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Chapter 1

Billy

As I
watch my road manager’s face turn from stone to pasty behind the
glass of the telephone booth, I’m trying to imagine what could
possibly be worse than this. The tour bus broke down…twice. While
they were relatively minor fixes, they still delayed our ETA in San
Francisco by two hours. We’re opening for a headlining band called
‘Snake’, who is on a world tour. The bus stinks like sweat, old
cigarettes, piss, stale beer, cheap gas, and if you take a
cleansing breath, you can smell my bandmate Ivan’s puke from
earlier. A lovely combination, which is only punctuated by the
smell of deep-fried fast food coming from the restaurant parking
lot where we’re sitting.

“Yo, quit staring, man.” Neal, our lead singer, whines.
“You’re making me fucking nervous.”

My nose
is pressed up against the glass as I watch Chris’s face and try to
figure out what more has gone wrong. “What the fuck did he have to
stop for, anyway? We’re already two fucking hours late,
man.”

Neal
takes a drag of his cigarette and exhales. A grey cloud of smoke
surrounds his face, like he’s fading in from a haze, before
speaking. It’s kind of a cool effect seeing as the California sun
is beating down on his face in a certain angle. “Because Todd told
him to call if anything went wrong.”

Todd is
our general manager, and very short-tempered. I guffaw. “Yeah, a
day late and a dollar short on that one. Then why didn’t he call
him when the fucking tire blew ten miles back?”

“Because he’d already called him when the goddamn hose blew an
hour before that.”

I crane
my head back against the leather seat. As I pull it forward again,
I can feel some of my hair sticking to it. This bus is the most
disgusting thing on earth. I can’t wait until we’re making enough
coin to do like the big boys do and take a goddamn
plane.

“Heads up.” Neal says, grunting as he sits forward. “Chris is
coming back.”

Ivan,
our drummer, is passed out in the chair, completely oblivious to
what is going on, and thank God. He’d be the one bitching the most
over this apparent third bump in the road. Danny, our bassist, is
also passed out, but not from too much to drink like Ivan. So it’s
just Neal and I watching Chris as he steps up the stairs on the
bus. My guitar is sitting in my lap, and I make no effort to move
it, as I inch closer to Chris.

“Hey, man, what’s the plan?” I say, trying to act casual, even
though I’m on the edge of my seat.

“Small problem in SoCal, my friends.” Chris states on exhale.
He sits in the seat behind Barney, our driver. “The auditorium is
on lockdown. Apparently, some gun-toting asshole decided to make a
play for a bank just down the road from the building. The crew is
already there, and they have a plan; they’re letting us in, but if
they don’t get the place secured before our soundcheck, we may have
to cancel the performance. Fans are already lined up outside the
ticket wicket.”

Neal
pounds his fist on the leather seat. “Fucking Christ! This tour is
a fucking bust, Chris!”

I’m
shaking my head, strumming on my guitar, trying to forget what
Chris just said and focus solely on the fact that they’re going to
let us in, and not leave us; a giant honking tour bus, in the
middle of downtown Southern California, while some yahoo tries to
escape from the arms of the law.

Chris
ignores Neal’s frustration. “They have a secondary plan in place.
We do have a decent security team that are well trained with
protocols for something like this.”

“I bet Todd is wanting to cut us a new fucking hole, huh.”
Neal says, sucking his teeth.

Chris
raises a brow. “In a manner of speaking. But not to worry, we’ll
put out a kickass opening show like usual, and this’ll all blow
over.” He gestures to Barney to get the ball rolling again. Barney
pulls the lever to close the door, making a swooshing sound, and
the bus chokes its way from park to drive, chugging into gear. And
I rest my head back on the sticky chair, strumming away at my
guitar.

When we
finally arrive at the auditorium, we’re guided into the back of the
building, where we see few faces we recognize. Our sound crew among
them, unloading equipment from a tractor trailer, and a cluster of
security personnel, some bearing the ‘Storm’ logo, others bearing
the auditorium’s logo, many more in the latter category, not the
former.

“Okay, boys, let me get off first. You stay put.” Chris
instructs, and then he gestures to Ivan and Danny. “And wake these
two fuckers up, would you?”

