her friends’ memories of her. When you fulfilled expectations, people were more likely not to hate you. Her best guess was they’d assume her financially sound, in control, and content. Three things she was not, but three things she’d faked so long it was habit. Besides, this was a social occasion, and all the soul-searching revelation crap her therapist wanted her to do would have to be disguised as something else. Her friends might be willing to talk, but they wouldn’t want to hear her shit. Some things she’d be honest about. She wouldn’t hide her singleness or her employment, though she wouldn’t admit the firm was named T&A Accounting. Her boss’s stupidity amused her in a vicious manner, but not everyone had her sense of humor. If they asked about her parents, she wouldn’t lie about that either. No stories about Mom and Dad living the high life in some retirement community in Florida. They wouldn’t believe her anyway. They knew about Dad and sort of about Mom. How could they not, after the slumber party when Mom had arranged Dad’s large gun collection all over the house with the barrels pointing at doorways? There had been no more sleepovers at the Edgeworth mansion after 16
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 that night, though no one said anything about it to her face. Only Cassie came to swim afterward, but she was tough enough to endure—or ignore—anything that deviated from her plan. Arliss reached baggage claim but saw no sign of Faith and Marci, who should be fetching their own bags any time. She found the leather luggage that matched her red shoulder bag, also courtesy of a secondhand shop, and dragged it off the carousel. One problem with “vintage” gear was it had no wheels and she actually had to carry it. Horrors! Luckily her bat-wielding had toned her bicep and shoulder muscles so she could heft the sucker, filled with designer consignment drabness. The type of clothing expected of her. In high school, though everyone her age had been into casual styles—polo shirts and T’s, jeans and flirty lace skirts—her parents had insisted on a hoity-toity, upmarket wardrobe. Arliss had worn it to please them, though she’d have preferred ratty jeans and mismatched Converse high-tops. That style had always seemed like the perfect balance of individualism and ease to her, so naturally she’d never worn any of those things. She scanned the other active carousels and her gaze fell on two women, one in a black bodysuit and one in something equally tiny, both slim and attractive and very…comfortable with one another. The red-haired pixie reached out and fondled the bodysuit’s tit, and they both laughed. Faith and Marci, still stuck to each other’s butts. Okay, boobs. She waited for them to notice her, but they were too involved in their greeting. Obviously they’d just run into one another, so she waited for a convenient moment to interrupt. “I’ve been here for a while, waiting for your delayed ass. And Arliss’s,” Marci was saying. “Is Austin the only city on time these days?” Arliss took that as her opening. “I’ve had the travel day from hell,” 17
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 she lied, but complaining about airplanes seemed to be the thing to do. She’d earn no goodwill if she admitted to an easy flight and an extra bag of honey-roasted peanuts. “I could really use a martini. A chocolatini,” she added, attempting to sound hip. And who knows, maybe it would taste good? Faith and Marci turned toward her and smiled. Her insides jumped a little. “Now you’re talking,” Faith said. She hadn’t been talking previous to this, so Arliss just nodded. “Arliss, check this out.” Marci yanked open the sweatshirt over Faith’s bodysuit. “Knockers. On Faith. They’re real, too. I touched them.” Arliss wondered if she were expected to poke them as well, but since her friends had made no move to hug her, probably not. Her mouth fell into the tight smile it knew so well. What did one say about another woman’s boobs? Nice fat deposits? Not as big as the ones on my thighs, but respectable nonetheless? Faith blushed, as if embarrassed by the fit, attractive body she willingly displayed in a catsuit. Riiiiight. “What were we saying about drinks?” she asked. “Say no more.” Marci saluted them. “Now that we out-of-towners are all here, let the party begin. Where’s your baggage?” Faith turned to the closest carousel, where a single suitcase bumped around the horseshoe. She glared at it. “Hell. It’s not there.” Marci laughed. “I think you may need more than alcohol, honey.” Arliss tried to imagine what she’d do if the airline lost her luggage—besides dance a secret jig and buy some damn sweatpants. Everything she owned was akin to what she wore now, so unless she started to stink, who’d notice? Maybe Faith had packed something wonderful for tonight, a little black dress or even a hot pink one, her signature shade in high school. With Faith’s coloring, she looked great 18
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 in hot pink. Arliss loved clothes, despite her appearance, and pored over fashion magazines as if they were a lifeline to female friendships she never got to experience. She would not, however, offer Faith one of her outfits. It would put the other woman on the spot, what with the obvious size and style differences between them, and Arliss wasn’t here to make anyone uncomfortable. She was here to reconnect with the good parts of high school and accept the rest if it snuck up on her. Her therapist had advised openness, and Arliss intended to try. So why couldn’t she think of anything to say to these women? And why didn’t they have anything to say to her? They shared a cab to their hotel on Sixth and Broadway. Arliss took the front beside the stinky-ass driver so Faith and Marci could gab in back. She found she could hold her breath almost to the count of onehundred-Mississippi and wondered if the airline had lost the cabbie’s luggage. About a month ago. After checking in at the elegant hotel that stretched Arliss’s budget so much it squeaked, they met at the New Moon Lounge downstairs. Considering their focus on one another since the airport, Arliss figured Faith and Marci would rather catch up in the bar without anyone else there, but she went anyway. The bar was dim and smoky with artsy touches. Across the street, Marci pointed out Theater Seven, where Blue Silver would be playing. It used to be a small movie house but had been renovated into an indemand concert venue. Arliss was surprised Harrisburg could support musical events of any type, as backward as it had been when they were in high school, but things could change. Couldn’t they? Marci was gushing about the concert, while Faith stared out the window. Arliss noticed she was fidgeting with her drink—not a 19
 
 BLUE SILVER: BEHIND THE MASK
 
 martini, of course. She looked pensive. Was it because of her missing luggage? She was still wearing the catsuit. Feeling like the dork version of Oprah, she touched Faith’s hand. “I’m sure they’ll find your luggage.” She braved ridicule and continued, “You can borrow our things until they do. I have some nice perfume.” Faith smirked, her gloom dissolving. Arliss waited for the snide comment, but instead Faith said, “Got a Vibralux on you?” Marci let out a big, juicy laugh that made people nearby turn and stare. “Honey, a battery buzz is the last thing you’ll need this weekend. Did Georgie tell you? Cassie used her connections to arrange a private party after the set.” A private party? That sounded…painful. Less painful than the concert itself, when the aging rockers in Blue Silver attempted to recapture their big hair glory days, but painful enough that Arliss grimaced. Inwardly, of course. There was honesty, and there was honesty. Faith and Marci riffed on musicians and sex for a bit and then Faith said something about her job working with teenagers and Marci and Arliss being a bad influence. “I can’t imagine I’d be a bad influence,” Arliss commented, attempting to sound self-deprecating. “I don’t smoke, and I’m stopping at one drink.” She could tell by the expressions on their faces her remark hadn’t been received the way it was intended. “I mean, I’m such a nerd. A tax nerd.” Marci faked a smile. Faith turned away and started eye-flirting with some dude down the bar lurking behind a baseball cap with a pulled down brim. God, why was she so inept at conversation? Why was the conversation in her head so at odds with everything polite? Even talking to Georgie, sweet, polite Georgie, she’d put her foot in it. 20
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 “Are you getting married?” Jay-sus Kee-rist on a stick. It was as if her inner bitch soured her word choices, even when she tried to sweeten them. Her therapist had warned her baseball bats alone weren’t the answer and that she’d have to fess up to people some day. The incident with the cops and the parking meter that had landed her in anger management in the first place supported the fact she had…issues. Hey, at least therapy had helped her admit she had issues, even if she wished that part of herself would go away. Just disappear like money in savings. The mean part that thought ugly things about nice people, and even uglier things about the not-so-nice people. After an awkward silence, Marci picked up a flyer and Faith accepted a cigarette from the man in the ball cap. Arliss watched in the mirror over the bar as Faith placed the cigarette between her lips with deliberate sensuality and sucked it like a starlet while he lit it. Interest flickered in his eyes like the spark on the end of the tobacco. Faith was so confident in her body and so matter-of-fact in her approach to life. She knew who she was; she knew what she wanted. Then there was Marci—bawdy and cheerful in a way that didn’t have nasty mucking it up, even though she had a quick temper. Both of them women men would love to date. Both of them women as unlike Arliss as a sleek black leotard was from a blue linen suit with the ass as wrinkled as her Mom’s crumpled face. No woman would ever like Arliss so much, be so comfortable with her, she’d reach out and grab her breast or taunt her about vibrators. No man would ever look at her, at first glance or after years of acquaintance, with fascination in his eyes. It wasn’t because she had on a linen suit, carried twenty extra pounds around like heavy red luggage, had a nose like a hatchet, and couldn’t say anything funny, or real, or interesting. It was because she wasn’t somebody funny, or real, or interesting. She was a big fat fake, and there was a good damn reason she didn’t 21
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 even like herself. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 The crowd took her breath away and nearly crushed her. Arliss hunched over beside Cassie near the front of the stage, hoping to be inconspicuous. Her drab blonde hair was in a chignon because it would get sweaty at a concert. She’d chosen a lettuce hemmed black silk skirt, an airy blue blouse anyone could mistake for a Vera Wang in this light, and comfortable pumps, but she should have taken a risk and dressed like a teen-ager. Or not. Her body would have been ridiculous in hip hugger jeans and a skimpy tank. Her flabby arms would terrify people; they’d never guess impressive muscles lurked beneath the bread-dough of her skin. The adults, the women her age screaming their heads off and the men beside them holding their purses, looked like they’d stepped off the pages of a teenybopper magazine with their trendy outfits and youthful hairstyles. Faith, in the black catsuit, was actually out of place, though with a body like that, it hardly mattered. Cassie nodded her head every so often but otherwise wore a serious expression. Though she looked the part of a concert-goer out for a good time, she was an island of neutrality in the sea of hysteria. Arliss wondered how she felt seeing Seth Graham again, since Georgie had mentioned Cassie and her ex hadn’t had one of those on-again, offagain relationships. Cassie had dumped his ass and that was that. Arliss had had years to adjust to the thought of her friend tagging and bagging a pop star, but it was still surreal to be standing next to the lead singer’s former flame. “Are you okay?” she asked her friend. Cassie turned to her with a frown. “What?” She pointed at her ears. “Speak up!” Arliss chickened out of the personal question. “I can’t believe we’re really here!” she yelled instead. 22
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 Cassie smiled a tight smile that reminded Arliss of herself. It was not a happy smile. Arliss bit her lip. Either Cassie was conflicted about the concert or she was ticked. At Arliss? It was foolish to assume anything in Cassie’s life was about her, but just in case, she attempted to broach one of the topics on her to-be-discussed list. She was, after all, exorcising demons this weekend. Hers, theirs, any demons she could. Without getting all touchy-feely about it. Supposedly. Ought to. Going to. Do it, chicken! “Maybe everyone will forgive me now,” she joked before she lost her courage. “Since we’re together at a Blue Silver concert at long last.” Cassie shook her head. “There’s nothing to forgive, Arliss. For God’s sake, get over it!” But she grinned and Arliss hoped she meant it. Georgie’s intensity about the evening had had Arliss worried her friends had indeed maintained grudges about that fateful night in high school. Georgie laughed it off, and now Cassie, but…. Well, it had been a blow, and she knew for a fact what happened when you were a teenager could stick with you like cellulite. Then there was the stuff with her dad and the fact neither Arliss nor the Silverettes had pursued the relationship afterward. What did that imply? Faith and Marci hadn’t been openly hostile at the airport, but they hadn’t hugged her either. Georgie hugged, but she’d hugged Cassie eight times, a random doorman once, and several of Cassie’s employees helping with the after-party. Cassie had squeezed her arm while running past with a cell phone glued to her ear. Arliss’s carefully planned greeting had remained frozen in her throat. Demons, demons, everywhere, and no access to a shrink. The overhead lights dimmed, and screams crescendoed in hundreds of feminine throats. Cassie eagle-eyed everyone, as if verifying their 23
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 wellbeing before it grew dark. Faith and Marci were hopping up and down like maniacs, their pure enjoyment tweaking Arliss with jealousy, and Georgie watched the stage in a trance, her eyes gleaming like a cat’s. “Woo,” Arliss said. She clapped her hands together experimentally. If you pretended something hard enough, you could convince yourself. Sometimes. “Woo. Hoo. Yay. Rock on, Blue Silver!” Then the music started, the songs started, the journey back to the eighties started, and she recalled all the reasons why she hadn’t been a fan of Blue Silver in high school. Not that she was a music critic—far from it—but… It was just not her thing. Oh, but she could pretend it was. She knew all the words. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 Oh, God, Arliss thought, make it stop! Strike me down! Kill me hammer dead! Because if God won’t do the job, I’ll have to do it myself, and suicide’s a sin. And yet still she participated in her own demise. Arliss gritted her teeth as she, Marci, Cassie and Faith waited for the backstage afterparty in the theatre lobby. She leaned forward on the couch she and her friends had commandeered. Georgie had gone across the street to her room to freshen up. “It was on their fifth album,” Marci corrected Faith about the Blue Silver song that had ended the concert on such a schmaltzy note. “They didn’t have a fifth album.” “Yes, they did. That one with the song with the thing. They didn’t sell many copies, but that song got airplay.” Way too much airplay, if you asked Arliss. Which people had, and she’d lied about it. Even bought the damn album—just in case. Cassie huddled in the armchair beside the sofa like she wanted it to swallow her. Arliss had always figured the schmaltzy song was about Cassie, and she wondered why Seth’s personal muse wasn’t correcting 24
