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This book is dedicated to Billy—better known to us as Joe—age fifty. He was the wildest of all of us, but a great guy with a great fucking heart, who passed away in 2026 from one of the worst diseases our species ever cooked up. It’s taken so many that we loved.
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PROLOGUE 
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The Road Always Remembers

––––––––
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The road doesn’t care who you used to be.

It doesn’t care about names, promises, or the things you swore you’d never become. It just keeps moving, mile after mile, dragging everything behind it like it was always a part of the plan.

Some people think survival is about strength.

It’s not.

It’s about what you’re willing to carry when nobody is watching, and what you’re willing to bury so deep, that even you forget it was ever there.

Lee Vance learned that the hard way.

Not in a single moment.

Not in a clean break.

But in pieces.

In silence.

In choices that didn’t feel like choices until it was already too late to undo them.

There are versions of a man that only exist in motion, on tour buses, in back alleys, in half-lit rooms where nobody stays long enough to ask the right questions. Versions built on instinct. On reaction. On whatever keeps the next second from becoming the last.

People will tell you the truth always comes out, but that’s not how it works.

The truth doesn’t come out.

It builds up.

It waits.

And when it finally moves...it doesn’t ask permission.

This is not a story about becoming a monster.

It’s a story about what happens when you realize you might have always been one and just never had the right circumstances to prove it.

Somewhere out there, the road is still going.

And it remembers everything... 
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Chapter 1
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The Beginning

––––––––

[image: ]


The alarm clock never stood a goddamn chance. Normally Lee would hit snooze fifty times, cursing a blue streak, before finally hurling the miserable thing across the room like a fastball...but not today. 

Today, his life was finally cracking open. Today he was kissing this boring, shit-hole suburb of Columbus, Ohio goodbye and climbing aboard a year-and-a-half-long tour opening for one of the biggest rising acts in the country.

He bolted out of bed, heart hammering like a kick drum on the downbeat, a stupid grin splitting his face.

Lee was one of the founders, bassist and lyricist for local Columbus band, ‘Animal Instinct’. 

To the neighborhood kids on their dead-end street—and yeah, it was literally a dead end—he was the quiet enigma. While they spent their summers torturing frogs and other animals, Lee was out in the woods behind the subdivision saving every broken thing he could find. Baby bird with a busted wing, tadpole trapped in a puddle drying up under the August sun, it didn’t matter. 

He had that Doctor Dolittle touch, something almost supernatural. Once he pried a toad out of a garter snake’s jaws, then spent the rest of the afternoon feeling guilty as hell that the snake might go hungry. 

Animals got his gentleness. Humans? Humans, he watched from a distance, cautious as a stray cat himself.

He snatched up the phone and dialed his cousin Anthony before he could talk himself out of it. They were cousins by blood, brothers by choice. Lee always joked that the only reason God made them cousins was because He knew their parents couldn’t have survived them as actual siblings. 

They looked alike, sounded alike, acted alike—except Anthony was the anchor. The calm, cautious drummer, who learned what not to do by watching Lee’s more adventurous fuck-ups in real time.

The phone rings...

“LEE! What the fuck, dude?! I don’t see the sun!”

“Probably because it isn’t out.” Lee chirped, glancing at the clock. “It’s 5:45. We nee-”

“NEED TO SLEEP! We NEED to sleep, asshole!” 

CLANG.

Anthony slammed the receiver down so hard the old bell inside the phone actually rang. Lee grinned wide, picturing his cousin fantasizing about that bell being Lee’s skull getting rung. It was their thing, always had been. Anthony had thick skin; Lee was the one who’d snap if you pushed him too far. They lived to crawl under each other’s skin and make each other laugh while they did it.

Lee started chucking the last of his gear into his bags, mind already racing ahead to the rest of the lineup they were dragging on the road.

First, there was Joe. 

The man was a liability with women and a goddamn magnet for fistfights, but an absolute genius on lead guitar. He was the kind of guy you wanted right beside you when the shit hit the fan and the bottles started flying.

Then, Mitch,

Anthony’s childhood friend who’d jumped in with them back in their teens. Rhythm guitar and lead vocals, the steady bridge between Lee’s goofy-ass energy and Anthony’s patience, running thin.