Neal
takes Ivan and I take Danny, giving him a nudge, which wakes him
instantly. “Yo, man, we’re here. Get up.”

He
shakes his head, almost like he’s shivering as he wakes, tousling
his long, shaggy, brownish waves. Danny is slightly shorter than
me, but much more muscular, which makes him appear almost sumo
wrestler-ish. He rises, rakes his hands through his messy hair,
which is always messy anyway, regardless of how much he brushes it,
and he sucks his teeth. “Where the fuck are we, again?”

“San Bernardino. There’s a bit of a shit show here though. We
gotta wait until Chris comes back to find out what the plan
is.”


Surprising me, Ivan overhears and chimes in. “What kind of
shit show, man?” Ivan is very tall and slender, towering over me.
He’s so tall that even when he has his full, all-encompassing drum
kit decked out in front of him, the audience can still see almost
the entire top half of his body. He’s a monster, but a gentle
giant. Despite him being a power drinker, Ivan and I get along
famously.

“Some gunman, according to Chris. Todd’s having a fucking
meltdown apparently.”

“I’ll bet.” Ivan says with an eye roll. He looks better now
that he’s slept it off, right after he puked most of it up. “We
gonna have enough time for a proper sound check?” Ivan asks. “If we
have to do another show with Billy’s fucking guitar blasting over
everything, I’m going to go deaf.”

“Let’s hope. Hopefully we’ll get one right after Snake’s.”
Neal says. “We’ll have to see what Chris says.”

“He better fucking make sure this time.” Ivan says, irritated.
“That’s his job, isn’t it?”

We all
nod casually, without eye contact, when Chris appears at the bottom
step. “We’ve got a plan. You boys will go with Michelle, and she’ll
direct you to the dressing room, where you’ll stay until she can
take you for the sound check.”

“Who’s Michelle?” Neal asks.

“One of our security personnel.” We’ve only hired our own
security team recently, so I don’t understand why Neal is asking
this.

“Since when do we hire chicks for security?” he asks, clearly
unimpressed.

“She’s former military and quite qualified. Not to worry.”
Chris says, blowing him off. “Billy, if I don’t make it for the
sound check, please make sure that your guitars get tuned
first.”

“Will do.”

“Okay. Michelle’s in the um…jacket.” Chris says reluctantly.
It’s San Bernardino, California, in the middle of summer. Why is
this girl wearing a jacket? I peek outside and I see that she’s the
only one wearing one, and the hood is pulled up over her head. All
the other security staff have on ‘Storm’ t-shirts, emblazoned with
our logo on the front, and ‘Storm Security’ on the back.

“What the fuck’s her deal?” Danny mutters, lifting a
brow.

We walk
out of the bus, and someone from the auditorium personnel calls out
to someone whom we presume is Michelle. “Channel five! Radio to Ned
if you run into any trouble.”

She nods
and looks our way and adjusts the radio clipped to the belt on her
pants. We’re parked close enough to the doors that it’s only a few
steps into the building. The tractor trailers for our equipment and
for Snake’s equipment are basically concealing the tour bus, and
there is enough security, I assume, at the front of the building,
to prevent any fans from coming into the back to greet us. Not to
mention the slight curveball in the mix: the crazed gunman on the
loose. I presume that the place is crawling with men in uniform all
over the place.

The
radio is squawking slightly as we approach her, and she tunes the
knob, turning it down. She says nothing to us, but leads us into
the building, as if she knows it inside and out. Maybe she does.
We’re led down a small corridor with cement walls, smelling vaguely
like a swamp. It’s chilly inside, and we come to an elevator, a
service elevator, and she pushes the call button. The door
immediately opens, squeaking as the double panes move
simultaneously.

She goes
in first and heads straight for the panel with all the buttons on
it. “Michelle to Ned.” She says into the radio, after pulling it
from her belt.

“Go ahead.” The radio says back.

“What’s the code for the service elevator?” her voice is firm,
like a German woman you don’t want to fuck with. Maybe she is
German, who knows. I can barely see her for the hood and sunglasses
she’s wearing. The jacket is oversized, and she pulls the hood
down, revealing a blonde mop of tidy hair, braided underneath. I
can’t tell how long it is, since the tail end of the braid is
trapped under the jacket. But I can assume that it’s long, seeing
as the base of the French braid is rather thick.