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 Marci and Faith. She’d know if the song in question was about her, but she said nothing. “Marci’s right,” Arliss said. “I heard it. Once.” She glanced at Cassie. “I thought it was about you, but we weren’t in touch or anything.” The sentence ended awkwardly, like everything that fell out of her mouth, and suddenly everyone was staring at Cassie. Shit, she could tell Cassie wasn’t happy with that much attention. Her thin face hardened, and she jumped out of her chair. “Come on. The after-party’s got to have started by now. Georgie’ll be waiting for us.” They maneuvered through a bunch of milling, hectic people, following Cassie like lambs to the slaughter. Marci and Faith grinned as they were ushered into the hallowed backstage area, which was a large room filled with bunch of people standing around staring at Blue Silver. The men seemed oblivious, or accustomed, to the blatant interest in their every move. Seth and that fruity keyboard player were hamming it up, pounding on each other like rugs, and the drummer, a real sourpuss from the look of him, was standing next to the booze glaring at it. They found Georgie, and Cassie dragged them to the two guys Arliss had always thought of as the norms of the band, Robert-Don’t-Call-Me-Bob and Brad Nix, the one who’d kept up the fan site all this time. “Brad, Robert, I’d like you to meet my friends.” “I’ve heard about these girls.” Brad flashed a smile and shook hands. He gave good shake, no limp fish, and he actually looked her in the eyes when he did it—without focusing on her nose. Wow. “Arliss,” he repeated. “Good to meet you.” Robert, on the other hand, folded his arms and nodded. His black Tshirt tightened across his biceps and pecs. Jerk. Arliss womanfully suppressed the urge to call him Bob, just to see what he’d do. Had old age mellowed him any? Then she snickered 25
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 because he was only in his early forties, if the stats that had been drilled into her as a teen were correct. He looked about her age, with unremarkable brown hair touched with silver at the temples, a rugged face, and a square chin. He’d always been referred to as “craggy.” Which meant the ugly one, only he wasn’t ugly, just not as striking as the rest of them. Then Cassie split, leaving her, Faith, Georgie, and Marci with the two band members while she social butterflied. Georgie disappeared as soon as Cassie turned her back, so fast Arliss felt a breeze. Faith popped out for a cig in the alley, and Marci and Brad carried on an animated conversation, while Arliss and Robert stood there like two lumps on a log. Two lumps on a log with big noses…how fun. This Robert guy, close up, was pretty attractive, but he made little effort to be social. His attitude put Arliss on edge, like she was supposed to be entertaining him or gushing over him or something besides standing with her arms crossed and her tight smile etching her cheeks. He broke first. Impressive. Usually she said something stupid about the weather. “Nice weather today,” he said. “Good to be back in the States.” She could say, “I thought it was fucking hot, even though half the reason I came to Harrisburg was to get away from Arkansas in August, and the other half was because I nearly killed a guy with a baseball and it made me feel like taking risks. By the way, I sweated like a racehorse while we waited for the taxi today, and the cabdriver smelled like rancid ass. How’s that for nice weather and being back in the States?” Instead she said, “Why did you leave?” His jaw worked as he mulled over her question. He opted not to answer it. “Did you, ah, enjoy the show?” If he didn’t answer her questions, she didn’t have to answer his. “Did you?” 26
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 He looked like he hadn’t. He always gave off that vibe. She figured it was his schtick, like playing nice when she was nasty inside was hers. Wouldn’t it be funny if it wasn’t a schtick and he hated earning gazillions of dollars performing for all those adoring fans? He gave her a strange look. “Absolutely.” She sucked on her teeth and averted her eyes. She’d been at parties where she couldn’t think of a thing to say, especially not to men, but none of them had been famous musicians. It was…unique and yet so, so familiar. Arliss stifled a cough and inspected the beverage table for lack of anything better to do. Attitude dude was not one of the demons she came here to cast out, so she didn’t feel compelled to make a connection. Not only that, but he was so far out of her league she didn’t even know why she was thinking of her league. Except that leagues reminded her of baseball, and she liked baseball. “Do you want a drink?” Robert asked. “I’m going to fetch myself an orange juice.” “What?” Arliss stared at him. “I said,” he repeated slowly, as if speaking to someone obtuse, which she obviously was not, “do you want anything?” To leave and drag her friends with her and hold them at gunpoint until they quit worshipping Blue Silver? “Something with alcohol.” He raised an eyebrow. “That’s a pretty broad spectrum, Ms. Edgeworth.” Ms. Edgeworth. Who the hell was that? “I’m a pretty broad woman.” “I can see that.” Before she could respond, he slipped into the crowd. Had that limey turd just called her fat? It was one thing for her to call herself fat, but for some over-privileged pop star to make snide 27
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 comments about the fact she wasn’t as skinny as a fashion model, or her friends, or most of the women backstage right now, was out of line. I mean isn’t he supposed to keep thoughts like that to himself? Lord knows she managed, and she was the one with anger management issues. She didn’t expect him to return, so when he did, handing her a beer, she was shocked into a truth she’d never expected to tumble from her mouth. “I hate beer.” “It has alcohol in it and the line was shorter.” He was holding a mug of orange juice with a little twig of mint floating in it. She gulped the cold, bitter brew and stifled a belch. “Not enough alcohol.” To drown her embarrassment. “Want something else?” She wanted him to reassure her he didn’t actually think she was a cow. Too bad she was a cow. “No.” She drank more beer and pulled a face. He handed her his mug. “Take this.” “Orange juice gives me heartburn.” “Then don’t drink it.” He looked down at her and their eyes locked. He had nice dark blue eyes. A nice neck. Nice shoulders, too. If she wasn’t mistaken, something was amusing to him. “Don’t spit in it either. I do plan to drink it.” He disappeared again, and Arliss reflected on the bizarre progression of events. She drained the beer, which didn’t taste any better at the bottom than it had at the top, and noticed Marci and Brad had gone elsewhere, leaving her alone. Alone at an after-party where she knew no one except four women with better things to do. Her friends had deserted her. That annoyed her. Angered her. First this dude called her fat and forced a beer on her, then her friends took off. Where was a lumbar cushion when she needed it? Robert appeared at her elbow with a martini. They swapped drinks. 28
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 She tried not to clench her cocktail glass’s delicate stem. To hide her growing ire, she sipped the drink. God, it was awful— tasted like household cleaner. Martinis shouldn’t be served without chocolate flavoring, that was for sure. However, this time she didn’t criticize his choice. Already he’d paid more attention to her than the women who begged her to fly to Harrisburg, run up her credit cards, and go to this stupid concert with them. “Thanks, Bob,” she said, fulfilling a long-held desire. “Robert,” he corrected. She drank half the martini in one swig. It was a small glass. “Why do you hate that nickname?” “It’s not my given name.” “You know what? I hate nicknames, too.” She held her drink against her cheek. The icy cocktail cooled her skin. “What else do you hate? All those magazines, they just talked about what you loved. But I find it more interesting to know what somebody hates.” “What magazines?” He sipped his orange juice and watched her over the rim. “The ones in the eighties where you had to give those dorky interviews. Like your dream date or how you felt about being a pop star. You liked vegetarian pizza and old movies, by the way.” “I still do.” “That wasn’t bullsh—I mean, a media cover?” The alcohol she’d downed on her empty stomach, after involuntarily sweating like that damn racehorse during the concert, whizzed up and down her body like…that damn racehorse again. “You read tabloids about us when you are a girl? So you’re a big fan then?” He seemed to lean away from her; either that or she was swaying. “Can I plead the fifth?” 29
 
 BLUE SILVER: BEHIND THE MASK
 
 “You Americans often do.” She nodded. “It’s better that way. You never told me what you hated. You want to plead the fifth? I think we let foreigners do that when they’re here.” “Hate is a waste of time.” “You sound like a shrink.” Robert shrugged. “I’m just telling you what I believe.” “One shrink I hired told me to rearrange my furniture.” “Clutter can be frustrating.” He didn’t make any remarks about her admitting to a shrink or the fact it was just “one” shrink. She’d used comments like that before to drive people away. “My possessions aren’t frustrating. Feng shui, my ass!” Arliss said with a snort. Robert raised his eyebrows. “Why would I want to feng shui your ass?” Like anyone could harmonize her big, jiggly ass. “I hate that crap. I hate all kinds of things.” What did she hate most right now? Blue Silver concerts? The fact her glass was empty? Oh. “I hate that you called me fat.” His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “You’re not fat.” “Uh-huh.” She could say anything she wanted to him because she could care less what he thought of her, even if he was attractive. And famous. And rich. Good Lord. The sooner she scared him off, the better. “I hate that my friends ditched me and left me alone.” “You’re not alone.” “I hate my clothes.” “Then take them off.” She laughed. “I’d clear the party if I did that. Do you want me to run everyone off so soon?” He laughed, too. “I wouldn’t hate that.” 30
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 They continued in that vein for some time, with her drinking and telling this man she knew only through magazines about everything she hated. It was freeing. And funny. And deliciously wicked. He didn’t hate anything, or so he claimed, which made him a freak of nature or a damn liar. Arliss couldn’t figure out which one he was. Her throat was dry. They moved to another room, one with couches and fewer people. He’d cut her off alcohol and gotten her a bottled water, but her throat was still dry, she was talking so much. She’d worked up to some of the big hates and she still hadn’t scared him off. “I can’t stand my job.” “So quit.” “I need the money.” “So get a different job.” “I can’t do anything but figure taxes.” “Go back to school.” “I hate your easy answers! Jesus. Are you a moron?” She gestured at him with her empty bottle. Would calling him a moron be the final straw? “Actually, my IQ is in the triple digits. Somewhere. Yours?” His face revealed little of his inner thoughts. She had to rely on his words. How was anyone supposed to get truth out of words? Arliss snarled inside. This had been fun, but now he was mocking her, and she didn’t like it. She didn’t understand why he kept talking to her. “I hate people who invite me across the country and then ignore me. I hate people who blame me for shit that’s not my fault. And I hate people who think I’m stupid.” Robert removed the plastic bottle from her hand and placed it on a table. “Are you stupid?” “Sometimes.” “You hate yourself?” “Most of the time.” 31
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 “That’s unfortunate.” “I’m a rotten person.” “I doubt that.” She raspberried. “What the hell do you know?” He regarded her for a long moment. She squirmed and imagined him naked to relieve the tension, but that made things worse, down there, in the part of her body that needed the blood circulation cut off. “Why are you here, Ms. Edgeworth?” “I came to be with my friends. They called me up. Invited me. I was pretty excited. I haven’t seen them since high school.” She was horrified to feel her throat tighten and her eyes heat up, as if they were going to spill some tears. She didn’t cry this kind of tears. “They hate me.” “I doubt that, too.” “Then where are they? I have…things to discuss with them. Things my therapist told me to get off my chest. I don’t hate her. I hated that other bastard who made me stick prisms on my forehead and meditate, but not this one.” She realized she was leaning against the wall and Robert’s big, warm hands were helping her slide into a chair beside a small incidental table. “Cassie,” he was saying, “I believe Ms. Edgeworth would like to have a conversation with you.” “Call me Arliss.” Man, he was tall. His lips were smiling at her, as were his eyes, and it didn’t look phony. “But don’t call me Arlie, and I won’t call you Bob.” “I won’t,” he promised. “Don’t start that,” Cassie warned. Arliss wasn’t sure which of them she was warning. Arliss glanced around and realized there was no one in this room but the three of them. How long had she and Robert been in here? Good Lord, she’d monopolized one of the guests of honor ranting about her 32
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 sucky life. And he’d let her. “Where is everyone?” Cassie waved her hand. “In the after-party. What’s up?” “I just thought we should all, you know, spend some time together tonight. The Silverettes.” Mentally, she begged Cassie not to brush her off or turn her down. “Good idea,” Cassie said. “I could use a break. Let me get the others. At least, the ones I can find.” When Cassie left, an awkwardness descended between Arliss and Robert that hadn’t been there since he’d first mentioned the weather. She fingered her blouse and he watched her. Soon Cassie returned with Faith and Marci, but not Georgie. “Where’s Georgie?” Arliss asked. “I have a pretty good idea,” Marci said. “And I’m not going to be the one to interrupt.” Arliss turned to the testosterone in the room. “Robert, you have to go now.” “Can I come back when you’re done?” Cassie’s jaw dropped as she stared at Robert, then Arliss. Arliss just shrugged. “I think there’s something wrong with him in the head,” she explained. “I’ve always wondered.” Cassie grinned. “Good to see you again, Robert.” “Very good to see you, Cassie.” Robert ambled out the door, and the women watched him go, Arliss along with them. “Nice ass,” Marci observed. “Arliss, you hound dog, so this is where you’ve been hiding all night. Way to go!” “We were just talking.” It sounded as lame as whenever anyone else said it, only in her case it was the truth. In a short time, she’d become somewhat addicted to truth-telling, and truth-hearing. Cassie sat down in a chair beside the loveseat Faith and Marci shared and sighed, obviously glad to be off her feet. “How did 33
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 everyone enjoy the concert? Worth the wait?” “God, yes,” Faith said. “They got better with age.” “I think my faith has been renewed,” Marci said. She and Faith laughed at the old joke. Faith stretched out her long legs and leaned back into the cushions. “I’d still liked to have seen them at their prime and have something to compare it with.” “Too bad that didn’t work out.” Marci adjusted her tank top’s thin strap and asked Cassie, “What was it like? Their concerts back then?” Cassie described the concerts with initial reluctance—the glitz and glam and wildness—and then more enthusiasm as she compared then and now. “The band and their music, even their playing style—you can really tell how they’ve matured as musicians.” Her eyes sparkled as she said it. Arliss could tell she approved of the change. “I wish we could have gone to one back then.” Faith laced her fingers behind her head, completing her full body stretch and bringing her chest into prominence. Marci giggled. “Alas for our misspent youth.” Arliss frowned. You know, if they were such big fans, they could have gotten their asses to a Blue Silver concert at some point before the band broke up. Cassie had. Obviously. But Georgie, Marci and Faith, none of them had ever attended a Blue Silver concert after they left Harrisburg. They’d behaved as if missing that one concert had been the end of their teenage worlds, but the band had continued to tour and they hadn’t done anything about it. What had stopped them? Money? Time? Location? Hell, even she’d gone to a damn Blue Silver concert back in college. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d hoped to see Cassie, but from the third tier balcony she hadn’t been able to make out the performer’s faces, much less groupies. Technically, though, the wife of the lead singer—not a 34