And finally, Kelly, 

their keyboardist—a mysterious, quiet bastard and brand-new father who’d be sitting out some of the dates while the rest of them “made do” as a four-piece.

Together they were a hard-rock psycho circus. An ’80s band accidentally born in the ’90s, all melodic hooks and earth-shattering drums.

In the quiet before cell phones ruined every 

silence.

Lee checked his bags one last time. Normally he’d already be out in the fields critter-hunting at this hour, but today he had a different kind of hunt starting. 

He sat on the front step, duffel between his knees, waiting for the old mini bus that was converted into a “first tour” bus. Lee and the guys often laughed at it themselves. The whole damn world is about to open up.

The first set of headlights cut through the dark. Anthony’s truck rolled up. He still looked a little pissed about the 5:45 wake-up call, but that was Anthony—perpetually half-irritated, especially when Lee’s brand of crazy was involved. 

He knew his cousin had his moments of full-blown insanity, but usually the man had some common sense. As Anthony walked up the driveway, he caught Lee staring off into the trees, as if he were solving the meaning of life.

“What in the blue fuck were you thinking this morning?” Anthony asked, 

His voice laced with that irritatingly humorous tone he saved just for Lee.

Lee startled, spinning around. He hadn’t even heard the footsteps.

“You liked that, did ya? Yeah! My bad—I was a little excited!”

He said it playfully, then continued. “Besides, I doubt we’re gonna get any decent sleep for a while anyway. Better get used to it!”

Anthony shook his head, grinning despite himself. “Yeah, I guess you’re right, cuz. God knows that isn’t often!” He teased, and they both laughed.

“Hey man...” Lee’s tone turned cautious. “What do you think we should do about Kelly? Should we just hunt down another keyboardist?”

Anthony leaned against the porch rail. “Well, man, he’s part of this too. We haven’t made it this far without him. Let’s give him a minute and see how he handles it, alright?”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Lee muttered. “I just don’t want anything fucking up everything we’ve worked for up to this point, ya know? It’s nothing personal against him.”

“I get it,” Anthony said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We already told him we’d make do and make it work. Loyalty, Lee.”

Lee swallowed, nerves flickering. “Yeah. Loyalty!”

Another set of headlights swept the yard, engine roaring like a caged animal.

It was the second “spark plug” of the band—Joe! Music ALWAYS blared out of his ’67 fastback Ford Mustang, gloss black with white decorations. The rest of the guys were surprised he hadn’t wrapped it around a tree or pole yet; he was the craziest driver of all five members. When he was behind the wheel, everyone fought over the backseat instead of calling shotgun. 

Lee would often think back to the time his goofy ass almost ran them straight into a police paddy wagon one night when they were out being dumbasses and partying.

That night, Joe had started talking about outracing the police. Lee talked him out of it. 

Then Joe said, “I’ll hit the cop and we will get away...”

Once again Lee told him, “Just relax and play it cool, man!”

Eventually the cop asked Lee, “Can you please get this idiot home?”

Lee figured they had dealt with him before and learned it wasn’t worth it if it could be helped.

“Sure! No problem! Just don’t try to pull my ass over next!” Lee said.

“No! Just get the idiot home safely, please!”

They shook hands. Lee made Joe get into the passenger seat and put on his seatbelt—or told him he could go with the cops instead. He pulled the buckle over and snapped it. By the time they reached Anthony’s place, Joe was completely passed out. Lee just walked inside and left him out in the cold, since he wouldn’t wake up.

“Well bro, I’m sure you’ll find your way in shortly...”

It was winter, with snow on the ground and very cold out.

Lee grabbed what he needed, then walked into his cousin’s dwelling.

The first thing Lee heard was Mitch’s voice. “Hey! Where’s Joe? I have some guitar parts to run by him?”

“He wouldn’t wake the fuck up, so I left his ass out there! He ALMOST sideswiped a fucking cop!!” Lee shot back.

They weren’t surprised and even found humor in the situation. Lee should have known better than to go out to the bar with him, but every time, he seemed to have a lapse of reason at the mere mention of alcohol.
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