
Rockstar Romance Box Set

by

Sophia Ursula Brady

Lights Out Press

Copyright 2026 by Lights Out Press. 

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by reviewers, who may quote brief passages in a review.

Some characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Book cover design by GetCovers

Published by Lights Out Press

USA

Contents

BEAUTY AND THE PUNK ROCKER

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

BEAUTY AND THE HARD ROCKER

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

BEAUTY AND THE GLAM ROCKER

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

BEAUTY AND THE METAL ROCKER

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

BEAUTY AND THE EMO ROCKER

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Other Books by Sophia Ursula Brady

Beauty and the Punk Rocker

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1
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“Bork!” Digger, punk rocker and current act at Madison Square Garden, yelled for his road manager as he entered the stage area. He pointed at the man standing next to Jada. “You, too!”

Jada kept sorting cables. She’d be glad when the loud, demanding star was gone. At least his shows were over. She liked punk rock, and he was definitely good, but he had a tendency to throw a fit when things weren’t to his liking. 

Tim, Digger’s sound manager plunked down a black bin already half-full of neatly wrapped and labeled cables. “I’ve separated our stuff from the Garden’s, but you never can tell what slips through,” he told Jada. “If you find anything else, you can stow it here. Let Gordy know when you’re through.” Tim pointed to the young kid next to him. “He’ll take care of it.”

“Got it,” she said. Tim was easy on the eyes. Almost six foot of lean muscle and his skin the color of the wood of the hickory trees in Central Park. Too nice to be her type. She had an unfortunate taste for assholes. Her gaze flicked over to Digger, then shifted to the kid Tim had indicated. Gordy had to be about her age, but his awkward hands and acne-ridden face made him seem younger.

Her back hurt, she was exhausted from physical labor, and her hands were grimy with dirt and dust. 

She couldn’t have been happier. She had a job at Madison Square Garden! Granted, she was the newest hire at the Garden and assigned all the shit jobs, like making sure the tour didn’t run off with any the venues distinctively color-coded equipment, but it was her first real union job. 

“Tim! Get over here. I can’t believe you let this happen!” Digger yelled from where he stood next to Bork.

Tim glanced at Jada and shrugged “He’s the boss.”

“Better you than me,” she said to his back.

As she moved about the edges of the stage, checking and double checking for cables, adapters, and other bits of sound equipment, she caught bits and pieces of their discussion, Digger’s comments loud and angry, Bork’s equally terse, with Tim’s voice attempting to sooth the troubled waters. 

Maybe the next act, a solo act of an aging pop star, would be calmer. The guy had a good rep for treating people respectfully, something Digger could learn. If not, there was always another gig coming in. 

She couldn’t believe she’d landed this job at twenty-two. As soon as she graduated high school, she’d joined IATSE, the huge entertainment union, and began her an apprenticeship in a small theater. Her parents complained she was throwing her life away by not going to college, but she knew what she wanted to do with her life. She’d always known.

Since she’d started working backstage, she’d done almost every low level job there was and had the muscles to prove it, but the thing that had caught her interest was sound and acoustics. Some theaters had no bad seats; a person could hear everything said on stage, no matter where they were. 

And there were other venues where only a few seats got crystal clear sound. The sound person had to make up the difference.

She spotted the legs of a speaker stand in deep shadows at the edge of the stage. Retrieving it, she realized it was one of Tim’s. She turned back to where his bin sat and propped the stand next to it. 

Gordy headed her way.

“That one of ours?” he asked.

“Yep,” she said. 

“I’ll take it.”

“You work with Tim?” she asked the kid.

“I want to. I just started with the crew, so I’m stuck with the low level work. But if there’s ever an opening on his crew, I told him I’d jump at the chance.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, a little jealous of his opportunity.

He picked up the speaker and headed toward the loading dock.

Man, she was tired. With any luck, her five roommates would all have jobs tonight, and she could stand in the shower as long as she wanted before crashing. 

She arched her back as she glanced at the ongoing discussion between Tim, Bork, and Digger. 

Digger turned toward her and stared.

* * *
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“WHAT ABOUT HER?” DIGGER demanded of Tim. He pointed at a waifish young woman with her hair cut short on one side and longer on the other. Piercings glinted from one eyebrow and lip, and studded the edge of one ear. She looked like she belonged in the punk world. Although from the glimpse he’d gotten as she arched her back, she was all woman. “The one messing with our sound equipment.” 

“It’s the Garden’s sound equipment,” Tim said. “She works for them.”

“Is she any good?”

“She seems to know her way around.”

“Fine. Hire her.”

“It’s not that easy, Digger.”

“Why not?”

“Well, let’s see,” Tim said, enumerating his points on his fingers. “First, she’s a human being who has opinions about how she wants her life to go. Second, she’s a union apprentice, which means there are restrictions on what she can do and where she can work.” Tim shook his head. “Not everyone wants a life on the road.”

Digger hated when Tim was reasonable. Digger hadn’t made it to Madison Square Garden by being reasonable.  

He stalked to the young woman who was staring at him with wide eyes.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

She cocked her head a bit. “Why?”

“Because I want to ask you something, and I want to know your name first.”

“Oh.” She picked up an armful of cables and looked like she was going to walk off.

Time to change tactics.

“Look, I need you. I’ll make it worth your while.”

“I’ve got work to do,” she said and took a step toward the storage area.

Thud. 

She dropped the cables on a nearby stand, then turned to him. “You’ve got one minute.”

“Our sound assistant got sick,” Digger said.

“So? Sucks to be you.”

“You need to come with us.”

“As if,” she said and reached for the cables as Tim came up next to them. 

“Let me,” Tim said, holding up his hand. “If I could arrange it with the union, would you be open to taking a temporary job with us, just until my assistant recovers and comes back. I’d teach you as much as you can learn and give you a really good reference.”

Jada looked from Tim to Digger. 

“You want me to go on the road,” she said. “With him.” She nodded toward Digger.

“What’s wrong with me?” Digger asked.

“I’ll keep him away from you, promise,” Tim said.

“The answer is still no. I just got this job. I live in a rent-controlled apartment. I love New York. I have no desire to go anywhere else. I’ve got a ton of work to do before I can go home. So just stay out of my way.” She picked up the cables.

“Look, I’m sorry if I came off kind of hard,” Digger said, attempting to look contrite. “But I ... we ... could really use your help. Please?” 