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 groupie. It had been a tedious concert. Her date, some frat boy in one of her classes, hadn’t known a damn thing about the band and only asked her because he’d heard she put out. Which she hadn’t, at least not that night. But then, she’d never been one to get revved by music, live or otherwise. Give her a baseball or football game. Or hockey. Yeah. All those men, running around, hitting things, and fighting. That was worth paying money to see. Robert, in fact, looked like the kind of guy who’d play hockey. But that was neither here nor there. “I went to a Blue Silver concert,” she broke in. “Lucky girl!” Marci said. “I bet that rocked.” “When?” Cassie asked. “College. I looked for you, but I didn’t see you.” “You wouldn’t have.” Cassie’s mouth quirked in a wry grin or a grimace—Arliss couldn’t tell which. Faith guffawed. “Arliss was probably too busy screaming and flinging her panties at…which one was your favorite? Mr. Robert Fox?” “If he wasn’t then, he is now.” Marci winked at her. This was not going well, this conversation. She wanted…she wanted to connect. She wanted to confess. She wanted to really communicate with these people. “Robert’s a good guy,” Cassie said, “even if he never has much to say.” “He was jawing a blue streak with Arliss. How did you crack his nut, girl? Talk dirty to him?” Marci and Faith cackled, a verbal high five with a slight undercurrent. She didn’t know if it was directed at her or just another shared memory that she, odd woman out, had no part in. Something inside her roiled unpleasantly. Something that had little 35
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 to do with the alcohol she’d drunk. She’d endured twenty years of mixed feelings about the Silverettes and their resentment for…sex jokes? For people who hadn’t followed up on something they’d yearned for with their whole sixteen-year-old hearts—something that had soured their friendship with Arliss? “I wouldn’t say I was tossing my panties,” she quipped. “More like my cookies.” “What do you mean?” Marci rubbed her hands through her bouncy hair. “Did you get drunk and hurl?” She took a deep breath and faced the two women. Cassie watched, her expression impassive, and Arliss had the oddest feeling Cassie knew what she was about to say. “Here’s something I don’t get. If you adored Blue Silver so much, why didn’t you ever go to a concert? It was such a big deal when we didn’t get to go, but nobody did anything about it afterward.” She tried to add, besides avoid the hell out of me, but she wasn’t ready. She needed this answer first. Marci frowned. “Don’t get me wrong. I love the band, but that wasn’t the point. The point was being there together. Like tonight.” She patted Faith on the knee. Faith, still wearing her black bodysuit, which looked none the worse for the hard wear. “It wouldn’t have been the same without my girl.” Faith put an arm around her friend and gave her a shake. “When my dad transferred after junior year, I didn’t meet anyone cool enough to share a Blue Silver concert.” “You two always had a tight bond. Georgie and Cassie did, too. And then there was me. Something tells me it would have been fine without me.” “Not true,” Marci said, unconvincingly to Arliss. “You were one of us, a Silverette.” Arliss looked at Cassie. “What about Georgie? Why didn’t she go 36
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 to a concert?” “She had her reasons.” Cassie obviously wasn’t going to be the one to spill them. “Just like she had her reasons for pushing to make tonight happen.” “You’re acting spaced, Arliss,” Faith observed. “How much did you have to drink? Cassie, Robert wouldn’t have put anything in her—” “No,” Cassie said, without humor. “I have a reason for being here tonight, too, and it doesn’t have anything to do with Blue Silver.” Arliss clenched her hands under the table and prepared to spill some ugly guts. “Here’s the irony. Besides what Cassie did, which doesn’t fall under the heading of normal anyway, I’m the only one who made it to a concert, and I don’t even like Blue Silver.” “Bullshit,” Marci said. “You were an even bigger fanatic than—” “Let her talk, Marc.” Faith eyed her in a way that was almost professional. Too late Arliss remembered she was a youth counselor in her real life, the one that didn’t involve wearing skintight black leotards, smoking and drinking. “I know you were all pissed at me that night.” “That was a long time ago,” Cassie said. “Water under the bridge.” “After that night, I never felt comfortable around any of you.” Faith held up a hand. “Not because of anything we did.” Arliss’s heart pounded. This wasn’t going as she’d imagined it. What had she imagined? All of them confessing they felt the same way? Immediately understanding without forcing her to explain? Acting like they…cared about her issues from the past? She hadn’t imagined them staring at her with varying degrees of puzzlement and clinical detachment. Didn’t they notice she’d been a fifth wheel? That she’d had to bend herself into a pretzel to be friends with them? Less with them than the other kids in high school, but the challenge of keeping her thoughts to herself had been substantial. She 37
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 wanted to shake them out of it! Everybody lied, everybody hid things. Everybody had a mask, and she wanted to rip all the masks to pieces. Especially hers. “You say that now,” she told Faith, “but it didn’t look like that from where I was standing.” Her voice evidenced the beginnings of a tremor. “I imagine it had as much to do with what happened to Dad as anything, but I just wanted to say, once and for all, it wasn’t my damn fault! The stupid concert? The limo? The bad luck? Not…my…fault.” Her eyes blurred. Angry tears had a way of making the world look like an impressionist painting. She would know; anger was her boon companion, though most of the time she avoided twisting herself to this point. All three of them were silent while she blinked away tears. “Nobody said it was,” Cassie offered, finally. “You all thought it.” Faith shook her head. “We were just kids, hon. It was a tough disappointment for all of us. Teenagers can really wallow in their black moods sometimes.” “But did you have to avoid me afterward? I could have used some support. After two years, I didn’t even merit any follow up?” “Phones work both ways, Arliss. You avoided us,” Marci said, annoyance in her voice. “And, you know, with your Mom…” They didn’t get it. Or didn’t care enough to get it. Was this about the concert? No. It had only been the harbinger of much worse things to come. “I guess I was just wallowing in a black mood,” she snapped, knowing she sounded like a petulant bitch, but saying it anyway. She had to say it. “I’d just experienced a silly youthful disappointment, no worse than a missed concert.” “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this now,” Cassie said. “Maybe we should,” Arliss said. “Unless you all have better things 38
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 to do than spend time with your old friend Arliss. Oh, wait.” “You’re obviously upset.” Faith leaned forward, her elbows on her knees and her body posture open. “You’ve had a few drinks. Let’s sleep on it. We’ll see each other tomorrow and we can talk more then. But understand—if we took it hard when we were kids, we’re not children any more.” “We finally got our big night together,” Marci pointed out. “We’re having a great time. Meeting people.” She smiled. “Doing people.” “No offense to any of you,” Arliss said, “but I mean it when I say I’m not a fan. I just don’t…it’s not my thing, okay?” They didn’t want to talk to her. Why should she be surprised? She’d never really been their friend. They didn’t know her. And now she was revealing some true parts of herself, they wanted to leave. Shun her, yet again. “We had fun tonight,” Cassie said. “It was good to be…reunited.” “I faked it. Then and now.” Arliss gestured sharply. “Blue Silver makes my skin crawl, they suck so much.” She wiped the side of her neck. “Is this brain matter? I think it came out my ear when it melted.” An expression of surprise twisted Marci’s pert features. “You’re not lying, are you? You’re a total scammer. You hated the band that whole time and you pretended you didn’t. And then you pretended like you wanted to be here to see us all again, yet here you are, ruining tonight for everyone, too. But why? Why would you, of all people, have to fake anything?” Arliss glared at her. “What do you mean, me of all people?” “Come on, Arliss. Poor little rich girl?” Marci said. “Tell us another one.” “You think money makes anything easier when your parents are a freak show? How about when the money’s gone and you’re in foster care?” Arliss’s lips firmed. “I did it so you’d be friends with me.” Faith shook her head and frowned. “Arliss, that’s a misassumption on your part.” Though Arliss could tell she was close to breaking—and 39
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 Arliss knew all the signs—she was still maintaining her professional demeanor. “You didn’t have to—” Arliss barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I did.” “We were pretty hardcore.” Cassie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “We, ah, talked about Blue Silver a lot.” “You did. You really did. Constantly. My God! Blue Silver, Blue Silver, Blue Silver. How the band members were sooooo cute. How they were your fucking soul mates and it was fate or destiny that you’d be with them. I mean, how stupid is that? Except for Cassie, I guess, our resident Cinderella, and how did the prince treat her? Jesus.” “That’s low,” Marci said. “Why would you say such a thing?” Why did she say anything? Because she was, and had always been, a horrible, ugly person deep inside. Arliss’s throat constricted, her head spun, and she longed for a bat. A cushion. A convenient policeman. “I’m outta here.” Marci flounced out of the room, something she’d been known to do on occasion, while everyone stared after her. Arliss tried to hide her accelerated breathing. When Marci was gone, Faith and Cassie eyed Arliss as if they expected her to run away like Marci back—or burst into tears. Marci had always been hotter under the collar than the rest of them, even Arliss with her anger issues. Arliss was just surprised nobody else had taken off. And it wasn’t for lack of a good reason. She wasn’t behaving in an amiable fashion, but now that she’d started spewing, she couldn’t shut up. “I can’t help it,” Arliss said. “I’m a bad person. I’m a liar. I hate Blue Silver. I hate that I had to fake everything just to make friends. I hate…I hate pop music. I don’t like any music. I have no CD collection. I don’t even have a CD player in my car, just a radio. And I listen to talk radio, if I can find a clear station in fucking Goforth, Arkansas. And by the way, I’m constantly broke and I tried to beat up a cop a couple months ago and I hate—” 40
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 A masculine cough, Robert’s, interrupted Arliss’s rant. She’d been about to tell Faith and Cassie what she hated about them, too, even if she had to exaggerate, to make them feel as shitty as she did. Just like now, she always wound herself up so tight she burst when she let herself go. Anger management indeed. God, she needed one of her tranqs. God, she needed to go back in time and change her life. Was it true? Would they have been friends with her if she’d been uninterested in their dearest obsession? Would they have stuck by her if she hadn’t…wallowed? “I think, Ms. Edgeworth, you’re done with your conversation.” Robert stood in the doorway, leaning against the jamb. He was pokerfaced, but he’d obviously been there a while. Listening to her describe how much she detested music, his music. In essence, him. “No, I’m not done!” she exclaimed, her face hot and her stomach churning. Her fingernails bit into her palms, and she could feel the skin tear. “I need to—” “You need to drink this.” He held up a mug. “Ladies, make your escape. I’ll take over.” No. No! Arliss jumped up and yelled at the startled women. “You asked me here. Asked me to come be with you. Get together. The Silverettes. And then you took off as soon as we got to the after-party. You’re going to leave me alone?” “Robert, if she wants us to stay…” Cassie rose and put a hand on Arliss’s arm. Arliss tensed. “What’s in the cup? I don’t think you should give her any more alcohol,” Faith said. “Trust me, Cass. Go.” Robert smiled, his eyes hooded, and Arliss knew she didn’t want to be left with him. She’d just insulted his music. His livelihood. He probably had poison in that mug. 41
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 Her palms stinging, Arliss shook like the fat on her thighs when she braved the treadmill. They were leaving her. Marci had already left. Hurt pounded in her head like drums. Bad pop music drums. “I know you’d both rather be anywhere else. Just go. I don’t care.” “It’s not like that, Arliss. I have to get back to the party.” Cassie hustled to the door. “We’ll see you in the morning, I promise. Robert, thank you.” “No need to thank me. I never do anything I don’t want to do.” “I know, and that’s why we’re going.” Faith paused in front of Arliss and caught her up in a huge, unexpected hug. “We’ll see you tomorrow. Everything is going to be okay. Sleep well.” Arliss didn’t see them leave. She was too busy crying, and they weren’t angry tears. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 Arliss stood next to the loveseat and bawled, ignoring Robert, who remained in the doorway. He made no move to comfort her, which she secretly resented. At the same time, she was thankful. She didn’t want to be hugged by some dude she’d just met, especially not after what she’d said about his band. Her sobs slowed to huffs and sniffs, and still Robert just watched her. Was he guarding her privacy or afraid to get any closer? By now her eyes had swelled nearly shut, and a handkerchief appeared in her hand. Arliss snotted into it with a vicious honk. She knew how she looked when she cried; in addition to puff-eyes, her nose changed colors entirely. With a schnozz this big and sharp, it looked like she had one of those bright red “in case of fire” machetes on her face. “Done yet?” Robert asked. She felt another tear slide down her face. “No. Shut up.” He held the mug next to her chin. It was black ceramic with a Blue Silver logo, from one of the promo tables at the after-party. Something 42
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 orange and thick that wasn’t orange juice steamed inside it. “Metamucil? Because I’m full of shit?” she asked, sniffing it. She couldn’t smell anything. No surprise there. “Special concoction. No alcohol.” He nudged her lips with it, and she stepped away from him, bumping into the chair she’d vacated. “Why in the world would I put that sludge in my mouth when I don’t know what it is? Did you poison it before or after I insulted your music?” Robert grunted in disgust and swigged. She watched his face for mottling, pruning or manful suppression of disgust. He held her eyes steadily. “It’s an herbal sedative.” “You think I need to be sedated?” His lips twitched. “Do you really want me to answer that question, Arliss?” She accepted the mug with the hand not clutching the damp hankie. “Why are you bugging me?” “I don’t like parties.” “I remember that from the magazines.” She imitated a popular entertainment reporter with a breathy voice. “‘Guitarist Robert Fox prefers one-on-one interaction to parties, unlike his Blue Silver bandmates.’ Teen Beat, circa 1985.” She laughed and put the mug to her lips. Sipped. It tasted like an orange Creamsicle with a bitter undercurrent of green. “This is kind of gross.” “Fruit smoothie base, St. John’s wort, passion flower extract, valerian root and kava kava.” “I was right, poison.” “Not poison.” “If St. John hadn’t played with so many frogs, he wouldn’t have that wart problem,” she muttered. “Consider it a new entry on your hate list. Drink up.” “I already hated it,” Arliss protested, but she obeyed. What an odd 43