“Which one?” the person who I’ll assume is Ned,
says.

She
removes her sunglasses and hooks them on the neck of her jacket, as
she scans the panel for a number. “Six.” There is a vague but
noticeable bruise on the side of her face by her temple.

“Copy.”

She
waits. The elevator door is open, and I’m assuming it won’t close
without the code. My guitar is set on the floor, propped up against
my leg. Neal and I are looking at each other, unimpressed, until
she speaks again.

“Ned?”

“Err…hang on.”

“You got a spliff, man?” Neal says to me.

I wave
him off. “Shut the fuck up, man.” I mouth to him, eying our
security person.

He
shrugs, unimpressed, bored. A long sigh before Ned comes back on
again.

“Trying to locate the code. Sit tight.” Ned says.


Michelle, clearly agitated, draws in a deep breath. Her
cheeks look flushed, which would be understandable given her
attire. She’s dressed for winter temperatures, when it’s pushing
one hundred degrees outside. Crouching down, she opens a tiny metal
door just above the floor. Inside is a small receiver. She lifts
the receiver and waits. When nothing happens, she shakes her head.
“Sorry guys. Looks like someone is getting fired today.” She says,
clearly pissed off. “You would think that with bands of your
caliber paying homage here, that they would at least have the codes
to the service elevators handy. This is bullshit.”

“Don’t sweat it.” I say, feeling her annoyance. There’s
nothing worse than people who are unprepared.

“I know how to program this thing if needed.” She says,
nodding at me. “I’ll need Ned’s help though, and I’m not sure of
his level of competence.”

“Do what you need to do, man.” Neal says. “I need to piss like
a fucking racehorse.”

“I’ll have you loose in five minutes tops. I promise.” She
says, pulling a screwdriver out of her back pocket. Sliding it
inside one of the screws on the side of the panel, she twists it
until it’s wobbly, and she grabs it, places it in her jacket
pocket, and repeats the process for the other three.

“Ned to Michelle.” The radio squawks.

She
lifts the radio to her lips. “Go ahead.”

“We’re still trying to locate the elevator codes.”

A short,
impatient sigh. “Forget the codes. I’m taking the panel off. Walk
me through the wire patterns. I’m assuming you at least have
those.”

“Err…yeah. Right here in front of me.”

She
releases the call knob. “Thank Christ.” She mutters, before
speaking to Ned again. “Alright, I’m ready.”

Neal
raises a hand. “Wait a second…this elevator’s not going to like,
trap us in here, is it?”

Michelle
shakes her head. “Hold tight, Ned.” She says into the speaker
first, before addressing Neal. “Elevator codes are usually under
lock and key, especially when a building is under lockdown, so I
can bypass the code by matching the proper wires so the elevator
will move. We wouldn’t have to use the elevator if the dressing
room wasn’t on the main floor, which isn’t secured. I’ve been
instructed to take you upstairs to an alternate room that isn’t
accessible to anyone from the main floor.”

“How the fuck do you know all this?” Danny says, wincing, like
he’s got zero confidence.

“My father is an elevator repair man. I learned all this stuff
after I learned how to walk.”

“Isn’t there a key for this?” Ivan asks, clearly
nervous.

“Only a master key, and only the elevator company has one.”
Michelle explains before addressing Ned again. “Okay, go
on.”

Neal
rakes a hand through his hair, as all four of us watch Michelle
place her radio on the floor, and manipulate the wires. “Okay,
baby, find my sweet spot.” She murmurs to herself, as Ned calls off
coordinates.

My eyes
bulge, and Neal snickers behind his hand.

“Higher. That’s it. Keep going.” She encourages. Danny makes a
lewd gesture with his pelvis and I swat him off. “Bring me
home…that’s it. Oh, yes…almost there.” She whispers, and I can’t
stop the smile from forming on my face. Her tongue is poking out
from the side of her mouth. Ivan sticks his tongue out, mirroring
her, only he adds a lewd gesture to the motion, too.