“No,” she repeated, then turned her back and walked away. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2
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“I don’t believe him,” Jada said to the Garden’s sound manager. “He thinks because he makes a lot of money and the fans adore him that he can walk all over people. Well, not me. Hell, not me.”

“Guys like him are a dime a dozen,” the sound manager said. “It’s the considerate ones who are rare. What happened? Did he hit on you?”

“Eeuw! No! He’s an old guy.”

“Not that old; he only just turned thirty.”

“Gross.” From her age of twenty-two, thirty was over the hill. “He insisted I take a job with them. They’re temporarily short an assistant sound person.”

“The cad,” her boss said with a swish of his hand. The old boy was as stereotypically gay as could be. How he’d wound up backstage instead of a drag show would be a mystery to her forever. 

“But Tim is one of the best in the business,” her boss added. “And didn’t you tell me just yesterday that sound is where you wanted to end up?”

“I did,” she said. “But I already have a job. Here. With you.” He was a sweet old guy. She couldn’t ask for a better boss in a business run on stress and ego. 

“And things can change,” he said. “If the opportunity comes along, take it.”

“And put up with Digger? Not happening.”

“Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face.”

“As if that even makes sense. Working with Tim comes with too high a price tag.” She pointed to Digger, still in discussion with his road manager. “Him.” She stared at the rock star. His dark brown hair, gelled into unrelenting spikes for his shows, was a tossed mess today, but he’d recently trimmed his beard. His toned legs encased in skinny jean showed a distinct bulge at the front, and his black Sex Pistol’s t-shirt was partially hidden by the traditional leather jacket. 

Not a bad package if he wasn’t such a creep.

He must have sensed her, because his gaze flipped to her like a heat-seeking missile. His attention made her very aware of her own lean body, her breasts, not huge, but decent, outlined in a plain black tee, her black jeans tight against her legs and butt.  

She turned her back on him.

“What else do you need me to do, boss?”

“Consider that job, Jada. Tim could teach you more in a few months than I could do in a lifetime.”

“But I just got this job,” she pointed out. “I have great roommates in a rent-controlled apartment. I go away, and the job and the place may not be here when I get back.”

“Make sure they pay you enough to keep up your rent. And make sure Tim Bradshaw and Digger give you a reference. With that combination, you can get a job anywhere.”

But she didn’t want a job anywhere. She wanted the one she had. 

And she hated leaving the city for any reason. There was nowhere else like it in the world. 

Digger ended the conversation with his road manager and walked toward backstage. 

She couldn’t help herself. She watched him go. 

He did have a nice ass. And it had been a while since she’d had any. Her last friend with benefits had taken a year-long gig with a Broadway show three months ago. 

Not that she’d ever ... not with Digger. Not ever with anyone famous. 

That only led to heartache and humiliation, two things that weren’t on Jada’s life plan.

* * *
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TWO OF HER ROOMMATES, Newt and Taylor, were in the living room when she got home that night. She waved, claimed her pajamas from where she’d tossed them on her bed in the morning, and went to the bathroom. 

The pipes clanked as the water pushed up from the aging water mains three stories below her. First a trickle, then a main gush of liquid, mercifully in the right temperature. The temperamental old system sometimes delivered extremes of hot or cold no matter where the knobs were set. 

But tonight it must have sensed her mood. She stood there for a few moments, water sloshing over her aching muscles. Her hair didn’t take long to shampoo, but she took her time with her treasured soft sponge, caressing her skin over the sensitive spots while images of a scruffy rock star played in her head. 

In spite of being a bully at times, the man was damned attractive. Her dark nipples pebbled under her ministrations, and she spent some extra time on the juncture between her legs, a soft moan escaping her mouth. 

Her last boyfriend had been a gentle beta male, sweet, but his love-making as unsatisfying as eating a marshmallow. It was politically incorrect, but she craved a dominant male in the bedroom. 

Just not when it came to her career. 

His demand that she just dump her job killed whatever fantasy she’d conjured. She rinsed, toweled off, and pulled on her pj’s before walking back into the living room. 

“Wait until I tell you what Digger wanted today!” Jada said as she flopped down on the couch next to Newt, her closest friend. Newt—no last name—was an apprentice lighting designer in a small off-Broadway theater downtown. Her friend never spoke about her family, but it had been bad enough to make her run away when she was sixteen. 

Even though their backgrounds were totally different, they’d clicked from the moment they met. 

“That’s insane,” Taylor, a Latino drummer with a temper, said. 

“I know! He thinks he owns the world,” Jada said. 

“Men think they can do whatever they want,” Newt said. 

“Well, they can’t walk all over us,” Taylor said. “Not anymore!”

“Right,” Newt said, thrusting her fist in the air. 

Jada’s phone rang. 

“Who the hell?” she asked, glancing at the screen.

Her boss.

“Hey,” she said after accepting the call. “What’s up?”

Her irritation grew as she listened. Apparently, Digger thought if he wanted something—or someone—it was his. And the Madison Square Garden bosses had gone along. Her job was promised on her return if she took the gig with Digger.

“No,” Jada said.

“Think about it,” her boss said. “He can make life miserable for you for a while.”

“You’d fire me?” she asked. “I’ll go straight to the union.”

“Of course not.” He sighed. “But management told me we probably wouldn’t need you for a while.”

No work meant no pay. It was outrageous. They couldn’t. They wouldn’t.

“They can do that?”

“Apparently.”

“I’ll get back to you,” she said and disconnected. 

Crap. What was she supposed to do now?
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Why was he so obsessed with this woman?

Digger slapped a Budweiser cap on his head to complete his effort to disguise himself. He’d traded in his normal attire for a construction worker’s heavy boots, jeans, and worn t-shirt. It worked every time.

During the taxi ride to Jada’s apartment, he tried to talk himself out of his next move. Bork told him he’d find someone else. They were in frickin’ New York; sound talent was a dime a dozen.

But some irrational being inside Digger was insisting on this woman and this woman only. She was a classic dark beauty who could easily be a model on one of the glossy magazines his ex used to read. Jada had her own style, and seemed comfortable in her own skin; something Digger had never been able to achieve. 

He paid the taxi driver and got out. The four-story brick apartment buildings didn’t have balconies, but window planters with fresh greenery added a gay note to the aging fronts. A couple sat on a fire escape on the fourth floor, so deep in discussion they didn’t notice anything else. 