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 man. Who’d expect a pop star to be some kind of tree hugger, mucking around with homeopathy instead of popping pills like a normal chemically-dependant adult? His approach to anxiety relief was like that shrink she’d hated. Stupid and ineffective. The lady shrink, in addition to baseball, had prescribed Xanax to use whenever the panic and anger became so intense she couldn’t sleep. Or breathe. Her little white pills were upstairs in her room, and she supposed she ought to go avail herself. She didn’t take them often, but when she needed them, they were better than a hot bath and a glass of wine and certainly better than big hairy wart of John. She put the mug on the small table, changed her mind, and picked it up. Souvenir. Also a good size for coffee. “I need to go to my room.” “I’ll come with you.” “Not a chance, pervert.” He crossed his arms. “You owe me.” “God…fine.” She didn’t bother arguing any longer. What ulterior motives could the man possibly have? He didn’t want to socialize with the large and somewhat pandering group next door. As it was, they had to stop and shake hands with a bunch of promoters and media people. He introduced her as, “Ms. Edgeworth, a good friend of the Aquila Foundation,” whenever the people blocking their escape were persistent. Every so often, he took her arm and tried to slide around people, but they never made it. Even though she’d only met him, she sensed his increasing tension the longer they remained in the crowded room. Most of the other band members were milling around, and they seemed much more comfortable than Robert. Yet he was unfailingly polite, never rushing or patronizing, not even the fans who worked up the courage to approach. Halfway across the room, she muttered to him, “How can you stand 44
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 this? I want out of here.” “Uh-huh.” “You know, I could just go.” “Wish you wouldn’t.” Poor guy. Arliss put her hand over her mouth and muffled a theatrical sob. “Boo hoo!” He started and glanced down at her. “Arliss?” She put her hand over her eyes and rubbed them so they’d tear up. Then she sniffled, her nose still stopped up courtesy of her true crying jag. “Boo, hoo, hoo!” Then she hissed, “Pat my back or something, idiot.” He slid an arm around her, and she leaned against his chest. He smelled like cologne and soap. Nice. His big hand cupped her shoulder, hot through her thin blouse, and she hid her grin against his hard pecs. “Boo hoo,” she continued. She let her public misery escalate to a near wail. It got them out of the party quickly. They took the covered walkway between the buildings to the hotel, where he dragged her through the door of the closest stairwell. They raced up a couple flights until she realized she was about to keel over. “Stop!” she panted. She leaned over her knees. “What do you think I am, in shape or something?” He glanced down at her from two stairs above. “Nothing wrong with your shape.” She snorted. “Not according to popular media.” “Wankers, all of them. Where’s your room?” “Three-ten, other side of the hotel.” She straightened, her breathing back to normal. “We could have taken the elevator.” “People can see inside it.” He led the way. A few more detours and they made it to her door without incident. “I’m coming in,” he said. 45
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 “Whatever.” She unlocked the door and he followed her into the room. It was a nice hotel, but her suit, pantyhose, underwear and other articles of clothing were still strewn where she’d kicked them while cleaning up for the concert. “Excuse the mess.” She used her foot to shove everything underneath the stand that held her red suitcase. Her pumps joined the heap and she padded across the room barefoot. She hadn’t worn hose to the concert. “How much fancier is your room?” “A bit.” “I have one of those bar things with food and drinks,” she offered. “You want something?” It would be expensive, but how often did she have the chance to entertain a handsome, rich, world-famous dude in her hotel room? “Water.” He checked the small fridge and grabbed a bottle. “You can’t drink out of the faucet like a normal person?” Just to prove a point, she rinsed her new mug in the sink, which stood outside the small bathroom, and filled it with delicious Harrisburg agua. “Mmmmm.” He just smiled and opened his water, leaning against the dresser next to the television. She remained beside the sink to doctor the fingernail cuts on her palms. “I should thank you for stopping me,” she said when she’d finished. He’d pulled her back from the edge, and when had anyone ever done that for her? She could hardly manage it for herself. “I owe you an apology, too, for what I said about your band. Thanks and sorry.” “You’re welcome, and no.” “No?” “No, I don’t accept your apology.” That surprised her. Weren’t people obligated to accept apologies when you went to the trouble to offer them? “Jeez! I can’t help the fact 46
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 I’m not a music person. Would you rather I lie and stroke your ego? Did I insult your deepest soul and now you’ll never recover?” “Not exactly.” “I am sorry you heard me.” That apology was more honest. She wasn’t sorry for her opinion of Blue Silver, just the way she’d expressed it in his hearing. “You’re full of hate, aren’t you, Arliss?” She refilled her mug. “Keeps things exciting.” A silence descended that reminded her how much she’d need a pill tonight before she’d be able to sleep. But she didn’t want to take it in front of him. “Want to watch television?” she asked. “No.” “Need the bathroom?” “No.” He might not want anything besides water, but she did. Crying jags took a lot out of her. She scrounged in her suitcase for the box of granola bars she’d packed. Peanut butter chocolate chunk. Perfect. “Care for some chewy granola goodness? It’s got chocolate in it.” “No, thank you.” Well, this was awkward. “Look, I really am sorry I don’t like your music, but if you’re hoping to eke your revenge by guilting me to death, it won’t work. I’m an ass, Robert. I don’t feel guilty.” Or at least she didn’t admit it when she did. Truth was, she felt wretched about Robert overhearing her rant. She felt almost wretched about the rant itself, but it was what she’d come here to do—spill her guts to the Silverettes. If none of her friends ever spoke to her again, despite their assurances, how would that change her life? It wouldn’t. She’d just know for sure they disliked her for something she did on purpose, not her youthful wallowing in misery, or whatever the hell Faith had been talking about. 47
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 “There’s no need for you to feel guilty,” Robert said. “Then what are you doing here?” “I hate parties.” He shrugged. “And I enjoy you.” She choked on her granola bar. “What?” “I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re fascinating.” “Me?” She put the granola down next to her water. Hadn’t she whined to herself today no man would ever find her fascinating? She wasn’t Faith, with a knockout body and knowing manner. She wasn’t Marci or Cassie or Georgie. She was Arliss. Mean-spirited, chunky, and financially unstable. Mentally unstable. It did run in her family after all. “You,” he said. “Definitely you.” “Fascinating like a zoo specimen?” “Like a woman. You’re very attractive to me. I admire your intensity. Your humor. It’s very dark, and it draws me.” Arliss pulled a face. “Is this a joke?” “No.” “Did Cassie tell you to sweet-talk me out of my foul mood?” “No, but if you want me to, I have some ideas.” She blew out air in a tiny pfft. “I’m always in a foul mood.” “Are you married? Dating anyone?” “Are you crazy?” “I’m single.” She gripped the edge of the sink. “You are crazy.” “I’m healthy.” “You’re a hippie fruitcake.” “Are you at all interested in me, Arliss?” She opened her mouth and no sound came out. “If you aren’t, it won’t hurt me to hear it.” He grinned. It made him look ten years younger, almost like the guy from the stage—from the concert photos. “No more than your comments about the music did.” 48
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 “Sorry.” She tugged her chignon where one of the bobby pins poked her scalp. “Is that what this is about? You’re being a shit because I’m not a fan?” “I’ll tell you a secret if you’ll tell me whether or not you’re interested.” Did she want to know his secrets? She liked secrets in general, but was she interested? In him? She hadn’t considered him an option. Why would she? What the hell was he trying to pull here? “If you’re looking to get laid,” she pointed out, “you’d have better luck downstairs. That’s where the groupies are.” “I don’t need luck. I don’t need to get laid either.” He didn’t seem particularly upset by her theory. “If it’s not that, you must be an ugly chaser. Like a chubby chaser, but not limited to fatties. You seduce women who’ll kiss your butt just because you noticed them.” “I wouldn’t describe you as ugly or a butt kisser.” “Are you seriously asking me to have sex with you? That’s kind of tacky.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “You think that’s what I want?” “Don’t all men want it?” “Don’t women?” It had been a while for her and she liked sex, but she wasn’t desperate. “From the right man.” “Am I the right man?” “I don’t even know you!” she exclaimed. “What kind of person do you think I am?” “I’m not sure. I thought I’d find out.” “So you do want sex.” Robert finally moved away from the dresser, walking across the room with a rangy grace that disconcerted her. He stopped a few feet away from the sink. “You’re the right woman.” 49
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 “Good Lord,” she squeaked. The high pitch of her voice embarrassed her. “You don’t know me, either. I might have halitosis. Cellulite. STDs.” “Do you?” “I have a lot of cellulite. My ass is like bubble wrap.” She dared him to deny it. She’d show him her bumpy thighs if she had to. Or not. Because here he was, giving her some weird, smoldering glance like he’d be into anything she offered. “If you’re not interested because we don’t know one another, we can wait until we do.” “In one night?” Was this really happening to her? Was he coming on to her, no fooling? “Do you turn into a pumpkin tomorrow? I’ll still be here.” “No, you won’t. You’re on tour. You’ll be elsewhere.” She crossed her arms. She would not indulge in a one-night stand, no matter how well his T-shirt outlined his muscular chest and shoulders. No matter how blue his eyes were, how lickable his neck was. She knew how onenight stands made her feel—crappy. Mad. Just what she needed, an extra dose of crappy and mad. “It’s my job. If I fly you to the city where I’m performing, you won’t have to sit through any concerts. Promise.” He took her hand. “Shake on it?” Her hand felt small in his. He turned it over and glanced at the palm, his thumb stroking the center in a sensual manner. “You cut yourself.” “I’m fine.” She felt that slow stroke much deeper. Flustered, Arliss slipped past him, away from the sink, but not to the bed. She felt his eyes on her and suddenly wished she were prettier. Thinner. Someone who could field a man’s interest without suspecting a gag. She paused by the window, only to find he’d followed her. She suppressed a curse and said, “You’re awfully confident.” 50
 
 BLUE SILVER: BEHIND THE MASK
 
 He smiled. His teeth were white and straight. She wondered if he’d had them brightened for the tour. And that accent—man. With his rumpled hair and square jaw, his way of focusing intently on a topic, on a woman, he had good reason to be confident. If his thumb in her palm could fluster her, what could the rest of him do? “You’re breathing faster.” His voice rumbled with humor. Arliss tried to calm herself. Her insides thrummed with ill-timed excitement and sexual awareness. This was not going to happen, damn it! “You’re hovering over me and you’re really…big. You’re scaring me.” “No, I’m not.” “Are you yanking my chain?” Please, don’t let this be a mask. A front. Some weird perversity on his part. He was a rock star. They were degenerate. They wanted to do kinky things, have orgies, take drugs. Robert hadn’t had anything to drink that she’d seen, but that didn’t mean he didn’t sniff or shoot up. “I’ve no need to lie to you, Arliss.” “Do you do drugs?” “Nothing stronger than caffeine.” “Why…” Arliss couldn’t believe she was going to ask this. “Why are you interested in me, of all people?” “Because you aren’t all people.” He reached up, cupped her cheek. He caressed her jaw next to her ear. “I’d like to kiss you.” Like involuntarily swinging a bat because a baseball was headed for her, she tilted her face up. Holding her gaze the whole time, he lowered his head. Her eyelids fluttered closed before his firm lips brushed her own with friendly pressure. He drew back and waited. Her eyes popped open. “That’s it?” “That was a kiss.” She licked her lips. “Not really.” 51
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 He slid an arm around her and drew her against his body. He was tall and self-possessed, moving with slow deliberation. She had ample time to squirm away. Her breasts pressed against his chest, her lower stomach against his pelvis. Her silk blouse and skirt, his jeans, separated them. She was a little disappointed not to feel his cock poking her, confirming his desire, then reminded herself the man was in his forties. Either that, or he didn’t feel desire. His hand splayed against the small of her back, and with the other he pulled the bobby pins out of her hair, one by one. It tumbled past her shoulder blades. “Nice,” he said, running his fingers through it. When he massaged her scalp, she swallowed a moan. “Very silky.” “Dishwater,” she protested. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. Put them on his shoulders? Rest them on his hips? Timidly, she reached up and touched his hair. It was coarse, thick strands that were strong instead of wiry. “Yours isn’t silky.” “I’m not supposed to be silky. I’m a man.” “It’s hair. Why would your sex matter?” He placed his cheek against hers and nuzzled her ear. Shivers raced down her spine, tweaking her nipples, her privates. He kissed her jaw, taking time to rub his face against her skin. His lips parted and his hot breath tickled her neck. Her own lips parted and she tightened her hand on his shoulder, her other hand in his hair. Butterflies flapped in her stomach, then descended. Lower. As did his hand, caressing her spine at the top of her buttocks. Ah, her secret erogenous zone! A sure way to melt her resistance, and he’d found it within thirty seconds. Her pussy began to ache and the man had yet to kiss her, really kiss her. He dragged his hands back up her body, then down. Now she could 52
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 sense his erection, mirroring her own hunger. Relief that he was not faking an attraction weakened her knees and she had to lock them. His lips moved against the side of her mouth. “You’re a perfect armful, Arliss. You feel so good against me.” Was he going to kiss her? He rubbed up and down her back, contouring her body as if he were memorizing her. Up to her shoulders, down to her hips. His lips next to hers. His cheek, the slight abrasion of whiskers. His breathing was even, regular, and yet, by his cock she could tell he was not unaffected. Arliss couldn’t bear it. She turned her head the tiny bit required for contact. At first their lips bumped. Touched. She trembled against him. Then he rubbed his lips gently across hers. She parted for him, but he kissed her without tongue, an unsatisfying hint of his taste reaching her. She tugged on his hair, holding him closer, and he chuckled against her mouth. “Like that, is it?” “Don’t talk to me.” “I came here to talk. Get to know you.” Each movement of his lips was a tiny kiss, awakening her core. Simultaneously, his expert hands squeezed her hips, her ass, taunted the sides of her breasts. He knew what he was doing to her. “You started this.” “I said I would kiss you. And I have.” She cursed at him. “Cut it out.” “What do you want, Arliss?” She drew slightly away from him. After all that sex talk, why was he taunting her? “I won’t beg you.” “Shall I beg you?” “God, no.” This man, on his knees, at her feet… All her best intentions would fly out the window with her panties, as fast as she could rip them off. 53