Sighing,
I watch her clip something onto a wire, and the door closes,
startling me. Moving my guitar over slightly, I move in closer to
the guys. Michelle peels off her jacket, and lays it on the floor
beside the radio, and I can’t help but size her up. Underneath is a
‘Storm’ t-shirt, and a pair of black pants that look like they’re
made from flame-retardant material. You could bounce a tennis ball
off her ass it’s so tight. Her hair travels all the way down her
back, snaking down to the crack of her ass.

Danny
gets a hard-on just looking at her. I can tell because he untucks
his shirt, laying it on the front of his pants, like an apron. This
is a gesture I’m used to seeing whenever groupies or hot chicks
come near him. He tries to act all cool, but I can see right
through him. He clears his throat and lifts his chin to her. “So,
what now? You got the door closed.”

Michelle
ignores him, and takes the radio in her hand, speaking into it.
“Ned, what floor is the secondary room located on?”

“Um…three.”

“Has it been secured?”

“Errr…no.”

She
rolls her eyes, shaking her head, biting her lip in frustration. He
continues. “The band’s road manager is arranging sound checks. They
should be going there first.” Ned says.

“I have the band here, Ned.” She says through gritted teeth.
“In the elevator.”

Is this guy for real?

She’s
exasperated. “Is there someone else I can speak with?” her head
shakes slowly, as she punches the number three on the panel, and we
start to move.

“All hands are on deck, sweetheart.” Ned chuckles, and I feel
my fists ball up.

“I have no back-up here, Ned, and I have to go secure an area,
leaving my post. Is there someone else I can speak with? Where the
hell is their road manager?”

“I told you, he’s arranging sound checks, babe.”

“What about the manager?”

I lift a
finger, shaking my head. “He’s back in Florida. He’s not
here.”

She
purses her lips, and then shakes her head again, before speaking
into the walkie talkie. “Ned, I need you to find those codes while
I deliver the band to the third floor. The elevator’s innards look
like spaghetti right now.”

“I’ll do what I can.” He says and then goes off.

“Fucking idiot.” She says under her breath as we reach the
third floor. Of course, the door does not open, as I
suspected.

“Are you able to open it?” I ask. I can see Neal squirming
with his full bladder.

The
screwdriver that she used to unhinge the screws on the panel, she
pulls out of her back pocket, and she walks closer to me. “Sorry,
Mr. Nestor, can you kindly squeeze over a little?” she
asks.

“Oh…sure.” I grunt, picking my guitar up off my leg, and
sliding over. “You can call me Billy, by the way.” I say casually.
Hearing me being called ‘Mister Nestor’, I look around, thinking my
dad is here.

She
smiles slightly but she doesn’t look at me, as she’s too busy
prying the door open by sticking the screwdriver inside the tiny
gap between the rubber on the door and the metal jam. It opens as
soon as she applies enough pressure to it. When the door is open
all the way, she slides the screwdriver in expertly, under the
rubber, and clips the radio back onto her belt. “Please stay here
while I secure the area. If there is any trouble, just yell, okay?
I’ll be two minutes, tops.”

I
nod.

“Any longer than that and I’m pissing down the elevator
shaft.” Neal says, and I know that he isn’t joking even a little
bit. He’ll do it.

“I promise I’ll be two minutes.” She nods, and then she turns
and takes off at lightning speed, running down the
hallway.

“Fucking ridiculous.” Neal spits. “This is the worst day
ever.”

“Take it easy. We’re almost there.” I say.

“You see the ass on that chick?” Danny says. “I’d love to take
a bite out of it.”

“You can fuck her later, man. If she’s into it.” Ivan says.
“Something tells me she won’t be, though. Seems dyke-like if you
ask me.”

“Just because a chick doesn’t crawl all over you doesn’t mean
she’s a dyke, fuck head.” Neal says.

“Man, I hear California chicks are so fucking hot.” Ivan says.
“Florida chicks back home are cool, too, but I hear the ones in
California are cool and easy, too.”

“Where’d you hear that, Penthouse?” Neal teases.

“Fuck you. We’ll see.”