Entering the front door, he grabbed the edge of the security door just as a couple of young women—dancers by their physique—came out of it. They were too intent on their conversation to question him.

The sound guy at the garden had told him the apartment was on the third floor, so Digger began his climb up the narrow stairway. When he got to the door, he hesitated for a moment, some instinct telling him he was crossing a line.

Jada opened the door and stared at him.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” she asked. 

His disguise hadn’t fooled her for a second.

“Come to coffee with me,” he demanded.

“No.”

“Please?”

“Why should I?”

“It’s a cup of coffee. All you have to do is listen. I’ll even buy you a cookie.”

She laughed. “That the best you can do?”

“Anything more and you’d think I was bribing you,” he said, her laughter easing the tension around his heart. 

“Right.” She looked back over her shoulder. “What do you think, Vanessa?” 

A sultry black woman in a bright caftan joined Jada at the door and inspected him, her gaze running from his cap to his boots. “He’ll do. Taking him to Jerry’s?”

“Yeah.”

Vanessa glared at Digger. “I’ll know who’s responsible if they find her ass floating in the East River.” Vanessa disappeared back into the apartment.

“Well?” Jada asked.

“Huh?” 

“If you don’t move, we’re not going anywhere.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He gestured to the stairway.

“After you.”

“Try to keep up old man.”

He had to put on some steam to match her pace, but soon they were seated at a local, crammed coffee space.

“Usual?” The waitress called out to Jada.

“Yeah. Make that two. And two of those massive brownie things you’ve got.”

“You’re awfully bossy for an apprentice,” Digger said.

“We’re not in the theater,” she replied. “Out here? We’re in the same place, sitting on the same kind of chairs, about to drink the same kind of coffee. Sounds like equality to me.”

“But I’m paying.”

“That’s a business transaction. Didn’t your accountant teach you anything?”

Damn. Not only was she attractive, but she was whip smart.

And every inch of his body wanted her. 

* * *
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“A CUPPA JOE GIVES YOU the opportunity to talk for as long as it takes me to finish it,” Jada told the man across from her after the coffee and brownies were delivered. “So you’d better get started.” The sooner he gave his pitch, the sooner she could tell him no and watch him depart from her life.

In the meantime she’d enjoy the brownie and coffee. 

He’d taken off the sunglasses when they’d sat down, and now his brown eyes considered her. 

“Let me be truthful with you.” His gaze dared her to say anything.

She stayed quiet. Sometimes it was useful to let the defensive snark go.

“Before Tim came along, I was struggling. Most bands have a lead singer and guitarist. I wanted to do both. I had stacks of songs. Some had the lyrics, other the driving beat and notes, and still others the guitar riffs. I couldn’t get it to combine into one hit song. The sound was there, but it wasn’t unique enough to stand out. Then we met. He was looking for a challenge and by some miracle he decided on me. The other miracle was I let go of being stubborn and let him.” Digger smiled.

And that smile cracked the shield she’d been holding onto so stubbornly. 

Behind the punk-rock persona, there was an actual human being.

“I learned about sound,” he continued. “How to craft it, when to be silent, and when to shriek. Tim would take all those elements and add to them, reverbs, echoes, total absence of any noise. Especially, in the studio. The man’s a master in the studio.”

Her attention perked up. Working live acts was a means to an end. What she really wanted was to work in a studio, a steady, stay-in-one-place job that would allow her time for a family, and maybe a house on Long Island. As in-your-face as she could be, her parents’ values were inbred.

“Tim’s been looking for someone to train, so that he can travel less. He’s a great teacher. You must have seen that.”

Jada nodded. The few times she’d interacted with Tim he’d always explained the reasoning behind what he was asking her to do. 

“I need someone to replace that sound person who’s ill. Someone who’s good. Yeah, I could go to an agency, but I don’t know what I’d wind up with. Some of those people are hacks. He says you’re the one, and I believe him.”

Jada shook her head. “I just got this job. I’m not leaving New York. You’ll have to take your chances.”

“But we can guarantee your job when you get back. Maybe we can get you a promotion.”

“You have that kind of power?” 

He smiled and shrugged. “We can try.”

“Yeah.” Jada drained the last of her coffee. “Thanks for the coffee and brownie. Answer is still no. I can find my way home.” She stood and made her way out of the coffee shop. Once she got out, she leaned against the wall and stared at the traffic rushing down Ninth Avenue. 

Was she being an idiot? Stubborn just to prove a point? 

Digger thrust open the door. 

“Ah, you’re still here,” he said.

“Yeah.”

Then he did something she totally did not expect. 

He kissed her. On the lips. 

It set every ounce of her libido throbbing. 
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“I shouldn’t have done that,” Digger told William, his longtime agent and manager as they sat in his hotel room the next morning.

“No, probably not,” William replied. His green eyes were sharp behind his wire rim glasses; his features eerily reminiscent of John Lennon. “Unlike you, too. You usually put a lot of distance between yourself and would-be girlfriends.”

“Hah. She has no desire to be attached to me in any way.”

“So why’d you kiss her?”

Digger shrugged. “Impulse.”

“Maybe it’s because she said no.” William tapped his iPad. “I’ll work with Tim to contact some agencies. It’s a low level job. It should be easy to find someone.”

“I want her.” He sounded unreasonable, even to himself. 

“Well, she said no.”

“I don’t care.”

“You do realize how crazy stalkerish you’re sounding,” William said. “Sometimes you can’t get what you want. That’s life.”

“Find out everything you can about her. There must be some way to convince her to come with us.”

“We’re leaving in a few hours. The crew is almost ready to go,” William said. “There’s no time for this. We’re barely going to have enough time to find someone as it is.”

“Do it.” Digger said. “I’m not leaving New York until tomorrow. The first show isn’t until the day after tomorrow. Plenty of time.”

“There’s one other problem,” William said. 

“Yeah?” Digger looked out the window at the nearby buildings. New York may be the greatest city in the world, but he didn’t understand how anyone lived here. LA, in spite of its traffic, had everything he needed, including a sweet house with his own studio. 

“You’re getting a rep, Digger, and it’s not a good one. Bork says the road crew thinks you’re difficult to work with. Always changing your mind.”

“I’m trying to get it right. That’s what matters.”

“It all matters,” William said. “You can’t run roughshod over people, like you’re trying to do with this sound person. People won’t stick around.”