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 His hands slid up her ribcage before his thumb brushed her nipple. Her locked knees nearly gave way. He cupped both breasts, weighing them. “Do you want me to touch you here?” Oh, yes. She wanted his skin against hers, his clever hands on every single part of her body. She wanted to lick his chest and nipples and take his cock in her mouth and make him shudder. She wanted him mashed against her, sweaty and hot, his face buried desperately in her neck as he pounded into her. But she didn’t want to admit it. She didn’t want a one-night stand. “I can’t stop you,” she quipped He froze. “You can stop me anytime, at any point. You could let me kiss your beautiful bubble wrap thighs. You could let me slide myself between them and taste your pussy and at any point you could stop me, and I’d respect that. I would expect you to do the same for me.” “Unreal,” she managed. “You’re unreal.” “Do you think I’m asking you what you want to mock you?” Her heart pounded along with the rest of her body. Her breathing became so fast dizziness threatened the edge of her consciousness. She held onto his shoulders and closed her eyes. She couldn’t see this. Her voice was no louder than a whisper. “I want you to kiss me.” He moved his hands to her back, one supporting her head, the fingers buried in the hair he’d tangled. He lowered his lips to hers and pressed them against her once, twice. His tongue flickered out, separated her, and he angled his head to explore her deeply. Yes. They slid together, into each other. His taste was wild and familiar, like rage but not anger. It was passion. She clung to him, red spots behind her eyelids. She couldn’t get close enough. She touched his broad back, her fingertips trailing down the sinewy indention of his spine. She hesitated at his waistband, thought better of it, and kneaded back up his body. His muscles bunched and flowed. She dug her fingertips in like a cat. 54
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 She didn’t know what she’d expected from him, but he groaned into her mouth and began to backstep toward…she wasn’t sure, until he hit the bed, dragging her across his body. She fell on him, still kissing. Her knees parted as she leveraged herself so the hardness of his cock met her pussy through their clothing in uncanny precision, as if their bodies were made to fit. Sensation twanged through her like a plucked guitar string. Their position, with her on top, put her in control. She moved from his mouth to kiss his cheek, her tongue sampling the roughness of whiskers, the softness of an earlobe. He cupped her ass but didn’t grind against her. He massaged, she melted. She nipped his neck, licked the hollows at the collar of his T-shirt. When she suckled hard, she tasted the faint salt of abraded skin. His fingers clenched on her hips and he hissed. When he untucked her shirt and ran his hands underneath, she didn’t stop him; she longed to do the same. But to detach from him long enough to expose his chest would interrupt. She nuzzled his neck, licked the strong column until she reached his ear, and breathed into it. He trailed his fingers up and down her skin, barely touching her, raising goosebumps all over her flesh. She kissed him again, their lips clinging, their tongues tangling. He skimmed her ribs, the elastic of her bra. She propped herself up in invitation, and he unhooked her, then nudged her onto her back. She opened her eyes. The lights in the room swirled and blinded her as she rolled. His head and shoulders blotted them out as he bent over her to kiss her. Without haste, he worked his fingers beneath her loosened undergarment. Her nipples hardened like gumdrops, and she desperately wanted him to suck them. His fingers plucked, cupped, rubbed. She needed moisture. She needed his tongue on her. Wetness and heat. She tightened her legs restlessly, missing his body. The friction of her thighs aroused a greater ache in her pussy and she rubbed his calf with her foot. 55
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 Fresh air cooled her skin. He’d unbuttoned her shirt, as if reading her mind. He suckled her neck much the same as she’d done his; it stung. He kissed lower, worked his way down her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut. When his lips closed around her nipple, she couldn’t contain a whimper, couldn’t keep the helpless arch from her spine as she offered herself to him. He licked and sucked, his teeth rasping on responsive flesh. Tension built in her core like she was holding her breath. God, what was she doing? She wanted him, she wanted him so much. But she would hate herself tomorrow, more than she already did. She’d come here to eradicate some demons, not create new reasons for disappointment and therapy. She wanted just one more kiss. Oh, she wanted to wait until he touched her pussy, until she his long fingers probed inside her body and she licked her own essence from them. She wanted him to rub her clit with glossy expertise, she wanted him to suck it like he was sucking her nipple. Her whole body was aflame. His erection pressed her hip. She wanted him to mount her like an animal and take her. Fill her up. Make her come and come. Oh, she couldn’t! She couldn’t! Her voice caught in her throat, as did her request for him to stop making magic with his lips and hands. His hand, the one pinching her nipple while his hot mouth consumed the other, dropped to her thigh. The hem of her skirt ruched up. Her pussy creamed and dampened her panties. She fought the urge to part her legs. Fought it hard. If she did that, if he touched her there, she’d never be able to turn back. Oh, God. Oh, God. She mumbled something not even she could discern. He rose from her bosom immediately. “What?” 56
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 She couldn’t say it. If she did, maybe he’d ignore her. Maybe he’d keep going. It would be so hot, his cock would be so hard. Slick. Demanding. She would struggle, and he might laugh, tell her he knew how much she wanted him. She almost longed for him to be that man, the man who’d take her without her verbal consent. He already had her body’s consent; why could her mind not follow? “You want to stop,” he guessed. She coughed. “I’m sorry.” Her body chanted, Don’t stop! Fuck me! She hated her body. She hated this hypocrisy, how much she wished he’d take the decision out of her hands. Good Lord, that wasn’t right, not legally, not morally, not psychologically. She’d hate it if they continued. Afterward. He drew her blouse over her breasts. The delicate fabric clung to her damp nipples. “I believe you this time.” He bent and kissed her, lingering with obvious enjoyment, licking her tongue and drawing it into his mouth. However, he made no more advances with his hands. His kiss was leisurely, sensuous, indulgent. They parted and he sighed. “Let’s get comfortable. Now we’ll talk.” “Okay.” Her voice sounded shaky to her ears. While he piled the pillows at the head of the bed, she turned her back on him and discretely removed her bra and buttoned her shirt. When she was finished, he was already propped against the head of the bed. He held out an arm. His T-shirt wrinkled at the waist, exposing a hint of toned abdomen. His cock was an impressive bulge in his jeans. His hair was even more rumpled, and his lips swollen. His eyes were so dark they looked almost black. She could only imagine what she looked like right now. Instead of snuggling into him, since she didn’t trust her body, she 57
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 edged against the pillows next to him and took his hand. “Are you mad?” she asked. “Not at all.” “I hate that—” “No.” He pressed a fingertip to her lips. “Enough. Tell me something you love.” She tossed him a look, and he laughed. “All right, cheeky. Tell me something you like. No more words of hate, Arliss. The rest of this night, tell me only things you like.” She fluffed a pillow. Did he intend to stay the night? Even though she’d turned him down? “That’s a tall order. Will you tell me things you hate?” “That would be a short conversation.” “Ditto.” He laughed again, reached over, and drew her to his chest. She reclined awkwardly, adjusting their bodies in the bed. Her legs tangled with his; she patted his chest and tried not to stroke it. He gripped the back of her neck and massaged. “Do you like massages?” he asked. “Are you offering?” “Arliss, answer the question. Use the words. Say, ‘I like massages.’” “Okay, okay. I like massages.” So he shifted again, tugging her over him until she lay half on, half off. He began kneading her scalp, her neck, her shoulders. His long fingers plied her spine like a guitar’s neck, playing notes even a philistine like she could appreciate. Gradually she relaxed, her face buried in his shoulder, breathing his scent in and out. “I like how you smell,” she offered. He rubbed the muscles at the small of her back with an unhurried, circular motion. “That’s a start.” 58
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 “I like chocolate.” “I do too.” “I like baseball.” “The all-American sport.” “Football’s more popular,” she commented. “Brits follow soccer, right?” “The real football. Feet are actually involved.” He worked her deltoids. “And rugby.” “That word, scrum,” she said. “I like that word. It sounds like an insult. ‘You big scrum!’” “A cross between scrotum and dumb. Which, of course, has been said about rugby players.” “Do you play sports? I like…I like to go to batting cages.” “I like rock climbing. Tennis, some. Swimming, but I’m a wank diver.” “I can dive,” she said. “I grew up with a pool. I had lessons. I hated—” He popped her bottom playfully. “Ah-ah-ah.” She grinned into his neck, her voice muffled. “After swimming lessons, I got to have a piña colada with a little umbrella in it. Virgin ones since I was only a kid. I liked those. Sometimes, even now, I make them with strawberries and ice cream.” “Sounds splendid. I’ll remember that.” Would he really? Would he really remember anything after tonight, except that he’d wasted his evening with some prude whose name he couldn’t recall? Was there anything she could do to make more of an impact on him so he’d remember her as much as she knew she was going to remember him? Fuck him senseless—only that wasn’t a unique experience in the life of a pop star, and she’d sort of ruled that out. “Where is your next concert?” she asked. 59
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 “Columbus.” He nuzzled her cheek and threaded fingers through her hair. “How are you fixed for holiday time?” “Vacation time? I, uh…do you really want to know?” “Yes.” Boy, he didn’t waste syllables. “I have a bit.” Aside from now, the last time she’d needed a personal day had been to go to court, and she hadn’t exactly informed her employer what she’d done. She burned her vacation days at the end of the year, every last one of them, lounging around her house and watching movies and sports. She visited her mother on weekends, and her father twice a year during state holidays. “Would you like to set our next date now?” She’d like to, but she’d feel foolish if he didn’t mean it. This disappointment would crush her more than a one-night stand. Her temple pressed his cheek. “I don’t know.” “Do you want to see me again?” This type of honesty was more than she was ready for. “We should talk about this later.” “You’re uncomfortable.” She shrugged. “I just don’t know what to say.” “You could say, ‘Yes, Robert. How about Minneapolis, Robert? I’m free, if you’re free.’ And then I’d say, ‘First-class flight okay? Limo at the airport?’” She felt him smile, the muscles in his cheek tightening. “You have a lot of money, huh?” “Enough.” He didn’t elaborate. “What else do you like, Arliss? Tell me something no one knows about you.” Something pinged in her brain. She popped out of the crook of his neck. “Hey, you owe me a secret.” “I don’t. You never answered my question. Are you interested in seeing me again or not?” 60
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 “Do I have to answer?” “Mm-hmm.” She scowled. It would hardly matter if she admitted it—now that she was sure. Let him mock her or laugh at her. Her stomach clenched with nerves, and she muttered, “I’m interested. I like you. Maybe not as much as chocolate.” “Nice face.” He pulled her down for a quick kiss. “Did that hurt?” “Yes.” She closed her eyes, not wanting to see the amusement in his face. The…affection. Was that what that was? “You should try again. It gets easier with practice.” He kissed her, drawing her bottom lip into his mouth and running his tongue over it. They continued, no urgency, until she felt herself start to escalate despite the easy pace. She rested her forehead on his shoulder. “I like you,” she repeated. This time it didn’t hurt to say it. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 When had she fallen asleep? The thunk of the maid’s trolley outside their door woke Arliss as early daylight crept through the split in the thick hotel curtains. The sheet was draped over her bare legs, but the comforter was MIA. Curled in fetal position, with the spare pillow clutched to her chest, she wore most of her clothing and had a yucky taste in her mouth. Oh, wait, that was her hair. She spat. She usually confined it in a loose braid at bedtime. Arliss peeked as far to the side as she could without moving. Was she alone? She listened, and her insides lurched when she heard the sound of Robert’s steady, quiet breathing. He’d spent the night. With her. Robert Fox, guitarist for the celebrated band Blue Silver that she’d reviled since high school, had kissed her, talked to her half the night, slept beside her. Robert Fox claimed he wanted to see her again. She had to believe in something. Sometime. 61
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 She wasn’t normally a morning person—hell, she wasn’t normally an anything person—but a crazy urge possessed her. She felt like Christmas, before her parents had become what they were now. Back when life looked like cherries and chocolate. “Robert, wake up.” He stirred. Opened an eye. “’Morning, Arliss. What time is it?” She glanced at the clock. “Nine something.” “And we went to sleep when? Are you one of those horrible morning people?” He yawned, covering his mouth, and stretched. At some point during the night, he’d removed his jeans. Boxers, not briefs. “I like strawberries,” she told him. “Is that a hint? Shall I order room service?” “No, no.” Electricity sizzled through her. She scooched closer in bed so she could see his face better. “Not yet.” He pulled himself up against the headboard. “What is this about, then?” She wanted to surprise him. She wanted him to know everything that made her who she was. “I have an unseemly affection for garden gnomes. Is that bad?” “Depends.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Do you dress like one?” “I like Halloween. I like costumes.” “Does that mean you do dress like a gnome?” “Last Halloween I volunteered at a youth center. I dressed up like a gypsy and I told fortunes.” “I’d like to see you in costume. Something scanty.” The things she didn’t hate continued to spill out of her. She couldn’t talk fast enough. She’d thought it freeing last night, when she listed things she detested for him at the after-party. Someone listening to her, not judging her, interested in her. Not paid to be interested in her. But 62
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 now, telling him what she liked—there were so many more things she liked about life than she realized. “Arliss,” he said. “I like the way you say my name.” “Arliss, I want to tell you something.” She halted in mid-spiel. The pit of her stomach bottomed out. This was where he dropped the bomb. “What?” “There are two things right now I don’t like.” Her eyes widened. “Is one of them me?” “Oh, no.” He hugged her warmly. They lay pressed together a moment. Vulnerability washed over her. It would hurt so much if this ended up being nothing between them. “One of them is my job.” “Your job? You mean playing guitar?” “I like guitar. I like making music. But I don’t like… Arliss, I can trust you. I know I can.” “Who would I tell? My therapist?” He sighed and dug his fingers into his hair. “I don’t like pop music.” “Are you kidding?” Her voice squeaked as it rose in disbelief. “No, I’m not. Arliss, I don’t like my job.” “You’re in Blue Silver. You’re the lead guitarist. You’re world famous.” “I fancy something less…gaudy. I toured as a back-up guitarist with several of your country stars over the past fifteen years. Gave some private lessons. I prefer that really. It’s less stressful and gives me more holiday time.” “You don’t like Blue Silver?” This was big. She didn’t think it was a line either. What in the world could he hope to achieve by fibbing about such a thing to her? “They’re my chums. But their choice of music? It pays the bills.” “More than bills,” she guessed. 63
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 “You work a job you don’t enjoy and don’t make anything close to my income.” He sounded defensive. His brow wrinkled. “No kidding,” she agreed. “Damn, Robert. Is this your big secret?” “I don’t know why I’m telling you.” She touched his face. His whiskers had grown during the night and chafed her fingertips. “Because some secrets won’t stay behind the mask.” “I’ve never told anyone this.” “I’ve never told anyone I love garden gnomes. Those little red hats. They get me.” When he smiled, some of the stressed eased from his features. “Mine’s bigger.” “You’re a big man. You said there were several things you didn’t like. What’s another?” “I have to go.” Arliss felt like crawling under the blankets and hiding her head. It hadn’t been a one-night stand, so why did she feel so let down? “You’re leaving?” “Duty calls.” “When?” “Couple of hours.” “You should get something to eat.” She bit her lip and drew away from him. “Get washed up, get some coffee. You don’t want to feel like shit all day.” “I slept well,” he observed. “I’m hardy.” “I’m supposed to meet my friends for brunch anyway. I’ll be having crow, sunny side up, I think. If they even show.” “They’ll show. When does your flight leave?” “Tomorrow morning.” He eased himself out of his side of the bed and tugged on his jeans, which he’d draped across the back of a chair. “I need your contact 64