We hear
fast footsteps approach, rubber on the polished linoleum underfoot,
it almost sounds like a basketball match is about to start as we
see her face appear in the door. Michelle is very winded,
completely out of breath, so much so that she can barely speak.
Placing her hand on the rubber part of the door, she leans, trying
to catch her breath, and I notice that there is blood trickling
down her arm. “Okay. It’s safe.” She manages.

“Your hand is bleeding.” I say, motioning to her bloody
appendage.

She
ignores me, but reaches into her pocket, taking out a tattered
bunch of tissues, grasping them in her injured hand, as she grabs
her jacket and ties it around her waist, trying to avoid getting
blood on it. As her chest heaves, my eyes go to her breasts, and I
avert them, but I notice that the other guys are looking, too.
Ample chest, this girl is hot. “Follow me.” she says, still
breathless.

“How did you cut your hand?” I ask, a little concerned, since
the wound has already soaked through the tissue.

Ned
squawks on the radio that he has found the codes. “Fucking
figures.” She mutters to herself but declines a response to
him.

As we
follow her down a hallway that resembles a school locker area, I
repeat my question. “How did you hurt your hand?”

For the
first time, she looks at me. Her smile could light up the night sky
as she says. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


Chapter 2

Michelle

The
sweat beading on my back is beginning to trickle down, but I try to
ignore the sensation, and focus on getting the band to their
dressing room in one piece, and before Mr. Bush decides to whiz on
one of the walls leading to the room. Hopefully there is a washroom
inside the dressing room, and I pray to God that the staff here
were at least competent enough to clean it after the last band was
here. As we find the room, I realize that it is a makeshift
dressing room, with literally nothing in it other than a couple of
wooden benches and some hooks on the walls. The painted brick
resembles an old library.

“Sorry, guys. Snake must have the other dressing room.” It
looks like an old utility room for the maintenance staff. Smells
like it, too. At least there is a tiny two-piece bathroom, which I
can see from here. It looks visibly clean, even though it’s so old,
I swear I can see a cord hanging overhead, like a water
closet.

“That’s cool. When are the roadies bringing our shit up?” Neal
asks, eying the bathroom. He walks in, unzips, and begins peeing,
while still addressing me, having no regard for the fact that his
dick is hanging out for the world to see.

I have
the grace to turn away. “I’ll find out for you.” I answer, pulling
the radio from the clip of my pants. “Michelle to Ned.”

“Go ahead.”

“When is Storm’s stuff coming upstairs?”

Long
pause. “I’ll find out.” I place the radio back on my
belt.

Billy,
or Mr. Nestor, walks over to a shelving unit, which holds various
industrial cleaning products, and pulls a long sheet of paper towel
from the roll. He walks over to me, and without permission, simply
pulls my bleeding hand up, wrapping the towel around it. “So, are
you going to tell me how you did this? Or do I have to guess?” he
asks. The tone in his voice reminds me of when my dad used to
address me as a child, when I did something I shouldn’t have done,
and he wanted the truth.

“There was a long piece of metal sheeting covering a window
that I had to move, so I could see out the window.” I explain, as
he applies pressure to my hand. “Didn’t realize said metal had a
sharp edge.”

“Had a tetanus shot recently?” he asks. How the hell does he know about having a tetanus
shot?

“I’m former military. So, yeah.”

He ignores my statement and pulls the paper towel away when
it’s sufficiently soaked with blood. He looks at the wound and
seems almost impressed by it. “Fuck
me…that’s going to need
stitches.”

“Oh yeah?” Danny comments, coming to take a look. Suddenly, my
bloody hand is more interesting to them than the fact that there is
a bank robber on the loose, their clothes and belongings are in
limbo, and for all intents and purposes, they’ve been handled like
a bag of dog shit coming to perform at this venue.

“Fucking nice.” Danny smiles. “Did it hurt?”

“Not as much as getting shot did.” I guffaw.

“Really? You got shot?” Danny is about to burst.

I smile.
I don’t think I’ve ever had this much male attention before in my
life. Men usually ignore me. And military men are trained to focus.
“That’s how I got discharged from combat.” I answer.

Ivan
joins in on the charade. “Did you ever shoot anyone?”