“Then we’ll get new ones. All that matters is the sound. And my fans. That’s who I’m doing this for.”

“Are you sure about that, Digger? Or maybe you’ve forgotten about everyone else and are intent on feeding your own ego.”

“Don’t talk to me like that.” Digger’s fists clenched, and he glared at his manager.

“Someone has to.” William stood up. 

“Find out about Jada,” Digger demanded.

“If you say so, boss.” 

The door to the hotel room clicked behind William as he left.

Was William right? Had Digger become the very person he swore he’d never be? He’d have to take a look at that. Someday. He had to get through this tour first. And that meant getting Jada on board.

Why was he so obsessed with her? William was right. There were probably a dozen sound techs who’d jump at the chance to be on his tour. Jada was opinionated and snarky; not someone it would be easy to be around. She challenged him and didn’t seem to care who he was. 

Every time he thought about her, he wanted her naked in his bed. 

* * *
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“THIS ARRIVED FOR YOU,” Vanessa said, pointing to the large box in the middle of the living room floor.

“I didn’t order anything,” Jada said. 

“It has your name on it. Express delivery.”  Vanessa pointed a long hot pink fingernail at the box. “Open it.”

Jada pulled out the jackknife she always carried with her and slit open the box. Inside was a vibrant purple bag with Patagonia on the side. She lifted it out of the box and placed it on the table.

“Going somewhere?” Vanessa asked.

“No.”

“Someone sure thinks you are.” Vanessa plucked a piece of paper from the box. “So you can always find your bag, Digger,” she read.

Jada threw the bag back in the box. “I’m sure someone at the homeless shelter can use it.”

“Oh, no, no, no, honey.” Vanessa wagged her finger. “In show business you never ever give away a good bag. Sooner or later you get on the road. Even the big stars do it. What makes you think you can escape?”

“It’s not my plan. I have a job. I don’t need to do what a guy says just because he crooks his finger.”

“True. That man won’t be easy to work for. Sure has a nice ass though. Sweet eye candy ... mm-hmm ... but he’s got a temper.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not going. No problem. I don’t need to work for that man.”

“How much is he offering?”

Jada told her roommate about the pay, the rate for travel expenses, and the extra bonus Digger offered to help cover her rent. 

“And all you have to do is put up with his ass for six months? Do you realize how good that’s going to look for you? Okay, he’s got a reputation. Anyone who works on the road with him and survives, much less gets the recommendation he promised? You can get a better job than you have right now.”

“I like the job I have now,” Jada said stubbornly. 

Vanessa shrugged. “Your loss, girl.”

Jada’s phone dinged.

“Did you get your gift?” the text read.

“Yes.” Jada’s manners kicked in. “Thank you.”

“Good. I’m leaving in twenty-four hours. Meet us at the hotel at ten, and you can take the bus with us.” 

“I’m not coming.”

“Twenty-four hours. Oh, and I’ve sent your parents a nice gift as well. They were very appreciative. See you tomorrow.”

Jada told Vanessa what the messages said.

“Your parents? Now that’s creepy.”

“Yeah.” The two notes from Jaws rang out. “Crap. It’s my mother.”

“Oh, he’s good,” Vanessa said. “He knows just how to get to you.”

“Yes, which is why I’m not answering. Or going to DC. Or keeping this damn bag.” Jada kicked the box. 

Vanessa eyed her over the rim of her coffee cup. “There’s something you’re not telling me. I can feel it in my bones. What else happened?” she asked. 

“He kissed me.”

“Did you like it?”

Jada slumped in a chair. 

“Damn, girl. You did. You are in so damn much trouble.”

“It was nothing. And I’m not going,” Jada repeated.

“If you say so.”

“I do. I’m going to go do some laundry.”

Vanessa’s laugh followed her from the room.
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Jada watched the clothes spin as she listened to her mother intellectually dissect the pros and cons of going on the road with Digger. The man had peaked her mother’s interest by sending her parents two tickets to an upcoming Metropolitan of Art gala. 

My parents loved the Met, and they loved mingling with New York’s upper crust. Somehow Digger had found that out. 

For me that was a point against him, but here she was explaining the merits of “expanding my horizons.”

“Well, dear, if you don’t want to see America with this Digger person,” her mother said. “Why don’t you come with us to Europe? We leave in a few weeks, going to Sorrento. We’ve rented a villa, so there’s plenty of room for you to come with us. It would be good for you to expand your horizons. You’ll appreciate the city more when you come back.”

My mother simply did not get it. She loved the theater, but didn’t understand why I needed to be grubbing around the back of Madison Square Garden. The opera house would have been fine if I needed music, wouldn’t it?

I hated opera. 

“Mom, I’m just off work temporarily. They didn’t need me for the next show, but I’m already booked for the one after that. I like my job.”

“But what will you do for rent?” she asked.

“I’ll get a temp job, like I always do.”

“I don’t know how you can live this life. It’s so unstable. Couldn’t you have found something more lucrative? Or maybe a man with a stable job? Or a woman? I’ve never been sure about your sexuality, Jada, but whatever you are is okay with me.”

“I’m not gay,” I told her for about the fourteenth time. I think she secretly wanted a gay daughter to prove how liberal she was. 

“Yes, dear.” She sighed. “But this Digger person is a good looking boy in a scruffy way.”

God, she was determined.

My phone indicated another call coming in—my boss.

“Got to take this,” I told her with relief. “Talk to you soon.” 

I switched calls.

“Hey boss.”

“Jada, I’m glad I caught you. Have you made a decision yet about taking some time off to go with Digger?”

“I’ve said no from the beginning. It’s still no.”

“I think you should go.”

“What did he get you?”

“What?”

“Well,” Jada said. “He got my parents tickets to a gala and me a road bag. So what did he get you?”

“Nothing,” her boss said. “Although I will admit I’ve gotten a bit of pressure. But that’s not why I’m calling. Tim Bradshaw has a growing reputation as the man who can create a make or break sound. You told me you want to get into studio work. Well, he’s the man to make that happen for you. Digger’s an ass, but that’s another point in your favor. If you can work with him, a lot of other people won’t phase you. And there are a lot of divas in this business.”

I turned his words over in my mind. My boss had always been straight with me. He’d climbed the ladder the same way I was attempting to do, starting at the bottom. As a gay man, he’d had an equally difficult time as I was having as a woman in a male-dominated field.

