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Dedication

For Mom, who gave me books and Dad, who gave me music.

Sorry for all the cursing.

Chapter 1

Hagerstown, Maryland

“Hey! Naughty girl!”

Sue Douglas stooped forward as a pair of hands landed—with the full weight of the person behind them—on her shoulders. Righting her posture, she automatically held up a black sticker emblazoned with “#naughty” in bold white text, along with a postcard advertising the radio station’s next free show.

“Thanks, love.” The interloper took the items and pushed off her shoulders to launch himself back into the swarm of concertgoers enjoying the balmy spring night. 

“Can I have one too, please?” A petite girl with an apologetic expression stood before her. 

Sue smiled and held out a different sticker in each hand. “Naughty or nice?”

“Naughty.” The girl giggled and blushed. 

Sue gave her the sticker and matching postcard. For every hyped fan who jumped on her, at least two shy people mumbled requests. She wanted them all. Even more, she wanted them to bring their friends to the next concert her station hosted. The only thing that kept management from flipping the switch and turning the small rock station into another pre-packaged “lite music” destination was advertising. Big attendance numbers at these events kept advertisers happy. That gave Sue the leverage she needed to get more budget to do better events. It boosted her reputation in the industry and kept at least fifty people employed.

The drum beat from the stage guided her as she zigzagged through the crowd, giving out stickers on her way to the afternoon drive time DJ. On her cue he would transition the free show in the nightclub’s back parking lot to the ticketed concert inside. Sue gave away her last sticker and put an intern in charge of the postcards before she pushed through the final crush of music lovers.

“Axel!” She waved. “Hey, Axel!”

The scruffy blond DJ turned and beckoned her. “Sue! You got any more T-shirts? The black ones. I wanna hook these girls up.”

“Yeah, I’ve got some in the van. Gimme a minute.” She nodded toward the women. “Listen, Ax, when these guys are done—”

“I know.” Axel flashed his palm with naughty scrawled across it in pink ink. “Text ‘naughty’ for Pink Slip and ‘nice’ for Derelicts.”

“Exactly. Perfect.” She blew out a breath and pushed her hair off her face. “Don’t mix it up.”

“You already pounded it into my head, woman!” Axel grinned and threw an arm around her neck, giving Sue a half-hug. “This is a cool thing you created. It’s only May and we’re already selling tickets for the Halloween show and the Christmas concert.”

“It’s what I do.” Sue turned her attention to the people waiting and almost laughed. The “girls” were the wives of two prominent baseball players from the Washington Nationals. She smiled at them. “Come on, I’ll get you shirts.”

The women followed her through the groups of people piled around the temporary stage. While Sue climbed into the van to find the stash of black shirts, Axel addressed the concertgoers.

“Let’s hear it for Derelicts!”

The crowd roared, having multiplied since the first band got on stage about an hour before. Now a sea of bodies filled the parking lot. She took a beat to appreciate how many people she’d drawn out.

“If you like these guys,” Axel shouted, “make sure you text in your vote! Tonight’s winner plays against two other bands at our Bag of Bones Halloween party. That winner opens our big Naughty or Nice Christmas show with The Presidents of the United States of America!” When the fans settled into a steady hum of energy, he spoke again. “If you wanna see Pink Slip, what’re you gonna text?”

“Naughty!” the crowd thundered.


“If you want to see Derelicts?”

“Nice!” 



“You got it! Text us now! Voting closes when the main event starts.”

Axel reminded the crowd where to line up for the indoor show before getting them into one more chant of “naughty” and “nice,” then he left the stage.

No sooner had Sue given the women T-shirts, than Axel showed up with a crowd of guys.

“Hey, Sue.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “These guys say they’re the opening act, but security won’t let them in without tickets. Too many people in line already!”

Sue shoved the stickers she held in her back pocket, then looked past Axel. A familiar mop of hair—so black it was almost blue—ruffled in the breeze.

“Oh my God, Tom!” She jumped into the lanky man’s arms, giddy with laughter. “I figured I wouldn’t see you until this was over!”

“Wow!” Axel pulled his chin back. “I don’t get treatment like that, and I approve your expense reports.”

Sue laughed again, an arm still around Tom. “This is my cousin. We grew up on the same street.”

Tom tousled Sue’s hair. “It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other. Axel says this melee is your fault.” 

Sue surveyed the crowd again. “With anyone else I’d be humble, but hell yeah, this is my fault!”

“We left to eat and came back to all this. Now we can’t get in.”

“I’ll get you in under the stage.” Sue grabbed a flashlight from the van and pulled the door shut. “Follow me!”

She directed the guys along the perimeter of the lot. When they got to the rear corner of the stage, she slid aside a piece of black-painted plywood and flicked on the torch. She dipped her head under the framework of the stage and shone the light toward a door just past the opposite side. “We’re going this way.” Partly crouched to avoid bumping her head, she led the group through the maze of stage supports.

​“What are we doing?” a voice called from somewhere behind her.

“I don’t know,” someone else answered. “Follow the chick in the tight pants.” 

“Sweet,” said a third voice.

“Hey!” Even though Tom only spoke one word, Sue recognized the tone in his voice. 

Sue interrupted before her cousin could threaten his friends. “That’s not how you vote! It’s either naughty—”

“Or nice!” a few of the guys chimed in.

Sue chuckled and opened the stage door, where she greeted security. “Hey, Jabba, I’ve got Words Fail Me. They won’t let them in the front door.”