I nod.
“Yes.” I hesitate. “It’s not something I’m proud of, but it was
either shoot or be shot.”

Neal
flushes the toilet and primps himself in the grimy mirror above the
sink. “Did you kill him?”

“No.”

“Did you kill anyone?” Ivan asks.

“Probably. But it’s not something that you keep count of when
you’re in a battle zone. Generally, you’re more interested in
getting out alive than keeping score.”

The
radio squawks. “Ned to Michelle.”

My right
hand, the injured one, is still being tended to by Billy. I look at
him. “I need my hand.” Since the radio is clipped to the right side
of my pants.


Unceremoniously, he takes the radio from the clip, and
presses the call button. “This is Billy Nestor. Michelle is
indisposed. Can you tell us when the fuck our stuff is coming
upstairs?”

My eyes
are bulging, but he’s so impressed with himself.

“Mister Nestor, sir…err…yes, it’s on the way, sir. I’m helping
to deliver it myself, sir.” He sputters. I can’t help the small
chuckle, even though I try in vain to conceal it.

Mister
Nestor gives me a wink as he clips the radio back on my pants.
“Seemed like he needed to be brought down a fucking peg or two if
you ask me.”

“Well, that fixed him, I’m sure.” I chuckle.

“You better let your boss…whoever that is…know that you need
stitches.” He advises.

“My boss would be Mister Fader, your road manager. And I’m
sure that I have no hope in hell of getting him to take me to the
hospital. Plus, we’re in lockdown, so technically nobody is allowed
to leave this building. That includes me.”

“So, what, are you just going to fucking bleed to death?” Ivan
asks, clearly pissed off.

“Any of you have a sewing kit handy?” I ask.

“What, are you going to do it yourself?” Mister Nestor
asks.

“Um, Mister Nestor, do you think that when you’re getting shot
at in combat, that they hold everything so that you can go get a
couple of stitches? Like some kind of video game?”

“Would you stop calling me Mister Nestor? Fuck, I feel like
I’m a hundred years old when you do that.”

I shrug.
“Sorry.”

“There’s a sewing kit with our shit.” Neal volunteers. “Are
you…seriously…going to stitch yourself up?”

“Fuck, this I gotta see.” Danny is so proud. His smile is so
bright, it’s like he’s just been offered a front row seat at an XXX
movie. “How are you going to like…prevent infection and
shit?”

“Well, I’m sure that you guys have hooch on the premises
somewhere, right?”

“You’re not serious.” Ivan says.

“How else? Unless, in this shit pit, that they have some
rubbing alcohol or peroxide around.”

Danny
immediately rises and starts looking. Ivan rises, too, and helps.
I’m not sure what they’re more concerned with: the fact that I’m
about to perform a home-stitching on myself, or that I’ve
threatened to take a couple of ounces from their stash, which I’m
sure is plentiful.

“How the fuck is that dickwad going to get upstairs?” Billy
asks. “Isn’t the elevator fucked?”

“He can use one of the other service elevators. Or he can huff
it up the stairwell.”

“Why couldn’t we use the stairwell? Why did we have to jump through hoops and
shit to use the elevator?”

“Because there are emergency exits on every floor, including
leading outside. It’s standard protocol.”

“But we’re in a lockdown. Shouldn’t the elevators not be in
use?” Neal asks.

“You’re thinking of when there’s a fire. That’s the only time
that it’s unsafe to use an elevator.” I explain. “Or if there’s a
bomb threat.”

“Fuck, don’t even talk about that kind of shit.” Danny says,
raking a hand through his hair, just as we hear footsteps in the
hallway.

“That must be our stuff.”

“Yeah, just sit tight. I’ll go check it out just in case.” I
say, putting my security hat back on. I lift my hand from Billy’s,
leaving the paper towel wrapped around it. Taking a handful of
paces, I reach the door, and I open it, to see that, yes, in fact,
the band’s belongings are being hauled through the hallway. Trunks,
suitcases, you name it, it’s there. Some of it is on a metal cart
with wheels, and some is being hand-balmed by a guy that is shorter
than me.

Short
guy addresses me. “You Michelle?”