“What about the union? Won’t they count leaving the job against me? I don’t want to be an apprentice forever.”

“Nah. Everyone’s happy. Money is changing hands. You’ll get union rates and then some. They have a chance to get someone else a job, even if it’s only temporary. Hell, everything in this business is temporary. You know that. Go, Jada. The experience can only help you.”

I gave up and gave in.

“I’ll go.”

* * *
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DIGGER PACED THE STREET next to his bus, his hat pulled low and sunglasses covering half his face. The wind blew down the canyons created by the tall buildings crowding the cross streets of mid-town Manhattan. He couldn’t get out of this city too soon.

Where was she? He’d gotten word she was coming, but until Jada actually showed up at the bus, he wouldn’t believe it. 

He was a fool to want her so desperately, as his manager had told him in no uncertain terms the day before, accusing him of not being serious about his music in any way possible. 

“All you want to do is get into her pants,” William had accused. “Go find someone else to haul into bed if you need that itch scratched. Sleeping with someone on your crew is a recipe for disaster.”

“It’s not like that,” Digger had protested. “She’s got talent. Tim can help her. I’m giving her a leg up, that’s all.”

“It’s exactly like that,” William had countered. “Now, either get her to agree or find someone else. You have five hours.”

Fortunately, Jada had capitulated before the time was up.

He made another turn. 

There she was, striding down the street, her brand-new bag a stark contrast to the worn clothes—black, of course—she had on. Her T-shirt and tight black jeans were topped with a light black jacket. The jacket was long enough to hide the slight curves of her body. Curves his hands wanted to explore in detail.

But he wouldn’t. While he hadn’t admitted he was interested to William, he’d made a promise to himself. Hands off. 

“About time,” he growled when she reached him.

“Good morning to you, too,” she said. “This how I’m getting there?” She gestured to the bus.

“Road crew left a long time ago while you were making up your mind.”

“I don’t do snap decisions,” she said and climbed up the stairs. 

He followed, his gaze not leaving her ass. 

A man could still look, couldn’t he?

By the time he’d gotten into the bus, she’d introduced herself to the few people who traveled with him: his assistant, Sasha; the three permanent members of his backup band; and the bus driver. By the time the bus emerged from the Lincoln Tunnel, she was friends with all of them. 

He grabbed a guitar and lay back on his favorite couch, pretending to check out chords for a new song, occasionally scribbling something down to keep up the pretense. 

Jada stayed as far away from him as possible, picking a chair near the front, plugging in her headphones and studying something on an electronic notebook. 

She was only going to be with him a few months. If she was as good as Tim said, that was all the time he had to convince her to make it permanent. Tim wanted to get off the road and do studio work for more than just one act. That meant they needed to find and train Tim’s replacement. 

Jada was the first one Tim thought might have the talent to succeed him. Given the short time Tim had been with her, she must be impressive. 

At that moment she looked up at Digger, her brown-green eyes framed by thick lashes. Light glinted off the piercing in her eyebrow. When they’d had coffee, he’d noticed the one in her tongue. He’d been with a woman with a pierced tongue before. She’d been able to do amazing things with that tongue.

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, remembering the feel of that stud on his naked skin. 

Jada smirked at him and went back to her book.  

* * *
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YEAH, NO DOUBT ABOUT it. Digger wanted to jump her bones. 

The kiss he’d given her after coffee had been brief, a little taste to show his interest, before he backed off when his big head realized what his little head was driving him to do. 

“Oops,” he’d said. “Sorry about that. It won’t happen again. I promise.”

She’d been surprised to find herself a little disappointed. Sleeping with the rock star was such a cliché. 

Which is why she was never going to do it. 

But it would be fun to make him squirm. 

She tapped a finger against the chair’s armrest as she stared at the phone screen. 

Putting her phone down, she took off the jacket she’d kept on to keep her warm against the air conditioning, immediately aware of the change in her nipples as a blast of frigid air hit them. All the better. 

Then she walked toward the back of the bus where Digger was playing with his guitar. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

“Playing with ideas for a new song,” he said. 

“So you’re a music-first writer.”

“Huh?”

“Some songwriters start with music, other with lyrics. It looks like you start with sound.”

He shrugged. “It depends. Right now the melody is the strongest.”

“Can I hear it?”

“Uh. No.” He sat up on the couch. “Did you need something? They showed you where the water and the snacks are, right? My assistant can make you up a sandwich if you’re hungrier than that. We all had a big breakfast this morning, and there will be food waiting when we get to D.C.”

“I’m fine,” she said. She leaned forward a little, so her breasts strained against her T-shirt, and braced herself against the side of the bus. “Should I go straight to the venue when I get there?”

Digger’s gaze dropped to her chest like a heat-seeking missile. 

She big her lip to keep from grinning. Guys were so predictable. 

“Um. I don’t know. You’ll need to ask Tim.” His gaze met hers. “Do you have his phone number?”

“Not yet,” she lied. “It was all so sudden. You know.” She deliberately softened her voice into an I’m-so-helpless female version. 

“Yeah. I get it.” He straightened and reached for his phone. After scrolling through it, he read out Tim’s number. “Anything else?” he asked. 

“No, that’ll be it.”

“That’s good,” he said.

The bus hit a pothole and bounced. When she swayed to try to keep her balance, he grabbed her arm to help. “Steady there.”

The warmth of his hand zapped through her and centered itself at the juncture of her legs. 

He smiled at her.

Crap. She was playing with fire. If she didn’t watch out, she was going to become the cliché, and it would be her own damn fault. 

“Thanks,” she said, straightening up. “I’m good.” Then she waltzed back to her seat, making sure to move her hips as she walked. She slid into her seat and snuck a look back at the couch. 

Digger had slouched back on the couch, his guitar covering the lower half of his body, and his gaze steadily focused on the passing scenery of industrialized New Jersey. 

Round one was hers. 
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​Chapter 6
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“... ain’t no leaving this burning now. Ain’t no leaving this burning hell!” Digger hammered the last chords on his guitar and turned to Mike who ended their most recognizable song with a crash of cymbals, then a slow fade away of taps on a snare drum. 

Digger glanced up at the booth in the back of the theater. Jada’s dark head was tilted toward Tim as he spoke. She grinned, nodded, and reached forward as if to move a lever. Digger heard the effect immediately, a very slight echo of the base string one of the band members plucked at the end of the song. It was subtle, but with Tim’s enhancement, it left the crowd with a throbbing intensity, although they weren’t sure why. 