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 information. Do you have a card?” “Yeeeees.” She dragged herself out of bed and padded to her purse. Her skirt was so wrinkled, after being slept in, it looked pleated. Sideways. Her breasts, without a bra, bobbled around, and she crossed one arm over them. With her free hand, she slipped one of her T&A business cards out of her pretty metallic holder. He glanced at it, then his eyebrows raised. “This is really where you work?” “My boss is an idiot. I told you.” “I thought you were exaggerating.” Arliss shook her head. Her tangled hair flopped around her face. “Not about that.” Should she ask for his cell number? His schedule? His class ring? But she didn’t have to. He pulled a contact card from his wallet and handed it to her. “The cells they gave us for the tour are lavish. I’m going to get Brad to program a song into mine for when you phone me. A Blue Silver song, I think.” “You’re a butthead.” “How do you like ‘Behind the Mask’?” He hummed the chorus. “Yeah, it suits you.” Arliss scowled at him. “Know what I’m going to program on mine? ‘You Ain’t Much Fun Since I Quit Drinking.’ Maybe you’ve played that one a few times.” Robert laughed. “I never toured with Toby Keith.” Arliss stalked to the sink, violently wrapped her hair in a scrunchie, and scrubbed her face with a damp washcloth. “I look like hell.” Warm hands descended on her shoulders. “Arliss, you’re beautiful.” She closed her eyes and leaned against him. “Thank you.” “I have to go now.” He turned her around and kissed her forehead, leaving a faint moisture behind. Her arms slid around him in a tight hug that he reciprocated briefly before pulling away. 65
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 She wanted to beg him to stay. She wanted to offer herself if he’d stay just ten more minutes. Okay, maybe thirty; she was no Speedy Gonzales when it came to sex. Slow to rise, slow to fall. And sometimes, she fell hard. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 Arliss wasn’t the first to arrive at brunch; Georgie was. She slid into a chair at the round table with an uneasy greeting. Had any of the other Silverettes told her about Arliss’s behavior at the after-party? Marci had been pretty pissed and likely to gripe. Georgie just smiled and recommended the French toast. “I’ve eaten here before,” she explained. “They’re heavy on the powdered sugar, and as I recall, you like things sweet.” “Obviously,” Arliss quipped. Georgie had an excellent memory. She was the only Silverette more versed than Arliss in Blue Silver trivia—a placement Arliss had gladly ceded to her. The difference was, with Georgie, she remembered useful information too. She could probably still speak French as well as she had in high school “The others should be here any minute,” Georgie said. “I ordered coffee all around. I think they’ll all need it.” A smiling waitress in a crisp white apron bustled up and poured five cups of java at the five places around the table. She also left five small waters in stemmed glasses. “I appreciate the immediate caffeine,” Arliss said. She wrapped her hands around the hot mug; it stung her cuts. “You, ah, disappeared last night before I could talk to you.” “Yes,” Georgie agreed. “I had a long conversation with Julian after the party. Fascinating man.” “Uh-huh.” Arliss suspected she’d done more than chat and longed to confess she’d spend the night, the whole damn night, with a band member as well. Like two teenagers, so they could gush over it. Like two women friends, two friends of any age. But she felt too awkward, 66
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 and she didn’t know how to initiate such a tête-a-tête. Parlez-vous sexy-sexy? What if Georgie didn’t want to discuss her night? Then Arliss would feel like a total dork, instead of a three-quarters dork. “Have you spoken to anyone else this morning?” Arliss asked. “Just Cassie briefly. Have you?” “No.” Georgie had been otherwise occupied last night, so perhaps she hadn’t heard about Arliss’s confession. Not that the big meltdown was the center of anyone’s evening—hell, after her experience with Robert, she wasn’t sure if it was the center of hers. But it was still significant, at least to Arliss. Would the rest of the Silverettes be friendly to her? Would Marci still be pissed? She was thankful Georgie had been so prompt this morning. She’d entertained visions of arriving at the café first and the others taking one look and choosing a different table. Soon thereafter, Marci arrived, petite and bouncy and looking none the worse for whatever wear she’d experienced the previous night. She did not pick a different table and actually sat beside Arliss like last night had never happened. Arliss tried not to tense up. “How’d everyone’s night go?” Marci asked. “Mine was amazing.” “Lovely.” Georgie’s response was suspiciously bland. “Cream or sugar?” She indicated the small silver pitcher beside her plate. “Both,” Marci said. “I need the sugar.” Shortly thereafter, Faith slipped into a seat beside Marci, wearing a tight, sparkly T-shirt—presumably the airline had found her luggage— and a harried expression. The two women engaged in a whispered conversation while Georgie sipped her coffee, which was nearly white with cream. Her cheeks were pink and healthy-looking, either from the heat of the coffee or memories of her night. Arliss popped two spoonfuls of sugar in her own coffee, refused the cream, and burned her tongue. 67
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 “Damn,” she cursed. She grabbed for her water. Cassie was the last to arrive. The other woman scanned the table and shook her head. She surprised Arliss with her frank opening statement. “I can’t believe every one of us got laid last night.” Her tone indicated amusement, but there were shadows in her eyes as she said it. Everyone laughed except Arliss, which seemed to indicate their agreement. So they’d all gotten lucky last night, and she presumed it was with band members, considering the circumstances she’d observed before disappearing with Robert. Why should she be shocked? She’d been the odd woman out, as always. The only one not engaged in carnal bliss with a famous musician. “Speak for yourself. I didn’t come here to get laid,” she told Cassie, too sharply, but right now she felt like a prize idiot for her conservative behavior. Who besides her inner voice would have judged her if she’d gone for it? She’d never see Robert again. Her phone would never play Toby Keith. She didn’t even have the memory of an orgasm to show for it. She hadn’t experienced what her friends had all experienced, something that might have drawn her closer to them and helped make the apology she owed them more bearable. She had only herself to blame. Marci grinned and winked at Cassie. Georgie licked her fingers, and Arliss didn’t think she had any food products on them. Faith, however, stared out the window, like she was watching for something—or someone. Arliss knew exactly how she felt. Unfinished. Cassie sighed and plopped into her chair. She appeared tired but not haggard. Lucky bitches! All of ’em, glowing like candles. Would she have been shiny if she’d sexed up Robert last night? Good Lord, she was apparently the only one who’d slept, from the smirks of it, and she 68
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 looked the most akin to doody. “Did anyone catch network news?” Faith asked the table. “How much fallout is there?” “Fallout?” Arliss asked. “From the concert?” She hadn’t had the television on or seen a paper. Cassie glanced up from her coffee. “I was awake, but otherwise engaged.” “The media hounds got a pic of Faith and Troy on the elevator,” Marci explained. She covered her mouth in artificial shock. “Really?” Arliss said. The elevator Robert had refused to take last night when they escaped to Arliss’s room. Talk about synchronicity. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, doll,” Marci reassured Faith, whose shot her a wry grimace. “So you bonked the hell out of a hunk and someone caught you on film.” Beside Arliss, Georgie spoke up, her voice contemplative. “Last night was everything I dreamed it would be. It was everything we always wanted.” Yeah, Arliss had gotten what she’d wanted, though it wasn’t any kind of dream come true. Maybe now would be a good time to bring up the hissy and attempt to explain herself. “I didn’t come here to get laid,” she repeated her earlier statement, but Marci interrupted with a hoot. “I did!” she said with a sly expression. “Got more than I bargained for, though. We fucked like animals.” She bumped her shoulder into Faith. “Didn’t we?” Faith’s cheeks flushed. She fanned herself with a menu. “Like lions, tigers, and bears—oh, my.” Marci groaned at the reference and then giggled. Arliss had to get this over with or she’d never be able to eat. “The night went better than I expected.” She paused as she considered what to say next. 69
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 Had it really? Or just the Robert part of it? What else did she need, to finalize what she’d come here to accomplish? “Maybe we weren’t meant to meet them back then,” Georgie said before Arliss could put words to her thoughts. “That night—no matter what might have happened—could never have come close to last night. If everything had worked out back then, I might not have pushed Cassie to arrange this, and I wouldn’t have pestered the rest of you to join us.” “Thank goodness you did,” Arliss said. “I wanted to say—” But Georgie wasn’t finished. “It’s so extraordinary, when you think about it. It almost seems as if we were fated to meet the members of Blue Silver, if just for an evening.” Faith and Marci burst into laughter. Even Cassie smiled. “What?” Georgie asked, her pretty face confused. “I know what I said was geeky, but it wasn’t that funny.” Marci pointed. “Ask Miss Sour Puss.” Arliss turned even redder than Faith had a moment ago. This wasn’t how she’d wanted to introduce the topic. “I might have had a bit too much to drink and said some stuff,” she muttered, wishing she could whip up something insightful to say beyond, “Dude, I was wasted.” Faith studied her a moment with that piercing, professional expression, and Arliss started to squirm under the scrutiny. “Georgie’s right,” Faith said finally. “I think an apology is long overdue.” “I’m sorry,” Arliss said immediately. “Not from you.” Faith shook her head. “From us.” “I doubt anyone owes me an apology after the fit I pitched.” Arliss clenched her hands into fists, her fingernails biting into the cuts from last night. Could she make them understand how important it had been to her to confess and find out what they thought of the “real” Arliss? “I wouldn’t say that.” Faith shifted in her seat and smiled. “Hon, you weren’t totally off-base, but like we said last night—bygones. They really are bygones. All of it. Gone, Arliss. Move forward.” 70
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 “Pack ’em up, move ’em out,” Marci agreed. “Freak.” But she didn’t say it in a hateful way. Arliss tilted her chin up. “I meant a lot of the things I said. But what I regret is how I said them. It was uncalled for. If anyone wants to yell at me, I’ll try not to yell back.” “Nobody is going to yell at you.” Cassie’s brow furrowed and she flipped open her menu. “I hope all this was worth it, ladies.” “Totally!” “Hell, yeah.” “I guess I’d say so.” Cassie had changed the subject, but not even Marci seemed angry with Arliss about the hissy or the years of pretense. It was obviously not as big a deal to them as it was to her that she’d hated Blue Silver all that time and lied about it. That she’d screeched at them like a harpy for what she perceived as their desertion of her. Their attitude was both good and bad because the discussion last night had been a defining moment for her, one she’d fretted about for years and, of course, bungled. Maybe she was going to get away with the bungling. Or better yet, get past it. “We all have a lot to thank you for, Cassie,” she said. “You did so much work to make this happen and earned a ton of money for charity.” She waved her hand across the table. “Plus the side benefits. I really needed this.” “Didn’t we all?” Georgie guzzled her orange juice and signaled the waitress for another. It also signaled a shift in the subdued, contemplative aura she’d been radiating. “God, wasn’t the concert awesome?” She giggled and leaned forward, into fangirl mode. “Seriously, though. Wasn’t it? They rocked.” Marci and Faith glanced at Arliss but said nothing. Cassie, ever the coordinator, smoothed it over. “You could tell they loved it. Most of 71
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 them anyway.” When the waitress came around, everyone else ordered large breakfasts, and Arliss, with a little twinge, asked for an extra order of strawberries on the French toast. She wondered where Robert was and what he was having. Coffee and…strawberries maybe? Would he remember how she’d said she loved them? Since they hadn’t had an opportunity to gab with Georgie last night, Faith, Marci and Cassie discussed the concert over the meal, with Arliss keeping her damn mouth shut. No one shared further details about their post-concert activities, aside from the sly dig here and there, the patter of women comfortable with and accepting of one another. Marci did tease her to spill about Robert and whether Arliss found out why he hated to be called Bob, but Arliss just shook her head. “He doesn’t like nicknames, I guess.” In the middle of her blueberry pancakes, Faith’s telephone vibrated and she twisted her chair to the side for a phone call. Afterward, her face pale, she announced she was driving to Columbus with Troy. She hugged everyone and darted from the café. Arliss struggled not to scowl like a big baby since Robert hadn’t called to invite her to Columbus. Not that she’d have gone, but an invitation would have been nice. What had Faith done to earn Troy’s fervor that she, Arliss, hadn’t done to Robert, aside from the obvious? Probably exhibit a likeable personality. Again she fretted she’d made a huge mistake by turning him down. They’d exchanged contact information when he could have cut his losses, but perhaps he’d only meant to be polite. Better than, “Ciao, ya fat prude.” Georgie and Cassie put their heads together and whispered while Marci and Arliss lurked awkwardly on their side of the table. Arliss debated asking for her check, but Marci piped up almost immediately. “Kinda sucks we all have to go back to real life now, huh?” she 72
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 asked. “Yeah,” Arliss agreed, without expression. She didn’t want to give Marci anything to work with, so when the other woman launched into an explanation that she, in fact, was a phone sex operator and not a computer programmer, Arliss was more than a little bemused. Marci had always had quicksilver mood swings, but this was unusual even for her. Why in the world would the Smut Queen have hidden the fact she made a living doing what she did best—talking dirty? “Why are you telling me this?” she asked Marci. And why do you seem to think people who know you will be shocked? “I was thinking about your confession last night.” Marci slurped her ice water, sucking on a piece of ice before crunching it. “You got away with it. You learned to live with this secret self no one saw, but you finally let us know the real you.” “Okay,” Arliss said, holding her coffee cup with both hands so she wouldn’t fidget. Was Marci going to criticize the “real” Arliss? Or offer her a job? “Well, take a look. This is the real me. No more baggage.” Arliss wondered how much baggage Marci could possibly carry around, considering her tendency to spout off what she was thinking when she thought it. Marci with baggage? Baggage was for people like Arliss, who may have confessed her hatred of Blue Silver to her friends, but she’d be lost without any psychic luggage at all. She’d just traded in her big-ass, ugly red steamer trunks in for some modern black leather satchels with wheels. “No baggage at all?” she asked. “Carry-ons only.” Marci grinned. “Look, you’re one of us, Arliss. If you don’t want to be, that’s one thing. But if I have my way, we’ll be sitting around the dinner table in the old folks’ home talking about how hot Blue Silver is with their new dentures.” Arliss smirked. “Must we?” 73