The security guard let out a throaty chortle. “Don’t blame ’em. Rockers are the worst kind of riffraff. Come on.”

They filed in, two tall guys with long hair—one dark blond, the other with a silky black mane—a stocky Asian guy with punk-rock spikes, and finally one with a ruddy complexion and the wardrobe and gait of a skater, each flashing their passes as they went. 

Skater guy talked to her chest as he crossed the threshold. “Tits and ass really do open doors.”

Sue put a concert flyer in his face. “Keep moving, bud.”

“Shut the fuck up, Chris.” Tom pushed the guy into the club.

Sue smirked at Tom. “Thanks, but I can handle myself.”

“You shut up, too.” 

Sue lifted her eyebrows and he blushed.

“Okay.” Tom held out a flyer. “This contest is cool.”

“Thanks!” She beamed. “This is the first year we’re doing a Christmas concert. It’s the same weekend as the big Baltimore station’s, so we needed a hook.”

“Your hook is a contest that involves six bands and four shows?”

Sue calculated it in her head. “Yeah.”

“And this is the first show.”

“Yes.”

“There’s a couple hundred people crammed into that parking lot.”

“The venue holds a thousand,” Sue said. “I was shooting for at least half.”

Tom squinted at her. “You should work for us. We need a good promotions manager.”

“Sure, Tom.” Sue shook her head. “I’ve gotta count the votes. We have to announce the winner before the show inside is over.”

“What are you doing after?”

“I have to clean up all this.” She gestured to the outdoor stage. After the bargaining and cajoling she’d had to do to get management to approve this contest, the last thing she needed was the venue complaining. 

“After that.”

“Hanging with you and passing out for about fourteen hours.”

“Meet me at the station after-party. You have a pass.”

“I never go to that stuff. I have to clean up and pack the van.”

Tom held up a hand. “You have interns for that. After-party.”

“This is my event. I’m responsible for—”

“Your interns are trained to within an inch of their lives. Put aside your control-freak tendencies for one night and come to the damn party.” 

“You’re calling me a control freak? Really?”

Tom crossed his arms. “I’m tour manager. That’s the job.”

“Easy excuse.”

“Come on, Sue. After-party.”

Sue mentally reviewed the long list of things that needed to be done before she could party, and wrinkled her nose. It might be dicey. Still, she hadn’t seen Tom in ages, and she knew Axel would help her do a final check. “Okay.” 

Before Tom could celebrate, she pulled her vibrating phone from her back pocket, read the screen, and laughed. “I have to go. Axel’s trying to count the votes without me, and he thinks he broke the program.”

Tom winced. “That’s not good.”

“He can’t break the program. The votes come to my phone. And my email. And the texting company. I got backups for my backups. We’re in good shape, Tommy.” 

Sue ducked to go back under the stage when Tom called out, “Station after-party. Be there!”
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“Don’t spend too much time talking to girls,” Tom said. “Get to the party so I can make introductions.”

“Sure thing.” Brad beat his thumbs against his thighs, still riding the adrenaline high from playing in front of an amped crowd. The set they’d played was straight fire, and the show Skein put on after them had dumped a shit ton of fuel on it. The people hanging around pulsed with the same energy. He wanted to meet this girl with all the ideas and make some decisions, capitalize on the momentum.

“Hold on.” Brad’s bass player threaded a padlock through the latch on their instrument trailer.

“I got this, man.” Brad jutted his chin at the venue. “Go get her.” 

Tom flashed a thumbs-up and jogged toward the club. 

Chris finally finished locking the trailer and turned, rubbing his head. “You guys wanna hire the chick in the tight pants? You can’t be that hard up, man.”

Brad waited a beat to make sure he didn’t visibly bristle at Chris’s comment. “We should consider it. Did you see the crowd outside? The stickers? Those bands playing in the back lot? That was all that chick!” 

“How do you know?” Chris spared Brad an occasional glance as he checked out the women loitering near the club.

“Tom and I were talking to the DJ who emceed the outside show. He said she invented the whole thing to promo their Christmas concert.”

“The radio station in Bum Fuck, Maryland is big enough to have a Christmas concert?”

“Exactly!”

“Whatever. A chick shouldn’t be following us from gig to gig. Unless you need a piece of ass on standby.”

“Seriously, dude?”

Chris rubbed his chin. “It could come in handy. And she doesn’t look used up yet.”

Brad grabbed Chris’s shoulders, giving him a light shake. “A little respect, man. She’s Tom’s cousin.”

Chris knocked Brad’s hands away. “She had one good idea. That’s no reason to bring her on tour.”

“You wrote one good bass line and we let you in the band.”

“Fuck you. That’s not how it went down.” Chris glared, but Brad held his ground. “What the fuck ever, Brad. Do what you want.” He smirked. “Might be fun to use up a girl together.”

Brad snarled and pushed past him, taking long strides toward the club.

Post-concert, the building had a very different look. It still smelled like beer and smoke, but the illuminated house lights revealed its length. Most of the space resembled a long, wide hallway leading directly to the stage. Alcoves on either side contained bars and a few love seats. The party gravitated around the bar at stage right. A worker pulled over couches from the other side, containing the party in a more intimate space, while a few women danced to the house music.  

Brad recognized the tight jeans at the other end of the bar with Tom. They looked like they’d been made specifically for her firm ass and hips. Her T-shirt hugged her curves and stopped right at the edge of her pants. He wished she’d raise her arms and give him a peek at her bare waist. Auburn hair hung loose down her back, tantalizing him. In a room full of blondes and brunettes, that hair qualified as exotic. 