Jada looked across the theater, and for a moment their gazes collided. Desire flared within him, the high from the end of the show intensified. He turned to the fans on their feet in the theater, demanding more and decided to give it to them.

He turned and shouted, “One more, okay?” 

His band mates, high as he was on the crowd’s energy, nodded. 

“Take the City!” he shouted and played the first few notes to let the technicians know where they were going. Up in the sound studio, Tim nodded and spoke to Jada. 

The crowd roared, and the band dove in, taking the juice the audience was feeding them and turning it into the outrage punk required. Up in the sound studio, Jada was jiving to the beat, her movements as jerky as the sentiment of the song demanded. When the final chord rang out, he bowed, and unplugged his guitar with a flourish.

The crowd roared, but with a wave he left the stage. 

The noise in the house didn’t abate. 

“Man, that was amazing,” Mike, his drummer, said, when he came backstage. “You were on fire.”

“Great energy,” the bassist agreed.

“I’m starved,” the Mike said. “I hope Sasha got us a good spread. You coming?” he asked Digger.

“In a bit. Go ahead and start without me.” 

As the pair headed toward food, Digger made his way to the sound booth. Jada was still there, talking with Tim, her enthusiasm apparent in every move she made. 

“Great show!” she told Digger when he walked into the booth. “Better than New York.”

“That’s because you were here,” he said.

“You’re full of it. I was in New York, too.”

But he hadn’t been aware of her then. Not like now, when every nerve in his body vibrated with need. He wanted her, but doing it without the tabloids finding out would be tricky. Normally, he didn’t care. Women who went after musicians sexually knew what they were getting into. But, for some reason, he wanted to protect Jada from that kind of thing. 

She was right, though. The music had exploded tonight, especially that last song. Lyrics and sounds crashed through his brain, begging for a chance to assemble themselves into new songs. Maybe it was time for a new album, one with a new assistant sound tech. 

“Did you want something?” she asked. “Or are you just here to get in our way?”

“Yes. Come to dinner with me.”

“Now? I’ve got things to do.” Again she looked at Tim.

Tim shook his head. “We’ve got another show here. Everything pretty much stays as it is. Go ahead. I’m hitting the hay.”

“C’mon,” Digger said. “There’s a great Salvadoran restaurant, El Tamarindo, that’s open. You’ll love it. The food is amazing.”

Jada looked unsure for a nanosecond more, then her sauciness took over. “I have to check for a few last things on stage. Then I’ll meet you in the lobby. I can’t wait to see how good a restaurant critic you are.” She smirked up at him.

It was all he could do not to crush that expression with his lips. 

* * *
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THE AROMA FILLING THE restaurant was an enticing mix of pungent spice and frying corn with an undertone of sweetness. If it were a melody, it would be a lively Spanish tune with a little bit of sass. 

Digger sat across from her, with an almost happy smile. He’d dropped most of the façade of the performer and almost looked like a guy she might meet at a neighborhood party. 

“I recommend the pupusas,” he said. “It’s the national dish of El Salvadore. Here they make it with so many variations, it will be hard to choose.

She looked at the menu. He was right. Everything from edible flowers and cheese to chorizo and cheese was available. She’d have a hard time deciding. 

Looking back up, she found him staring at her, a strange expression on his face. 

“Is something the matter?” she asked.

“Uh. No.” He returned his gaze to his own menu, just as the memory of the kiss they’d shared exploded in her mind.

Her attention went to his mouth. His full lips had an accentuated curve. The feel of them on her mouth had been intense and demanding, arousing her more quickly than anyone had before.

Not that she’d had much experience. Some fumbling in high school and a six-month friend with benefits didn’t exactly qualified as world-exploding sex. 

What would happen if she explored more than a kiss with Digger?

He chose that moment to look up. 

Everything stood still for a second as they stared at each other, a subliminal conversation, as sexually charged as an actual kiss, snapping between them. Every sensual nerve in her body flared to attention. Her breasts felt full, and her groin flooded. If he’d claimed her right then, she’d go along.

She dropped her attention to the menu. “I’ll have a spinach and cheese,” she said. 

“I also recommend the pupusa vegana,” he said. “With the jackfruit. It is amazing. I have it every time I come.”

“Okay,” she said. 

Digger gave their orders and then settled back into his chair.

“What did you think of the show tonight? I saw you dancing around up there.”

“I already told you. It was great. What? Does your ego need more of a boost?” she asked. 

She may be giving him snark, but that electrically charged moment she’d shared with him over the writhing crowd below had seared her memory forever. Their connection had been so noticeable that Tim had reminded her to be careful. 

“Road romances are difficult when they end,” he’d told her.

“I’m not getting involved with him,” she’d declared. 

At least that’s what her head and heart told her. 

Her body had another agenda. 

“The show was fantastic,” she said. “But you already know that. And I learned so much being with Tim. That echo at the end of “Burning Hell” was so subtle. But it makes the song.”

“I know.” Digger leaned forward. “Tim wanted to put in something that would leave the audience with an ache, a feeling that everything hadn’t been resolved. There were still questions that no one had answered.”

“That’s a lot of work for a little echo.” She grinned at him.

“It does its job. Things don’t always have to be big and splashy to have an effect.” 

“What other things has Tim put in that are like that?” she asked.

He told her, and the conversation drifted into the trends in the music industry and the staying power of punk rock. The pupusas, when they came, were delicious, and the conversation intellectual and seductive at the same time. 

Not only was the man talented, he was smart. 

For her, it could be a lethal combination. Especially with her body’s reaction to his seductive glance.

She was going to have to make a decision soon. What would she lead with? Her head? Or her libido? 
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“Did you always want to go into music?” Jada asked him as they waited for a taxi to take them back to the hotel. 

She was supplying nice, normal conversation that would allow his body to calm down and keep him from doing something stupid. 

“I’ve been doing bands in my garage since I was about thirteen,” he told her. “I grew up in LA, but my parents are pretty grounded people. My mom is a make-up artist in the industry, and my dad’s a history teacher at the local high school. My dad’s great. He gave up the garage for my music, but he always made sure my grades were up. I understood from an early age that whatever I decided to do, once college was over if I decided to go there, I had to make my own way.”