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 “Or something totally unrelated to Blue Silver. Unless you want to talk about how they are in bed?” She waggled her eyebrows. “Not today.” Because what would she say—“Robert Fox doesn’t snore?” “But thank you for telling me your secret.” Marci inclined her head graciously. “I’ve never been one of those people who thinks everyone around them needs to know every little detail. So when I do open up, it’s big.” Arliss quickly raised her cup to her mouth and stifled her guffaw with cold coffee. “Of course. You’re very…private. Always have been.” Across the table Georgie and Cassie smiled. And Arliss felt something click inside her. Yes, she was one of them. She was an “us.” At least for right now. After that, everyone finished their meals in relative silence, but Arliss didn’t mind. She had a lot to think about, starting and ending with one Mr. Robert Fox. *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 When the knock came, Arliss wasn’t at all ready. She had an oatmeal mask smoothed over her face and her gnome sleepshirt on. She hadn’t intended to leave the room the rest of the day, preferring to wallow—yes, wallow, by gum—in her misery. The other Silverettes had gone their separate ways, or at least separate from her. She’d have to be satisfied with what she’d gotten out of this trip. She put her eye to the peephole but could only see darkness. “Who is it?” “Open up, sweets. Room service.” Robert! Her heart jumped and she flipped the locks and twisted the doorknob before she could stop herself. He stepped through, carrying a tray of food items, and his eyes widened when he saw her. Arliss whirled and ran to the sink. “Allergic reaction?” he asked. She could feel his eyes on her, 74
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 probably on her exposed, bumpy thighs as she bent over the sink to wash the oatmeal off her face. “Spa day,” she spluttered through the water. Should she cover her butt or rinse the mask? Tough choice. He’d already seen more than enough of both. “Thought maybe it was hives from admitting all those things you liked.” “Don’t be rude. Why aren’t you in Columbus?” “I’m headed out later. I thought we could have tea.” She dried her face and tugged her nightshirt down as far as it would stretch. “You know, a little Toby Keith wouldn’t have gone amiss. I’m not exactly fit for company.” “Phoning would ruin the surprise.” “I might have been elsewhere.” Her stomach turned somersaults. Was this her second chance to make a good impression? So far, so terrible. “No, you wouldn’t be,” he said with calm assurance. “I might have been sightseeing. Shopping.” He smiled at her. “You want to do those things?” “Not really.” Unless it was with him. She’d have shown him anything in Harrisburg, and then some, if he’d wanted to see it. She’d have shown him the mansion where she used to live. The high school. The freaking courthouse. “I should get dressed.” “Don’t change on my account. I like the gnome. And the legs.” He set the tray in the center of the two-person table and porcelain cups and saucers in front of each place, plopping a teabag in each cup and filling them with hot water from the silver pot. She inched toward the table. “I guess this isn’t a formal tea.” “We don’t need to be formal with one another.” On the tray were lemon wedges, utensils, a cream pitcher, a dish of cookies, and another 75
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 of cut fruit. There was also a covered plate. “Thanks.” She reached the table and stared down at the arrangement of food and beverage. “Are you hungry?” “Peckish. Had a busy morning.” She rubbed her jaw and neck to ensure she’d rinsed off all the flakes of oatmeal. Her skin did feel smooth after the treatment. If she kissed him, maybe he’d notice. “Er, the food looks nice,” she said awkwardly. “Sit.” He slid into one chair and she into the other, and he set a small empty plate in front of her. “Milk?” “No thanks.” Milk was good with cookies, but she liked her tea with sugar. And iced, but she could humor him. He smirked. She let herself study him finally, admiring the clean shave he’d managed since she saw him last, the neat, brown hair with its distinguished silver accents, the blue T-shirt snug across his shoulders. “No milk in your tea?” “Gross. Isn’t there any sugar?” He indicated a few packets of artificial sweetener. “If you must.” Arliss screwed a face, got up, carefully holding her nightshirt in place, and scrounged next to the in-room coffee maker beside the sink. “Ah-ha, real sugar.” She added it to her teacup as he watched, smiling. She wasn’t sure what to do with the teabag, so she flipped it at the garbage can with an underhand toss. It went in. She had good aim. “So,” she said, stirring her tea and taking her chances, “I didn’t figure I’d see you again.” She wanted to add “ever,” but that might sound pitiful. Let him assume she meant today. He set his teabag on the saucer and added milk to the cup. Her small spoon clinked against the china. Though she preferred coffee to tea, he’d gone to the trouble of bringing it. She’d have tossed back another herbal sedative if he’d put it in a cup and handed it to her. She just wished she were wearing a clean blouse and pants instead of her faded nightshirt. Man! 76
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 “I was supposed to catch a flight this afternoon, but I decided not to leave until I got a commitment out of you.” Arliss twitched. Inside, she was whooping it up. She knew exactly how he felt, but she didn’t want to fall on his neck and thank him. That would really be pitiful. She bluffed. “I gave you my card.” “I guess I want more.” “Oh.” She squirmed and fiddled with her teacup. What does one say to that—you can have anything you want? Including the horizontal mambo. Especially after hearing from the other ladies at lunch, she sort of regretted not taking the opportunity to know him intimately. Taking that big chance. Sometimes lovemaking could form a bond. Sometimes, not so much. But she’d feel foolish if she jumped him scant hours after giving sex the thumbs down. Would he even suggest it? So little time had passed. He hadn’t hugged or kissed her. Hadn’t even touched her. But there he was, saying he wanted more. The question was…what exactly did he consider more? “Have some fruit.” He indicated the bowl of melon, grapes and strawberries, then lifted the lid off the covered plate. “Or cake.” Two slices of rich chocolate dessert topped with fudgy icing beckoned from the silver tray. “Now you’re talking.” She served herself and sampled the cake without delay. “Oh, that’s yummy. You should try it.” She sipped the hot tea, but the sweetened beverage didn’t merge well with the rich chocolate. He reached across the small table, rubbed beside her lip, and put his finger in his mouth. “Sweet.” Her face heated, and she took another bite, careful to get all of it in her mouth. The lush, almost cloying taste spread over her tongue in a satisfying manner, but it lacked something. Her eyes fell on the small pitcher of milk. “How many cups of tea are you going to have?” 77
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 “Just the one.” He sipped it, regarding her over the rim. “Why?” “Can I have the milk?” He raised an eyebrow. “Anything you want.” What a leading offer! What if she wanted him to take off his clothes and give her a naked backrub? Because—hey. Backrub. “Chocolate cake needs milk.” She pulled the pitcher to herself and eyed him, assessing how ridiculous this was going to make her look. Her parents had been wealthy, but they hadn’t adopted the ways of high society, and she certainly hadn’t joined the jet set in the meantime. Should she get her Blue Silver mug and pour the milk in there or…? To hell with it. She lifted the pitcher and drank out of the side. “Mmmm, milk.” Definitely enhanced the chocolate better than tea. He transferred the other piece of cake to his plate and tried it. “You’re right. Needs milk.” He held out his hand. She laughed and gave him the pitcher, which he, too, drank straight from. “We’re so vulgar,” she said. “I’ll make note of this the next time Teen Beat interviews me, when they ask my favorite food. Or what I like to do on a date.” He thought of this as a date? Their second? She couldn’t recall the last time she’d had two dates with the same guy. And whether it would be kosher to have sex on the second date. Most of the women’s magazines she pored over recommended waiting several dates, until you were sure the guy wouldn’t screw and run. Rather than squealing or something equally childish, she said, “If anyone interviews you, it won’t be Teen Beat. I don’t think today’s youth is gonna get crazy over Blue Silver. No offense.” “I’ll try to contain my disappointment.” He placed the milk between them. “Hey, maybe you can get on David Letterman instead.” She forked a strawberry and smeared icing on it. “So tell me, did you drink tea with your vegetarian pizza?” 78
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 “Cola.” She ate the strawberry—almost like chocolate covered. “Do you like iced tea?” “Sacrilege!” Arliss burst into delighted laughter. “Something you hate!” He held out a forkful of cake. “Something you like.” Man, he was personable. And good-looking. Her Okay-So-I-Don’tHate-Everything list had grown exponentially the past several hours, with Robert Fox at the top of it. An unaccustomed urge to laugh more, to jump in his lap and tell him she was crazy about him, seemed to be poised on the fork in front of her mouth. She accepted it, letting the utensil ease slowly between her lips. This fork had been in his mouth. The cake tasted the same, yet different. She felt the same—yet different. “Robert,” she said, “when exactly are you leaving?” “Does it matter?” “Do a lot of women throw themselves at you because of your job?” she asked. “What brings that up?” “I’m thinking about throwing myself at you, and I want to be different.” She rested her chin on her hand. “You do know it’s not because of your job.” He considered her words a moment. “Is it the cake?” “Could be.” As he set down his fork, his eyes sparked blue. “It’s rather nice cake.” “I’m not decided. I just thought I’d bring it up.” Maybe he’d take the opportunity to sway her to the dark side with some kissing and groping. Women’s fashion magazines weren’t the font of all relationship wisdom. 79
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 He didn’t exactly leap out of his chair and start ripping his clothes off, but neither did he appear aggravated by her suggestion or her indecisiveness. “As long as you aren’t making me choose between sex and a commitment.” “What?” “If sex is your way of ending it because you’d be too embarrassed to see me again afterward, I’ll pass.” Was this guy for real? “You’d turn down sex?” “Why not? You did.” “You’re a dude.” “Arliss,” he said with a frown, “I enjoy sex. I suspect I’d enjoy sex with you even more than I normally enjoy it. However, I’m not a randy teenager. Some things are worth waiting for.” “Is that your way of saying you need to pop some little blue pills beforehand?” she joked. She knew better, but his seeming indifference wasn’t flattering. He could take it or leave it. Was it due to the glimpse he’d had of her cellulite? “Ah, no.” He sipped his tea, unperturbed, as if they were discussing nothing more unusual than the weather. “It’s my way of saying I’m more interested in continuing our relationship than hopping in bed with you.” “You just don’t sound very excited by the prospect.” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “I’m taking a big risk here.” “I’m very interested. However, when I said I wanted more, sex was only part of it.” Arliss stared at him. “What’s the other part?” “I want to see you again. I want a commitment from you. A date.” “You sound like a woman.” He shrugged and continued to calmly enjoy his tea, cutting slices of strawberry to eat with the cake. “It’s what I want.” “Do you always get what you want?” 80
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 “My wants are few.” “If you knew we’d never see each other again, how would you want to spend the day? In bed or out of it?” She’d pick in bed. Go out with a bang. God, why couldn’t she read minds? At least for the next five minutes? This whole decision would be so much easier. Sleep with him and take the chance? Not sleep with him and take the chance? “What are you saying, Arliss?” She couldn’t believe, in her heart, that this odd, wonderful man wanted to see her again. What was wrong with him that he was so interested in her? “You confuse me.” He threw her a sardonic glance. “I’ve been quite clear, love. I want to see you again. Look, why don’t we set a date now? My next concert that overlaps a weekend, if you can’t go on holiday, is Minneapolis. Shall I call the airline right now for a ticket?” “I can’t plan ahead like that!” T&A wasn’t a horrible place, despite the fact she detested accounting, but there were negatives to the typical nine to five. Taking quickie vacations, for example, so you could have some quickies and some longies. That stuff had to be arranged in advance. “Then I’ll visit you.” Robert Fox, guitarist for the eighties s pop band Blue Silver, slumming it in Goforth, Arkansas? Robert Fox in her little apartment, surrounded by her gnome collection and books and movie posters? Robert Fox in her bedroom, sprawled out on the queen-size quilt from Goodwill, wearing nothing but a smile? That was definitely not an image she could wrap her brain around. But she’d like to wrap more than her brain around it. Robert scooted his chair away from the table. “Come here.” He patted his thigh. Hesitantly, she came to stand before him and he drew her into his lap, holding her close. “What are you so afraid of?” 81
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 She bit her lip. “Feeling foolish?” His light, soapy cologne tickled her nose, tempted her to take a lick. “Try again.” He rubbed her back. “That this isn’t real,” she admitted. “That you’re only pretending.” He kissed her, tasting of chocolate. He continued to caress her, lingering on her hips. “I’m not. Are you?” “We’re both such fakers. Your music and…my daily existence. What does that mean?” “It doesn’t have to mean anything beyond what’s obvious—we’re attracted to one another and want to see where it goes.” She’d spent her adult life looking for the deeper meaning behind people’s words, the truth behind whatever façade they presented, while taking great pains to conceal her own. He liked her. She liked him. God knows why, but that much was…obvious. What if there was no mask here? She fidgeted, his thighs hard beneath hers, his hand hot on her back. She stuck one finger in the collar of his T-shirt and traced his collarbone. His eyelids closed halfway like a cat being stroked. “I’ll buy my own ticket,” she said. “I’ll look into my vacation days when I get back.” “Do you want separate rooms at the hotel?” She thought she knew what he was asking. Best to be sure. She flattened her fingers against his pulse, gauging the tiny, rapid flicker. “Do you want your own room to unwind or anything?” “Wouldn’t you prefer to unwind me?” “Er.” Her heart fluttered in time with his pulse. “Will they take pictures of us, like they did Faith and Troy?” He smiled. “One of the advantages to being the least popular band member is the paparazzi isn’t so anxious to catch me in the act.” “You’re not the least popular!” she said, knowing it was a lie. What if he were just Robert Fox, man with a job in the music industry, 82