She turned her head and smiled, instantly upgrading from hot girl to knockout. When she faced Tom again, Brad took one more long look at her ass. He’d be a goner if she had a sense of humor, too. He muttered to himself, “Come on, personality like sandpaper!” He ordered three longnecks and joined Tom and the woman, offering the icy bottles.

“Thanks, Brad. I want you to meet Sue. Sue Douglas, Brad Gowan.”

Brad had a smile ready when she faced him and gave her a beer instead of shaking her hand. “Nice to meet you, Sue. Axel brags on you a ton.”

“Brags, or promises free stuff?” She reached past Tom to put her empty on the bar and gently swirled the new bottle.

“Definitely bragging. It was right after the votes were tallied.”

“Yeah, he would’ve been happy then.” Sue smirked and sipped the fresh beer. “The votes were five times the number of people that can fit in the club.” 

“Nice!” Tom clinked his drink against hers. “How’d you manage it?”

“I had four DJs talking about this show for two months.” Sue took another pull on her drink. “And people could vote more than once.”

As he and Tom laughed, Brad scrutinized Sue and her easy nature. Instinct said she could help his band. He needed the questions to ask to prove it. Chris walked in, his arm around a woman, and inspiration struck.

“My bass player wants to know how a radio station in Nowhere, Maryland got a Christmas concert.”

“I asked for one.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I asked management for one,” Sue repeated. “I have some seriously talented DJs and a few local bands who want more attention. They feel like there isn’t room for them in Baltimore or Philly, and they aren’t getting traction in Pittsburgh. So, I surveyed the listeners. A lot of them said they can’t always get to Baltimore for music and they want more here. I took it to management. They gave me a Christmas concert.”

“They gave her a Christmas concert, all right. Along with a big fuck you,” Axel interrupted as he joined the group, closing it to a few people who’d been openly watching Brad. 

Sue punched him in the arm. “Shut up.”

“They did!” Axel narrowed his eyes at Sue, then turned to Tom and Brad. “Management didn’t want to break their dull but profitable format. They set our Christmas concert the same night as the big rock station’s in Baltimore, and our headliner is D-list. Obviously, they wanted it D.O.A. so they wouldn't have to consider making this an annual thing.”

“The Presidents are not D-list.” Sue put a hand on her hip and gestured with her bottle. “Kitschy? Sure. But fun! And great for our demo.”

Tom collected the empties and put them on the bar behind him. “Didn’t you mention Baltimore has Green Day? Most people choosing a ’90s nostalgia band for Christmas are making the drive.” 

Axel signaled one of the bartenders for another round. “That’s what you’d think. But Suzy here is already moving tickets.”

“It’s May.” Brad finished the second half of his beer to hide his surprise.

Sue pursed her lips. “Yeah. I only have a few more months to sell it out, or no Christmas concert next year.”

“She got The Presidents excited about this contest.” Axel put a hand on the back of Sue’s neck and gave her a tug. “They’re hoping to swing a surprise visit to the Halloween party, which is sold out.”

Sue shook off Axel and scanned the room. “Axel! You better hope no one overheard that. If it gets back to tonight’s bands and it doesn’t happen—”

“Relax! I know. I scoped out the area.”

She elbowed him and finished her drink, then checked the room again before she spoke. “Technically, it’s not sold out. Only the tickets we released are.” She traded her empty bottle with the bartender, still with one eye on the partygoers.  

“Sue, if the station would’ve let us release all the tickets for the party, they’d be gone by now. Or damn near it. We get regular calls for those tickets.” 

Sue seemed ready to protest when Axel shot her a look. She gave him a sharp glare instead.

Tom squinted as he regarded Sue. “She’s putting you guys on the map.” 

“Yep,” Axel said. “Our little Podunk station is becoming more than a training ground for first-year DJs.”

Sue rolled her eyes. “Says the guy who’s been doing afternoon drive time for five years.”

Axel shrugged. “My wife likes it here.”

“You’re making DJs famous?” Brad asked.

“You wanna be famous?” Sue tilted her head, holding his gaze. Hers brimmed with confidence. “I’ll make you famous.”

She’d caught him off guard. “Man! That had some heat!” He tore part of the label off the bottle and rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. “I’m already famous.”

“No. You’re the most popular barfly in Detroit. You have a decent following in Michigan, but get away from the Great Lakes and you’re just another guy with a guitar.”

Brad clutched his bottle to his chest. “This woman is mean, Tom.”

“Sue is painfully honest,” Tom said.

“And she knows her shit,” Axel added. “She researched tonight’s bands weeks ago. She knew exactly how to promote you before your names were even on the marquee. It’s too bad this isn’t Baltimore or Philly. Sue’s twenty-five and she’s already sent three DJs to top-tier markets. She could run radio if she wanted to.”

“You just want to be famous. I”—she pointed at herself with both hands—“can make you the disdain of parents the world over.”

He didn’t even try to stop the grin. Instead, Brad pushed Axel out of the way to put an arm around Sue. “Come work with us. I don’t want to be famous. I want to be super famous. I want to be the enemy of every father and more than a few husbands. Tell me how you’ll do it.”
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Chapter 2
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Sue set a cup of fresh coffee on the café table for Emily, then dropped into a seat. She should be exhausted after hanging out with Tom and Axel until practically sunrise. She thrummed with adrenaline instead. “I was visiting with Tom, and the next thing you know, this hot rock guy draped himself all over me, and I convinced him I’d make him famous.” Sue blushed and waited for Emily to stop giggling. “Shut up, this is serious!”