A small taxi pulled up, and he opened the door for Jada, offering his hand to help her in. 

She glanced at it and said, “I’ve got this.” She easily slipped into her seat.

After he got in on the other side, the taxi sped off to their hotel.

“I seriously thought about becoming a teacher, like my dad,” Digger told her, trying to tamp down his awareness of the heat from her body. “But the music wouldn’t let me go. I had some tough years, but I never asked them for money.”

“They must be proud of you.”

“They are, but they’re equally proud of my sister. She took the teacher route, but she teaches Middle Eastern history at UCLA. And, she’s got a husband and baby on the way.”

“Overachiever?”

“Yeah.” He grinned at her, and she grinned back, her smile lighting up the entire back of the cab. 

“What about you?” he asked. 

“Only child, I’m afraid. My parents barely coped with me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

She shrugged. “They love me, but they’re very intellectual. Always serving on some board or another when they aren’t doing their jobs. Mom works in an art gallery, and Dad works in a stock brokerage. There’s oodles of money.”

“Oodles?” he asked. “How many? Jeff Bezos oodles?”

“More like no one you’ve ever heard of oodles. They live in TriBeCa—one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Manhattan.”

“Oh, those kind of oodles,” he said.

She laughed, and the last of the tough persona fell away. God, she was beautiful when she laughed. Her eyes sparkled with joy, and her cheeks rounded with the unrestricted sound. Her whole body participated in the laugh, drawing his attention to it. 

Need flooded him. He needed to touch her, explore her, discover how her breasts reacted to his touch, feel the damp readiness between her legs. It was as if a starving monster had invaded his body, an entity that had never had sex before.

Her laugh caught as she looked into his eyes. 

He knew his desire must be glaring from them. 

Moving closer, he kept his gaze on hers, trying to read her reaction. Would she refuse him?

A little hesitation to give her a chance to say no, then he kissed her. He put everything he had into that kiss. His lips tasted hers, claimed their softness. 

More, his body demanded, his erection already beginning.

Cupping her chin, his fingers soft against her jawbone, he traced his tongue along her lips. 

She opened immediately, her fire matching his own. Their tongues tangled, tasted, tortured as the heat between them rose.  

His hand moved behind her head, pulling her as close as possible. He wanted her. All of her. The need was overwhelming.

The cab came to a stop, almost throwing them off their seats. 

He grabbed his wallet and pushed the money toward the cabbie. “Keep the change,” he said.

The man smirked at him. “Will do. You have fun now.”

Digger scowled at him then raced around to the other side of the cab where Jada had already gotten out. 

* * *
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SHIT. CRAP. SHIT.

What had she done? She’d broken every rule of the theater: stagehands do not get involved with the talent. It was a field littered with broken hearts. 

She’d heard murmurs in the restaurant. More than one person had recognized him. The rumors would start. He wasn’t a mega-star, but Digger had enough fame to show up in the tabloids if a reporter ever stumbled upon them. 

Fortunately, her parents read the New York Times, not the Post.

She should go to her room and call it a night. Leave the kiss in the cab as an erotic memory to enjoy now and again. When she was an old woman, she could say, “I once kissed a rock star.”

But when Digger invited her up to his suite, she didn’t say no.

As soon as the penthouse elevator door shut, he reached for her hand and pulled her close. His lips found hers again. She softened, and he claimed her mouth. Lips tasting, tempting. Tongues exploring, a minor imitation of the grander act to come. 

It was if they couldn’t get close enough. 

His hand palmed her breast, branding her with his heat and causing her nipple to immediately harden. 

She arched into him, begging him with her body to take more. 

He thumbed her aching nipple, and she moaned. 

There was no room between them, so her hands had to settle for the hard muscles of his back. What would his skin feel like under her hands? 

His hand cupped her ass, and his erection ground into her pelvis. 

Another moan. God she wanted him. Reason was trying to make herself known, but Jada ignored her. 

The elevator dinged, indicating his floor. 

They jumped apart. 

She smoothed her clothes as the door eased open.

“Okay?” he asked.

She nodded, unable to find words.

He took her hand and led her down the corridor. Once again, he hesitated. 

“Are you sure?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she said, not feeling any of the bravado she was putting forth. 

“Look,” he said, the key card in his hand inches from the door lock. “Anytime you want to stop ... anything makes you uncomfortable ...”

“Yes,” she said with the sassiest grin she could conjure up. 

“What?” He jerked the card away from the door just as the elevator dinged, indicating a new arrival.  

“You’re talking too much,” she said glancing down the hall. 

Digger opened the door. 

The main room of the suite lay in front of her. Huge glass windows looked across the river to the lit monuments of the capital. Comfortable looking leather couches dominated glass-topped coffee and end tables. There was even a grand piano.

“Wow,” she said. 

He let go of her hand. 

The urgency she’d been feeling in the elevator lessened.

“Drink?” he asked.

“Club soda?” she asked. “It’s late, and we have another show tomorrow.” More alcohol would lower her inhibitions even more. 

“Sure,” he said. “Why don’t you take a seat on the couch?”

She sat gingerly. It all seemed so awkward now. Artificial. She was in a man’s hotel room—a rock star’s hotel room—and there was only one reason for that. But all the driving force behind that reason was dissipating. 

Until Digger sat down and handed her a drink. He settled back in the couch and stared at her over the scotch glass he held. 

“You’re beautiful, you know,” he said. 

She snorted. 

“I’m serious,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “Your face has classic lines, and the way you’ve cut your hair accentuates it.” His gaze traveled down her body, starting it throbbing again at the memory of his touch. “And your body is the perfect shape.”

“So you’ve reduced me to how I look,” she said, only mildly annoyed. 

“I’m a guy.” He shrugged. “I like what I see.” He took another sip of his drink before putting it on the coffee table. “But it wouldn’t mean anything if you weren’t also a smart ...” He put his hand behind her head and kissed her forehead. 

“Capable ...” Another kiss on her cheek. 

“Hard-working ...” The other cheek. 

“Woman who knew what she wanted.” He stared directly into her eyes and kissed her lips. 

Somehow she managed to get her drink to the table without spilling it. 

He deepened the kiss, and his hand once again claimed her breast,  

His lips left hers and he slid his hand under her T-shirt and teased some more.