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 instead of Robert Fox, man chased by hordes of screaming fans? Would she feel more comfortable with his interest in her, in letting herself return it? “But I tried so hard to be,” he protested mildly. “Especially after the first. The fame—it did go to our heads, all our heads, for a time. Drove Troy mad in particular. But that time passed, and that time is definitely not now.” He slid his hand beneath her nightshirt and ran his hand up her bare skin, sending shivers all the way through her. She wasn’t wearing a bra so he had a clear path from her cotton underpants to her hairline. They both watched her nipples harden through the worn material of her gown. “What time is it?” she asked. In answer, he kissed her again, parting her lips with moist pressure. She draped her arms over his shoulders. Her position on his lap allowed her to control the embrace. She kept their kisses melting, brief, little tangles of tongue and heat that stirred their passion, but didn’t enflame them. He kissed her lips and her cheek, nibbled her earlobes and neck, and she returned the favor. She traced his jaw with her fingertips and clasped the back of his neck, nudging his head where she wanted it to access him. Robert allowed her the lead, his hands beneath her shirt, but not groping for boob or ass. Soon Arliss felt something beyond curiosity stir inside her and wondered how she could escalate things in a…ladylike manner. If he was serious about preferring to wait to have sex with her, Lord knows she didn’t want to be the fool who pushed for it. But at the same time, what if he was willing to make love now and when they reunited as well? Why wait? She twisted in his lap until her breasts pressed against him and 83
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 allowed their kisses to deepen. She threaded her fingers into his thick hair and moaned softly. She wanted him, but she wasn’t sure how he’d respond. At least until he stood from the chair, her in his arms, and carried her to the bed. She squealed and clutched him. “My God, you can actually pick me up!” “I can lay you down, too.” Which he proceeded to do, then spread himself across her, his hips trapping hers against the mattress of the unmade bed. His erection heated her panties as they pressed together. His arousal, his appetite for her, was infectious. “Yes, you can.” She smoothed her hands across his chest. His pupils dilated when she sought the bottom of his shirt, anxious to feel his skin as he had already felt hers. “This is what you want?” he asked. “You don’t want to wait?” She shook her head. “I changed my mind since last night. I am that kind of girl.” “You’re my kind anyway.” With a swift movement, he shed his T-shirt. Lean muscles gleamed under honey-tan skin she wouldn’t have expected in a Brit, with their reputation for sunless skies and fair complexions. A generous portion of hair curled on his chest, arrowing down his stomach to the snap of his faded jeans. She ran her fingers through it, touching his small brown nipples and skimming his ribs. He kissed her, tantalizing her mouth with his tongue. He raised a hand to cup her breast through the nightshirt, then, with a muffled curse, stripped it from her. He flung it across the room. She wore nothing but her panties, and a flood of self-consciousness engulfed her. It was the middle of the day. The lights in the room were bright. She wasn’t obese, but she definitely wasn’t svelte and perky. “Is the door locked?” she asked breathlessly. “I’d hate to be 84
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 interrupted by the maid.” The maid had probably come by hours ago while she’d been at brunch with the Silverettes. He kissed her nose. “I’ll check.” As soon as he rose, she scrambled to the top of the mattress and drew the sheet above her breasts. He twisted the lock and returned, standing beside the bed, all sexy and unkempt. She’d done a number on his hair. He toed off his shoes and dropped his hands to the snap on his jeans. “These in the way?” “I think so, yes.” She quivered with nerves she hadn’t felt in a long, long time in anticipation of sex, the uncertainty how the encounter would go. Would he be turned off by her non-fit self, he who could have any woman he wanted? Well, within reason. He was, after all, the least popular Blue Silver member. Arliss stifled a giggle. “What are you smiling about?” he asked. “See something funny?” “Not yet. Are you going to dance a jig?” “I hadn’t intended to.” He unsnapped and unzipped, and though he didn’t make a production of it, he mesmerized her. He hesitated a moment and removed his white boxers as well, then took a foil packet from his jeans and placed it on the nightstand. His cock was dark and thick, springing from a next of curls and obviously not in need of medical assistance in any way. He grabbed the sheet and tugged. “No,” she protested. “I’m a fattie.” Robert rolled his eyes and jerked the sheet out of her hands, yanking it off the bed. She drew her knees together and wrapped her arms under her breasts to prop them up, so they wouldn’t splat off to the side like two socks full of sand. His eyes gleamed as he studied her. She’d never felt so exposed. It was kind of erotic. He sat beside her, a long finger tracing her thigh. She goosebumped 85
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 in a combination of excitement and chill. “Do you never get any sun?” “Not if I can help it.” “You have pretty skin. It’s like vanilla ice cream. Does it taste as good as it looks?” He bent and kissed her leg, then licked upward. Toward her center. Her stomach twisted. Was he going to… No. Instead, he rubbed her thigh, then her soft belly. “It does. And you’re a natural blonde, too.” She reddened. “You’re making me very uncomfortable.” “Let me see if I can remedy that.” He stretched out beside her, his nude body searing, and rolled her toward him. They lay flush, staring into one another’s eyes. His cock prodded the join of her thighs, and she bit back a moan. Her nipples brushed his chest hair, and he wrapped his arm around her to draw her closer. Strong hands began massaging her back, starting at the shoulders and sliding toward her ass. She tried to return the favor, measuring him, working his muscles, learning his angles and planes. They kissed and massaged, and she relaxed slowly, only for her anxiety to be replaced by a different kind of tension. She felt an ache begin in her pussy when his massage concentrated on the small of her back, the upper curves of her buttocks. Her muscles melted like chocolate syrup. His fingers tickled her rear cleft, traced it. He took one round buttock in each hand and kneaded them. As he did, his cock leapt against her. Arliss pushed back, let him know her desire. He slipped his hands between her thighs and rubbed the tender skin around her pussy, without touching her where she ached. As he kissed her, his tongue echoed the motion she longed for his fingers to make, sliding in and out of her. He moved lower on her thighs, drawing one up and over his own legs. In this position, his cock bumped her crisp hair and parted her slick folds. Lustful awareness jolted through her, and apparently him as well. 86
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 They each drew in a quick breath. She slid her hands over his firm buttocks and pulled him further into her heat, encouraging him to thrust. To stimulate them both. His kisses became less exploratory, more urgent, as he began a slow back and forth. The swollen tip of his cock nudged her clit, her opening, beyond, then drew back, repeating the motion. Over and over. Back and forth, across her aching, glossy flesh. She grew wetter. Oh, she craved that fulfillment, that deep plunge inside her body! The constant stimulation of her clit was making her wild with need. She curved herself to meet him, angling her pelvis so each time his cock passed her sheath, the head nearly slid inside her body. He faltered, then started back, his strokes shorter and faster. Their breathing turned to pants, mingling as her juices coated his penis. One of his hands cupped the area between her thighs from behind, and his fingers pressed his slowly pumping cock against her, increasing the friction. Each time he passed over her clit, anticipation tightened in her body like a rubber band. She adjusted her hips again, and this time, his broad cock penetrated her. They both froze, concentrating on the sensation of his body stretching hers, her vaginal muscles tight around him. Nothing between them. She squeezed. She wanted him to push all the way in, see how deep he could probe. That magnificent length completely inside her. He shifted slightly, and she whimpered at how good it felt. “It’s too nice, love,” he groaned. He pulled out and away, leaving a trail of wetness on her thigh. “No, no, no!” Arliss reached for him. “I’m ready. I’m so ready.” “Not so fast.” Robert enveloped one of her nipples with his mouth, drawing it against the roof. She arched and felt an answering tug in her clit. Only, the tug was his busy fingers as he manipulated her, tipping 87
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 her tiny foreskin and rubbing the delicious knot it hid. Shivers of delight coursed through her and her thighs fell apart. Any selfconsciousness was gone in the rush of hunger. She rolled her head to one side, then the other. “If you keep doing that, I’ll come,” she said. He bit her nipple lightly, then suckled the other. Two fingers parted her folds and slid inside her sheath, slowly, all the way. His thumb found her clit and worked it, and her hips jerked against him. “What? Doing this?” he asked, his lips tickling her nipple. She moaned and reached for his shoulders. She wanted him to fuck her with his cock, not his fingers. She wanted his face next to hers, his cries in her mouth, his weight crushing her. She scrabbled and tugged at him, but he slid down her body until his head was positioned between her thighs. His warm breath teased her and he spread her folds. “So beautiful. Like a flower.” The tip of his tongue wriggled against her vagina, seeking entrance. She tried to remain still, but she couldn’t help herself. He mimicked the earlier motion of his fingers with his tongue, in and out of her, making her throb and gasp. He pulled back when he felt her tighten and raised his head to watch his fingers plunge into her body, disappearing into her heat and then reappearing slick with her cream. Like a new toy, he played with her. One finger, then two. Two fingers, then three. Arliss burned for him. She writhed against the sheet, begging him with small cries. His fingers deep inside her, he lapped her clit and then seized it with a fierce suction that nearly sent her through the roof. He trapped it in his mouth and rubbed his tongue across the raw tip. Repeated the motion. She came almost instantly, clenching the fingers in her cunt with involuntary shudders and drawing a moan from him. He licked her until her inner tremors stopped before reaching for the foil packet on the nightstand. 88
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 “How do you feel about a second serving?” He poised himself between her thighs, his cock at her creamy entrance. “Please, yes,” she begged, her body still sensitized, satisfied and yet not, because he hadn’t given her what she really wanted. His cock, inside her. Fucking her. Joining them. She wrapped her legs around him and drew him inside. Her pussy stretched to accommodate his size with a thrilling burn. He sank into her, his breath hissing out, before he tasted her nipple again. He tongued it, pinched the other, and then kissed her as he began to slide in and out of her tight channel. She rubbed her feet up and down his legs, meeting him thrust for thrust. His balls slapped against her rear, and his pelvis rocked her clit every time they came together. His dick was long enough she could feel it at the end of her passage, and she drew her knees toward her chest to constrict herself around him. He withdrew nearly all the way, making her moan, and slowly pushed back into her. The slower he moved, the faster she wanted it. She reached around and dug her fingers into his ass, hauling him into her with fierce determination. He muttered something and kissed her, her musk on his tongue making her even more feral. She scored her nails against his back. “What do you want, Arliss?” he asked. “Tell me.” She couldn’t say it. It was so blatant. He slowed to a halt and Arliss nearly screamed. “Don’t pretend with me, love. Just tell me what you want.” “I want it…faster,” she choked out. “Faster and harder.” At her urging, he resumed his thrusts and soon began slamming into her, shocking against her clit. Each surge took her closer to a second climax, and him his first. She felt his shaft increase in size and his control slip. He dove into her as deep as he could go, held his position as she squirmed beneath him, panting and begging. His cock felt huge inside her and his thighs quivered. 89
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 “Close?” he asked through gritted teeth. “For Chrissake, fuck me!” She jerked against him, frantic. He set up a short, tight rhythm that massaged her clit. He kept it up, a frown of concentration marring his brow, until she spiraled up and up. Until he pushed her over the top. The first pulsation hit her, a tidal wave of pleasure, and she cried out. Her inner muscles squeezed him hard with repeated throbs. He groaned, taking her release as his signal to come. He thrust into her wildly until he, too, convulsed with orgasm. His cock spurted and jumped, and he decreased his pace with a sigh of completion. They lay quietly as their bodies twitched with aftershocks. Each time his dick wriggled inside her, she felt herself grin, though she didn’t want him to think she was laughing at him and tried to hide it. She smoothed her hands up and down his back; his skin was moist from their exertions. When he began to soften, he withdrew carefully and rolled to the side. Oddly, Arliss didn’t feel much awkwardness, just contentment. They’d gone into this without any lies, both knowing where the other person stood. He wanted to see her again. She’d agreed. She hadn’t pretended to be anybody but who she was—crabby Arliss with the big ole booty, and be damned if dropping the act didn’t make for better sex. Or maybe it was being with Robert Fox, world famous musician who didn’t like his job. “You have fantastic control,” she complimented him. Waiting for her to climax twice before he took his own pleasure was inhuman, at least in her experience with the male human. “When can we do it again?” Robert smiled and took her hand, twining their fingers together. “Don’t be disappointed, love, but considering my schedule, probably not until the next time we meet. I’m not as young as I used to be.” She snuggled against his side and kissed his cheek. “That’s fine 90
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 with me. No need to pretend on my account.” “I don’t think it’s something I could fake.” He turned his head and winked at her. “Not like a woman.” Arliss laughed and poked his chest. “Not this woman. Orgasms are one thing I never, ever fake.” *
 
 *
 
 *
 
 Soon Robert had to leave, and Arliss didn’t interfere with the process…too much. When they were dressed, or he was dressed and she’d slipped on her nightshirt, they stood beside her door and hugged for what seemed like an hour. He stroked her hair and rocked her back and forth. She felt oddly secure and almost positive there’d be other doors they’d stand inside, prolonging their goodbyes, until some day those goodbyes were less frequent than the hellos. Finally they broke apart and he opened the door, stepping into the hall. Arliss wanted to drag him back into her room, but he fended her off, both amusement and regret etched on his rugged features. “It’s a job,” he reminded her. “I know, I know.” She stepped on her tiptoes and kissed him one last time. “See you soon. I’ve never been to Minneapolis.” “We’ll remedy that.” He turned, walked a few steps down the hallway, and paused. “I hope you were lying about the Toby Keith song.” She hovered half in and out of her door. “Why?” “Probably should have picked one you already hated. You’ll be sick of it within the week.” He smiled and ambled down the hall. She watched him until he disappeared around the corner before shutting her door and flinging herself on the bed. She spread across it, her arms and legs sprawled in the sheets that had recently held their bodies. She could smell him. His scent still surrounded her. Arliss felt dazed. Amazed. Uncertain and excited. So many emotions. 91
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 For a change, one of them wasn’t rage. There was nothing inside her even close to rage, or anger, or frustration. She’d been cleansed and her bile replaced with chocolate cake. She felt oddly sweet, enviably rich, and ready to return to her life without hating and resenting everything and everybody in it. She was cake. She was chocolate cake. She loved chocolate cake. Was it exorcising demons? Was it sex? Was it confessing to the women she’d known as a girl, or connecting with the first man to know her as a person? And did it matter? Because across her room, in her purse, her cell phone was playing Toby Keith.
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