“Tom plied you with drinks, didn’t he?”

​“I only had two be—wait. Shit. I started a fourth beer.”

“Feeling good after two, bold after three...” Emily said.

“Thank God I didn’t finish the fourth. I’d be running for governor by now.” 

“Not waking up with the hot rock guy?” Emily lifted her eyebrows before sipping her coffee.

Sue waved the suggestion away. “Absolutely not. Never work guys. Not even fuck-hot musicians.”

“Fuck hot, huh?”

“His charisma on stage is electric. He's striking, too. Native American, complete with high cheekbones and hair like silk.” Sue shook her head, erasing the image she’d conjured. “Anyway, hard pass. Business plans before boys.”

“But this boy is a benefit of the business plan.”

“Nope. I don’t mess around with guys from work. There’s enough drama in publicity.”

“I get it.” Emily sat back. 

Sue lean forward and grinned. “Have I told you how proud I am that you passed the bar exam?”

Emily crossed her arms. “Especially now that you need to register a business and write a contract?”

“Exactly. Plus, I need to make sure I’m not breaking any rules in my contract with the station. And I was proud of you before I created this whirlwind situation for myself.”

“I’m a little surprised you’re leaving the station in the middle of your holiday contest. Especially since the buzz you get them keeps them afloat.”

Sue played with the tag hanging from her hot tea before answering. She had mixed emotions about walking away from what she’d built. Taking this job was a risk, and so was turning it down. “Axel says I’m too young to pass on a good opportunity for a job that doesn’t give me an equity stake.”

Emily’s eyes popped. “Wow. Axel’s a really good friend.”

“Yeah.” Surprised by sentimentality, Sue blinked back tears and cleared her throat. “I’ll make sure my replacement is ready to hit the ground running. There’s an assistant producer on the midday program who’d be good.”

“The station expects you to replace yourself?” 

“No. I’m not leaving Axel high and dry, though. He’s always been my biggest cheerleader. Besides, radio is a small town. You may not know everyone, but you know about them. I gotta stay on the up and up.” Sue sipped her tea and sat back. “I can’t believe I’m creating my business already.”

“You’ve been working on the business plan since sophomore year of college. I’d say it’s about time.”

“I can’t screw this up, Em. I barely have anything saved and going back to entry-level radio would be humiliating.”

“You’ll be okay.” Emily patted Sue’s hand and smiled. “I’ll build in safeguards for you. And you can always sell your house.”

“I’m not ready for that. I never planned to stay there forever, but I finally finished the remodel. I want to enjoy it for a bit.”

“Ha! Enjoy it from their tour-bus window!” Emily straightened and finished her coffee. “I have to get to the office. Give me the details you worked out and forty-eight hours.”

Sue handed over a copy of her radio contract with a bright sticky note on the cover page. It had a short list of items, including the salary she and Tom had discussed. “You have twelve hours. Otherwise their record label is gonna assign someone from corporate.”

“Jeez, Sue, why can’t you pick a low-pressure job once in a while?”

She shrugged. “Too boring.”
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St. Louis, Missouri

Two weeks later, Sue pushed open the door to the dressing room at Mississippi Nights and looked around. The room damn near overflowed with trunks, duffel bags, and equipment. Hairbrushes, razors, and bottles of sprays and creams covered spaces that didn’t already have clothes on them. Flyers and pictures were taped to the mirrors, and a bottomless garbage can hung from the wall with balled papers littering the counter, floor, and luggage around it. She’d seen messy dressing rooms from the concerts the station sponsored, but they’d rarely been disorderly from ceiling to floor and wall to wall. If these guys were sending a message, they’d have to try harder. She didn’t care if their shaving cream got left behind.

To her right, directly behind the door, a man’s bare foot hung over the side of a grossly overstuffed couch. 

“Hey, rock star, how about helping a lady through this mess?” 

Brad peeked from behind a copy of Metal Edge and grinned. “Hey, Sexy Sue! When the door opened, I figured the next thing I’d hear was Tom bitching about amplifiers being expensive tables. I was hoping to blend in.”

In one fluid movement, Brad dropped the magazine, stood, and scaled some gear to get to Sue’s side. He took her messenger bag and kissed her cheek. 

Sue grinned at his easy affection and  cataloged the mess in the room again. Part of her job would be to help keep track of all the equipment. “You unload a lot of stuff for an eight-hour stop.”

“The guys made it look worse for you. I don’t think all this is even ours. How was your flight?” 

“I don’t know, I drove.”

“Why? Hagerstown to St. Louis is like twenty hours. It's storming out there! How are you even awake?” Brad steered her through the maze of gear to the couch, almost pushing her into a speaker. 

She cursed under her breath and freed herself of his direction. “It’s twelve hours, the rain stopped this morning, and I’m not sticking exactly with the tour. I’ve got some meetings in Austin and I want to get to New Orleans before you, so I’m skipping the Houston gig.”

“We would’ve rented a car for you in Austin and flown you to New Orleans.”

Hadn’t Brad seen the details of her contract? The record label wasn’t exactly thrilled with the band’s decision to use a third-party PR agent. They’d written all kinds of extra billing and payback requirements into the agreement, making something as simple as acquiring a plane ticket seem like quantum physics by the time all the forms were completed. Sue had negotiated a higher rate and decided to use her own resources instead of wasting time on red tape.

“That’s sweet, but I don’t mind driving. It gives me time to think in peace.” 