She slid farther down onto the couch, and her leg was pinned beneath his as he stretched out, but continued his ministrations to her breast. Somehow he managed to reach around and unhook her bra. Pushing both her T-shirt and bra up, he pressed his lips to the nipple and laved it. 

“Oh, my god!” she yelled. Damn the man had serious skills.

He switched to the other breast, driving her body to a higher level of ecstasy. Liquid heat flooded her vagina, spilling out onto her panties. She wanted. She needed. She was ready.

The doorbell rang, followed by a pounding at the door.

Digger pushed himself off. He pointed to a hallway. 

She gathered herself together and found the bathroom, went in, and closed the door behind her before opening it back up a crack. She heard the door open and a bit of conversation before the disagreement exploded into the room.

“No, it can’t wait until morning! The bitch stole my drumsticks. The special ones!”

“Calm down, Mike. What do you mean someone stole your drumsticks?”

“I went back to do a final check of my equipment after dinner. Just like I always do. I’d picked up my case with the sticks, but realized I’d forgotten my hardwood ones. Not sure how that happened. Maybe they were already gone by the time I packed up. I just didn’t realize it. But they’re gone. And they’re pricy sticks! Special order. The guy hardly makes them anymore. They’re gone. And that bitch took them. She had to.”

“Making wild accusations isn’t going to find your sticks, man. We’ll get everyone together tomorrow and scour the backstage and stage before the show. They’ve got to be there somewhere.”

“I want her stuff searched.”

“Who?”

“Jada. She’s the only new person we have. Nothing’s gone missing before.”

Jada put her hand over her mouth. How dare he accuse her! She’d never stolen anything in her life. She put her hand on the door to go out and confront him, but thought better of it. How was she going to explain what she was doing in Digger’s suite?
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“Calm down, Jada.” 

“I will not calm down! That man accused me based on nothing! Nothing!”

Digger ran his hand through his hair. This wasn’t the night he’d anticipated at all. 

“Mike gets carried away. Especially when it comes to his equipment. I know you didn’t take anything.”

“But he’ll repeat that accusation over and over. It’s my reputation we’re talking about here.”

“And I’ll tell everyone he’s full of shit. Then when we find the damn sticks, he’ll look like the fool he is.”

“But what if we don’t?” Jada asked. “What if whoever took them is long gone.”

“You’ve seen our security. No one could get in or out who wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“Exactly.”

He felt like a dolt as he realized the implications of what he’d said. Someone on his crew or the theater’s had taken the sticks. It couldn’t be one of his, but proving it was one of theirs would be tough. Theater crews were territorial enough. 

The thought of anyone on his crew doing such a thing sent a stab to his gut.

“Maybe Mike mislaid them,” he suggested.

She tilted her head and looked at him.

“Probably not,” he said.

“I’m going to bed,” she told him. “It’s been a long day and tomorrow will be exhausting. I’m going to need that day off before we pack and head to Richmond.”

“Do something with me on the rest day.”

“Why?” she asked. “This isn’t anything beyond a road relationship. Even I’m old enough to realize that.”

It’s not, he wanted to say, but wasn’t sure if he believed that himself. He’d never been one for permanent relationships. 

“Because it would be fun. Let’s go to the zoo. See the pandas. It will be fun.”

“Pandas?” A soft smile emerged, an echo of childhood innocence beneath the piercings. “I love pandas.”

“Then it’s a plan.” 

“I suppose.” She frowned. “Just keep Mike away from my stuff. He’s got no reason to accuse me.”

“I will. I have your back.”

She nodded, picked up her bag, and left the suite.

He looked out the window after she left, emotions roiling inside him. Kissing her had been taking possession, but she’d branded his hand with the feel of her soft breast in return. He ached with the emptiness of unfinished sex. 

Her walking out of the room was probably just as well. On the one hand he had everything to offer her, on the other, he had nothing. He’d never been able to find the woman who could handle the road and the ego his job required him to have. And he’d never been able to take his eye off the music business long enough to give any relationship a chance. It wouldn’t be any different with Jada.

With a sigh, he turned away and went to his luxuriously-sheeted king-sized empty bed. 

* * *
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DIGGER HAD BORK CALL everyone into the theater an hour early. He quickly explained the problem of the missing sticks, and Bork assigned people to different areas to look for them. Mike went to his drum set, pulled it apart, and looked everywhere around it, even under the riser. He pulled something from under the wooden platform, scowled, and marched over to Digger.

“I told you,” he said, holding out a silver hoop. “It’s that bitch.”

“Mike,” Digger said through clenched teeth. “If you call her that one more time, I’m going to have to think about replacing you.”

“Oh, got the hots for little miss sound check?” 

Digger clenched his fist and stepped forward.

“Just kidding, man.” Mike held up his hands. “But check this out, okay? I need those sticks.” He tossed the hoop to Digger. 

Digger snatched it from the air, then stared at the small item in his hand. 

It looked like one of Jada’s. But it couldn’t be. 

That’s not who she was.

Unless he was a total ass. 

* * *
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MIKE’S DRUMSTICKS HADN’T turned up by the time the concert began, and even Jada could tell the night hadn’t been one of their best. Even if Digger suggested anything, she was going to turn him down. She wasn’t even going to the after work meal. 

All through the concert she’d felt other people’s eyes on her. It got worse after the audience had left the theater, and they’d returned to start packing up. She could almost hear the whispers and rumors spreading like a fog through the theater. 

She needed out. And as soon as she found her opportunity, she took it. 

“I’m done for the evening,” she told Tim. “Not feeling well. Okay if I split?”

“I’m sorry to hear you’re not well,” the man said, concern in his brown eyes. “Don’t let this stuff get you down. Those sticks will turn up. Neither Digger nor I think you had anything to do with it.”

“Yeah ... well ... thanks.” 

She slipped through the stage door and took the short walk to the hotel. 

It was quiet on the street. A few people lingered in a late-night eatery, and a bar was full, but there weren’t many pedestrians. The buzz of the workday had departed, and after the noise of the concert and hubbub of packing gear, she was eerily alone.

She missed her roommates. At home it was difficult to get a shower, and there was never enough food in the kitchen for hungry theater people, but there was freely given advice and a shoulder to cry on. 

Not that she needed to cry. 

But she did need to talk.

As soon as she got to her room, she parked herself in the uncomfortable armchair and dialed Newt.

“What’s up,” her friend asked. 

“Nothing. I just wanted to find out
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