“Peace on a rock tour is a novelty.”

“I won’t drive all tour. The show in Charlottesville is about two hours from my place. I’ll drive home from there and catch a flight to meet you guys in New York.”

“That still leaves you driving across half the country.”

“I like to drive.” Sue managed to make it to the couch and grabbed the copy of Metal Edge Brad had been reading. “How far did you get in this?”

“Not far.” He scratched his bare chest. “I think I was still in the letters to the editor section.” 

“Cool. Check this out.” Sue thumbed through the magazine. She found the page she wanted, folded the rest of the pages back, and tossed the whole thing to Brad. “Bottom of the middle column.”


What would the title of your life story be? 

“I’m very pleased and terrified to be here.” 



—Brad Gowan, Words Fail Me

“You did this? You got us in here?”

“Yes, sir.” Sue smiled and pushed a few stray hairs over her ears, then rested her hands on her hips.

“I can’t believe it! Tom’s been trying to get us in this rag for months!” Brad nimbly climbed over the equipment between them and wrapped her in a huge bear hug.

Laughing, she indulged him for a moment, then stepped out of the embrace. “Just doing my job. Tom gave me the quote and I stayed on the phone until I knew it was set.” Then she made sure the record label saw the pickup along with the proofs for the next issue. She made sure she mentioned that the whole thing happened within forty-eight hours of executing the contract. It was more than a solid start toward fulfilling the publicity requirements.

“You’re awesome.” Brad’s gaze floated between Sue and the magazine.

“Did you quote Hairspray on purpose?” Sue asked as she sat on the couch.

“We did the play in high school and I had it bad for the chick cast as Penny Pingleton. I felt that way pretty much every time she spoke to me. And when we signed our record deal.” Blushing, Brad sat sideways on the couch, facing Sue.

“Penny was hot, huh?” Sue grinned, amused by his reaction.

“For a high school girl.” Brad smirked. 

Sue rolled her eyes. “Okay, Romeo. I wanna officially meet the other guys. We have a lot to discuss before we get to Austin.”

“Like what?”

“We’re taking full advantage of the opportunities at Indy Showcase. I scheduled interviews and I’m hoping for a small photo shoot, too.”

Brad stood and rooted around the room until he found a T-shirt and put it on. His face stayed blank, though his eyes were dark. “How many interviews total?”

Sue recognized his concern but carried on, figuring it was better that he knew more. “Not sure yet. A few people agreed to interview you guys at the same time. One is only interested in Darryl since he produced your album. He can do that on his own while you guys talk to someone else.”

“Are any of these gonna be live?”

“No. They’ll all be recorded then transcribed. The bloggers may post some of the audio, but they’ll tighten it up so they only have the witty parts on their sites,” Sue explained.

“They’ll edit us? Are they allowed to do that?”

“Yeah, so they can post the best parts of the interviews. They’ll want something unique and cool. If anything, the people who interview you together might fight over the best moments.” 

Brad smiled. “They’ll fight over us?”

“It’s a strong possibility.”

“I love it when you talk rock star to me.” His smile overtook his face, and his brown eyes danced. 

Sue sat up and smiled back. His enthusiasm was contagious despite her road weariness. “You say that now but wait until I sit your ass in a room to interview for a couple days straight and then throw some photo shoots on top of it. We’ll see if you like all the rock star talk then.”

“I have a feeling you’ll be able to get me into it.”

“I certainly hope so.” Sue stood. “Where are the rest of the guys? I want to meet them before the show."

“Yeah, we need to talk about that.” Brad’s expression sobered. He worked his way back to the couch and pulled Sue down next to him.

“What's up?” A small wave of fatigue hit her. Not from the drive, but from nerves. She’d been on pins and needles ever since she’d accepted the band’s offer. Negotiating with the record company hadn’t been a walk in the park, either. Her agreement to work as both tour support and publicist was unconventional but justified her joining the tour and made it possible for the band to afford her. Plus, it gave her an opportunity to prove her mettle in several ways. The record company had insisted on unusual clauses that put them all over a barrel. Sue was determined to prove she was worth it, and more importantly, that the clauses were unnecessary.

“They're kinda pissed that Tom and I vetoed them. They think a girl on the bus will change the dynamic of the tour and the whole ‘what happens on tour stays on tour’ thing.”

“‘What happens on tour stays on tour?’”

“Women.” Brad looked sheepish.

“Huh. I figured I’d be a buzzkill making them talk to reporters. Being a cockblock never occurred to me.” 

Brad’s eyes went wide. “They’re worried about the work part, but Tom and I got them past that. We need the attention. We’d have to work for it no matter what. So...yeah. Women are still an issue.”

“Okay.” Surprised that sex was their biggest concern, Sue tightened her ponytail and her resolve. “That’s no big deal. I don't care who you guys sleep with. It only matters if someone tries to confirm rumors with me. In that case, the less I know the better.”

Brad frowned and raked his fingers through his hair. “Be prepared. They may be vulgar for a while, and they’ll probably try to pull some shit on you.”

“Hazing and vulgarity. I can handle it.” Sue bobbed her head once.

“You sure? You're not scared?”

“Scared? No. Wishing I went to the Cleveland gig and negotiated with the band in person? Yes. Chalk it up to a lesson learned the hard way.” Sue took the magazine and played with the edge, hoping he wouldn’t see her frustration over her own eagerness to close the deal instead of doing her due diligence.

“I'm sure they won't do anything worse than teach you a few new curse words. Besides, Tom and I got your back.”

Sue smiled at Brad and tossed the magazine back in his lap. “Good. Where's this unruly band of yours?”
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“Hey, guys! Sue's here,” Brad shouted as they crossed the stage. 

Sue walked a few steps behind, taking in the space. The rest of the band sat in the first two rows of the venue with gushing female fans scattered around them. The band harassed the men arranging the headliner’s gear, throwing paper wads and food at the stage.

“We aren't up to meeting another one of your groupies,” the guy with punk-rock spikes shouted back. Vibrant tattoos covered his arms.

“Yeah, man. How are we ever gonna keep them all straight?” 

The guys laughed as though Brad and women were a running joke. The ladies around them all fidgeted. Suddenly, an M&M headed straight for Sue's face. She caught it neatly in her mouth and swallowed.

“Nicely done.” The guy sitting in the front row stood. “I'm Justin Arnold. I drum.” 

Even with Sue on the stage, Justin had enough height that she barely had to lean over to shake his proffered hand. The stage lights highlighted a strong jaw and made the glossy light brown and blond strands of Justin’s long hair shine. “Nice to meet you.”

“You sailed past test number one,” Brad whispered as she straightened.

Sue didn’t have time to process that little success before she went back on high alert.

“Hey, you should be on TV. Stupid Human Tricks!” The guy with spiked hair gave her a big grin, still sprawled in his seat, one foot propped on the chair in front of him.

“That's not my speed, but thanks.” Sue smiled and tried to relax despite her cold hands and tense neck. She knew it was better that she hadn’t done more than reapply her deodorant after twelve hours on the road, but she still wished for the armor of fresh clothes and neat hair. 

Still on his feet, Justin shook the chairs near the other two. “Come on, stand up, assholes. That’s Darryl Black, rhythm guitar and keyboards.” He pointed to the spikey bottle blond, then jerked his head over his right shoulder. “The cue ball behind me is Chris Lorenzo, bass.” 

The young woman sitting next to Chris cocked her head as though waiting for her introduction. Justin didn't appear to notice.

Before Sue greeted the other guys, Brad jumped off the stage and showed them the blurb in Metal Edge. Justin took the magazine and evicted the woman sitting between Darryl and Chris, holding the pages open so they could all read the blurb together.

“Damn.” Justin slapped the armrest. “Hairspray goes pretty far back, man.”

“Yeah.” Brad buried his fists in his pockets and ducked his head. The fan who’d forfeited her seat to Justin pinched Brad’s cheek, her other hand on his bicep. Brad brushed her away.

“Where are the quotes from the rest of us?” Chris didn’t speak to her chest this time. 

“When I called Tom, you guys were shooting a video and Brad was the only one around. The editor agreed to save space in an upcoming issue to feature all of you.” Sue crossed her arms and rocked on the balls of her feet while she waited for their response. She didn’t like feeling vulnerable, especially as the stage lights shone on her with random strangers sizing her up.

“Brad was the only one available for comment, huh?” Darryl exchanged glances with Justin and Chris. 

The three of them launched a full-scale food attack at Brad, pelting him with their snacks.

“Hey!” Brad scrambled back onto the stage and tried to gather some ammunition of his own. “Watch it!”

“Yeah, watch it.” One of the women shook out her hair.

Still ignoring the women, the guys kept a steady stream of M&Ms, puffed cheese, and pretzels going in Brad’s direction as they clamored onto the stage and chased him.

“Guys, you're supposed to trash the stage after the show!” All movement stopped as Tom stepped into view, tapping a tablet against his leg. “Besides, you know how Brad gets when shit sticks in his hair.” Tom greeted Sue with a half-hug. “How’re they treating you?”

“Better than they're treating Brad.” She relaxed by a few degrees. 

“Good. Saw your work in Metal Edge. You don't waste any time.”

“It was nothing.”

“Sure it was. Have you checked into the hotel?”

“No. I wanted to meet everyone first. I figure as soon as I get to the room, I'll pass out.”

“You should’ve flown in.”

“You think I can't make my car fly?”

Tom rolled his eyes. “Everyone knows you’re here?”

She gestured toward the band.

“I mean your squad. They know you made it?”

“Oh!” Sue laughed. “Yeah. Emily called me a few times along the way to make sure I didn’t decide our devil’s deal was too much and change my mind. I texted Amy and Robin after I pulled in. Robin’s jealous of some of the tour stops. He says it’s been a while since they played in a beautiful, intimate space.”

“Echo Chamber can write their own ticket. Tell them to do a fan club event at a place like that.”

Sue flashed her eyebrows. “I have. They’re considering it after the festival circuit.”

Tom crossed his arms, his tablet tucked against his chest. “Why aren’t you doing Echo Chamber’s PR? You’d build the business faster.”

“I consult sometimes and arrange media for Robin’s art, but they’ve had a great team in place forever. You don’t mess with a good formula.”

Tom shifted his gaze to the band, still having a food fight on the stage. “Have you told them about Indy Showcase?”

“Only Brad. Wanna break it to them now?”

“Hey, guys!” Tom shouted. “Stop torturing the crew and come here! Sue has some news for you.”    

Justin sauntered over, draped his arm around Sue, and smiled. “Notice how you’re the only person not covered in cheese shit?”

“Yeah.” Sue braced herself, expecting him to grab Darryl's bag and dump whatever remained on her.

“There are two ways to stay that way. One: never spend time alone with Darryl. Two: make him think he's famous. Otherwise, I hope you like orange.” Justin smirked and gave her a salacious once-over, lingering on her breasts longer than necessary.

Sue wove her fingers into the hand that hung carelessly from her shoulder and moved her head to look Justin straight in the eye. “I'm not gonna make him think he's famous, Justin. I'm going to make him famous. Will that work?”

“Uh... that’ll do it.” Justin’s smile faltered under Sue's gaze, but he kept his stance. When she looked away, she felt him exhale. When would this part of the gauntlet end so she could do the same?

“Ladies,” Tom addressed the fans. “Can you give us a few minutes?”

“Seriously?” Chris crossed his arms. “PR chick is here ten seconds and already they have to go. Real nice.”

“We’re about to have a business conversation. It stays between us. Like always.”

Chris glared, but Tom signaled to one of the roadies to show the women out. 

Not wanting to make the tension worse, Sue waited to speak until Tom nodded to her. “We’ve gotta spend some time together over the next few days. I’ve set up some interviews at Indy Showcase, and I want to go over the types of questions you guys might get and—”

“Wait, wait,” Chris interrupted. “We’re gonna be interviewed in Austin?”

“Yeah.”

“By who?” asked Darryl.

“The local radio station, a few magazines, and some blogs.”

“Real magazines or a paste-up job out of some dude’s garage?”

“Real magazines. Sound Spectrum and Spin. Maybe something bigger, I haven’t been able to confirm yet. That may be a blog thing.”

Justin looked her in the eye. “So, when you said ‘some blogs,’ you didn’t mean random fan sites?”

“No. These are legitimate music blogs. Some are tied in with magazines and others are independent, but none of them are run out of someone’s mother’s basement,” Sue said.

“And the radio station? Is it real or a podcaster?” Chris asked.

“Two stations, both real,” Sue confirmed. “The rock station out of Austin and their sister station in Dallas. Plus, the Song Exploder podcast, which I’m sure we all agree is legit.” She grinned as she took in the happy and surprised expressions on the guys’ faces. 

Tom chuckled. “You’re the only woman capable of rendering these guys speechless. Even strippers have a hard time getting them to shut up.”

“Thanks for that one,” Brad grumbled.

“Hey!” Darryl quirked his lips. “Can we make fun of Maroon 5 during the interviews?”

“Not if you want to perform with them any time soon.” Tom tapped his fingers against his tablet.

“What?” Justin looked from Tom to Sue and back again, the neat ponytail at his neck slapping his shoulders. Shock covered his chiseled face.

“I’m working on getting us into some festivals later this summer,” Tom said.

“And regardless of who you’ll be sharing a stage with, don’t say anything publicly about anyone unless it’s how great they are,” Sue added.

Darryl flushed and smiled, then elbowed Chris in the side.

“Hot damn.” Justin tightened his grip on Sue’s hand and spun her around the stage. “You’re gonna keep us mighty busy, Sue! I like it. I think you’re gonna be my new best friend.”

She laughed while trying to keep up with Justin’s frenzied twirling. “You may want to hold off on that.”

“Nah. You’re a lot hotter than Brad. Besides, I’ve known him since we were seven. It’s time for a change.”

Brad loped around Justin and Sue, singing what Sue imagined was an ancient Native American song.

“Wait!” Chris shouted. “Calm the fuck down!”

All the action on the stage stopped, and everyone faced Chris. Brad stepped toward Sue and put a steadying hand on her waist as she regained her balance.

“It’s only a few interviews. We don’t even know how they’re gonna pan out. It doesn’t mean she can get us more after that.” Chris dropped a bag of pretzels on the floor and stomped on it, sending the remaining food and crumbs across the stage toward Sue’s feet. 

Justin stared at Chris. “What’s your problem? A minute ago you were so fuckin’ happy you looked like your head was gonna explode!”

“Nothing.” Chris kicked at the pretzel bag.

“You sure about that?” Justin growled.

“Look, I know she can tune my guitar”—Chris grabbed his groin and pursed his lips—“but can she—”

“What the fuck, man?” Justin stalked toward Chris.

Without hesitation, Darryl stepped between the two, facing Justin. “Let it go, Just. He’s freaked out.” 

“He needs to get over it.” Justin stared at Darryl. His six-foot-four-inch frame towered over Darryl’s shorter, stocky build, but Darryl stood his ground. “She’s trying to help us.”

“Then let her do her job.” Everyone’s heads swiveled toward Tom. “Since Skein is the headliner on this tour, I suggest you clean the shit off the stage.” Tom turned toward Sue. “Let’s go back to the dressing room.”

She skirted around them, hoping Tom really had ended the confrontation. 

Darryl and Justin patted each other on the shoulder and broke out of their death stare stance.

“Sorry,” Chris said with a bowed head.

“Yeah.” Justin exited the stage.

Relieved, Sue followed Tom out to the equipment trailer, ready to take on the next challenge.
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Normally, Sue liked to hit the ground running. In this case, that meant learning how to pack the gear into the band’s trailer. It was part of her contract with the record label, after all. But Tom insisted that she wait in the dressing room. He said they played this venue frequently and already had a solid system. Sue made a valiant attempt at arguing with him, and when she interrupted herself with a massive yawn, Tom pushed her into the armchair and left. As she sunk into the overstuffed seat, her eyes fluttered closed, fatigue finally overpowering the burst of adrenaline she’d had when she first arrived. She roused herself when the guys finally settled into the room.

“How’d you like the show?” Justin asked. He sat against a cooler of beer on the floor, tossing trash at the garbage can, making more shots than he missed. 

Sue opened her eyes, then stretched. “Loved it. You guys are great live.”

“Sure we are. She can’t even look you in the eye, Just,” Brad said.

“I hit a big wall of tired.” Sue shifted in the chair and forced her eyes open. “But you were great. The audience responds to you. They can tell you're having fun on stage.” 

“Isn’t that the point?” Chris asked.

“Shut up and get her a beer. I need her awake long enough to tell me how cool I am.” Darryl reclined on the couch, his head propped in such a way that his spikes didn’t impale the furniture. He tossed a tennis ball above his chest, stopping occasionally to drink from his own beer.

“Darryl.” Sue stretched in his direction. “You are so cool on stage that it makes a girl willing to risk her life with those spikes. I saw it in the crowd. The women wanted you. They were out there practicing how they’d hold you once your hair punctured the artery in their arms.”

“You know, if I didn’t think you’d eat it like that M&M before, I’d throw this ball at you.”

“Keep your balls to yourself,” Chris muttered as he shoved Justin away from the cooler.

“You are so funny!” Justin grabbed some ice and mashed it into Chris’s face.

“Fuck you, man.” Chris scowled. “If the girls want us so much, where the hell are they?”

“I asked security to keep them away,” Tom chimed in from the doorway. “I wanted you all to have a chance to unwind before the T and A comes through.”

All the guys fidgeted at the comment, but Sue was too tired to do anything more than hide a smile behind her hand.

“Don't worry. I'm sure there are plenty of women waiting at the bar,” Tom added.

“Thank God for that.” Darryl feigned wiping his brow.

“Seriously, Darryl,” Sue said. “Your hair hasn’t moved at all since this afternoon.”

“I know! It’s this awesome mohawk glue my sister got me. It’s hair cement.”

“You’d better hope someone doesn’t put Nair in it one day.” Justin threw a paper wad at the garbage can.       

“Please, we all know Brad’s the one who’d shit if that ever happened. I’d paint my skull or something,” Darryl said.

“You guys are too much. I want you to talk like this in your interviews.” Sue finished her statement with a yawn. If they hadn’t been in the room talking with her, she’d be out cold.

“Seriously?” Brad sat across from her on a trunk. Again, he only wore jeans.  The combat boots he wore during the show sat on the floor on either side of him. One sock hung off the garbage can/basketball hoop, the other on the floor near it. His T-shirt lay folded across one of his legs.    

“Yeah. Don’t you want your fans to like you for who you are?”

“I want the fans to like our music.” Chris gave Sue a long neck, then perched on the counter behind Brad.

“Who writes your music?”

“We do.” Darryl sat up on the couch.

“Where do your ideas come from?”    

“People we know, things we’ve done.” Brad shrugged.

“Then it’s safe to say that your music is personal.” Sue took a swig of beer.

“I guess.” Darryl tossed his ball.

“Definitely.” Justin punctuated his answer with an empty water bottle clattering against the garbage.

“Sometimes I feel a little removed from the songs, but it all depends on the subject,” Darryl added.        

Brad leaned toward her, his hand extended. “My history is in each of our songs. I live these songs every day. Even before the band. I’m meant to play this music.” Brad stared at Sue. 

Sue held his gaze for a moment, then focused on Chris. “And you?”

“I'm with Brad.” Chris kept his eyes on the beer bottle he held in his lap.

“You’re all intricately woven into your songs. Your fans feel a connection to the music. You shouldn’t put on an act when you’re talking about it. The most important thing is to be sincere when you’re talking about the music, because you’re actually talking about yourself.” Sue paused and sipped her beer. She winced at the taste and read the label. She didn’t recognize the brand. “Your fans became interested because of the music. They’ll be fiercely loyal because of you.”

The guys were silent for a minute.

“I guess this means the world’ll find out about my hair obsession.” Brad raked his fingers through his glossy locks.

“Count on it, buddy,” Justin answered with a wicked grin.

“Sue, as soon as you leave this room, Brad’s gonna beg Tom for security so we can’t put Nair in his shampoo.” Darryl sank back into the couch.

Brad spun around on the trunk and threw his shirt and empty water bottle at Darryl as everyone laughed.

“What type of beer is this?” Halfway through it, Sue’s instincts screamed that the taste and texture wasn’t right.    

“It’s cheap shit.” Chris tasted some from his bottle and made a face. “Skein makes us drink it since we’re the openers and regularly trash the stage.” 

“Ahh.” Sue tried another sip. “Are you sure that’s it? It seems a little... skunky.”

“You get used to it. The other girls don't have a problem with it.”

“Chris.” Tom shook his head.

Sue waved off the comment, then took another swallow, grimacing at the taste. She dropped her head back on the chair and closed her eyes.        

“Are you ready for the hotel?” Tom asked.

“Yeah.” Sue chugged the rest of the beer, then stood. She wasn’t sure if her weariness or the drink had made her woozy. She regained her balance and surveyed the room, trying to figure out where to put the bottle. All the garbage littered the floor around the broken can, so she took aim. The bottle hit the back rim, then fell through, landing among the paper balls. 

“Didn’t even break the glass. Nice,” Darryl said. 

Sue gave him a small smile and turned toward the door, looking for the easiest path out of the room. All of the instruments and equipment from earlier had been packed away, yet somehow a huge mess still remained.

Tom tapped a finger on the back of his tablet. “I don’t even know how you got in here.”

“Neither do I,” she admitted as she made her way to him.
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