“Yes.”

“Here. Take this shit.” He says, all but throwing the duffel
bag that he’s holding, at me. “Duty calls downstairs. Snake is
doing soundchecks and the fucking cops are here.”

“When does Storm get to do their soundcheck?”

He
shrugs, while the other guy walks away, leaving me with the cart.
“I don’t know. Their road manager should be coming up soon. I told
him where you were taking these kids.”

Kids? This guy looks no older than
me. It must be a veiled way of addressing a bunch of people that
you feel are beneath you. The fact that Ned won’t even come into
the dressing room is telling. He also didn’t even bother to
introduce himself to me or to the band. Billy’s browbeating over
the radio moments ago must have bruised his ego. “Thanks.” I say,
and then add ‘asshole’ as soon as his back is turned, not caring if
he overhears or not.

Pushing
the cart towards the door, I stop it in time, before it hits the
metal, and I open it. The boys are all looking at me expectantly,
and then they see me pushing the cart in. “What the fuck…” Ivan
says, as they come to my aid. The blood on my hand has already
seeped through the paper towel, and it’s nearly dripping on the
cart handle.

“This is fucking bullshit.” Danny says. “We’d get better
fucking respect in a goddamn third world country at this
rate.”

Neal
grabs the duffel bag. “Just…shut the fuck up so we can find the
goddamn sewing kit and get this girl patched up. I’ve got half a
mind to walk out of here with her myself and take her to the
hospital.”

“Don’t worry, Mister Bush, I’ll try not to bleed on your
things.” I say sheepishly, thinking that their possessions are
probably worth more than my house and my car combined.

“It’s not that.” He says, rooting through his duffel bag as
Danny and Ivan pull the cart inside the room and begin unloading,
while Billy walks over to the shelf and grabs more paper towel for
my hand.

“Na, our shit is just costume crap.” Billy says. “Our
equipment…now that’s a different story.”

He
brings over another wad of paper towel, pulls the soiled towel from
me, and places it in the garbage bin in the bathroom. The fact that
he isn’t fazed by my blood surprises me. “Is your mother a nurse,
too?”

“Yeah, actually.”

“And is your father a rock star?” I joke.

“My father’s an asshole.” The look on his face and his tone
shuts me down. I’m completely silent, and you can hear a pin drop
in the room.

“Here’s the sewing kit.” Neal says, breaking the
silence.

“Hey, how did you get that bruise on the side of your head?”
Billy asks a moment later, and all the stone in his face has
disappeared.

“Occupational hazards.” I shrug, taking the sewing kit from
Neal and nodding my thanks. “When you’re a security guard, anything
goes. If you’re not getting hit by people, you’re getting hit by
objects.”

“Do you own a gun?” Danny asks.

I look
up at him. “Yeah.” My tone is casual, like he asked if I put my
shoes on one foot at a time. “Actually, I own a few.” I add
honestly, and then I change the subject. “Did anyone find any
antiseptic around here?”

“Yeah.” Ivan says, handing me a bottle of peroxide.

“Well, that’s impressive.”

“There was a first aid kit over there.”

“No stitching kit inside, I presume.”

“Na. Just band aids and peroxide. It looks new
though.”

I look
around and see no bowls of any sort around. “I’ll just be in the
washroom.” I say, intending to use the sink to not only let my
blood drip into it, but the peroxide, too.

“Na, man, stay out here. We want to watch.” Danny says,
completely enthralled.

“I’m going to make a real mess.” I state. “Unless you can find
me a bowl or a big towel or something.” I’m shocked that these boys
actually want to watch me stitch myself up. It’s kind of gross but
intriguing as well. They are boys, after all. And a heavy metal
band, so I suppose it kind of goes with the territory.

“Fuck it.” Ivan says. “Just fucking make the mess out here.
These assholes can clean it up.”

I give
him a look. “With all due respect, this isn’t ketchup or wine, this
is biowaste. It’s like leaving a dirty hypodermic needle on the
table for someone else to pick up.”

“How are you going to do this, anyway? You right or
left-handed?” Billy asks.

“I’m right-handed.” I answer. “But sewing is something you can
do with either hand. It’s kind of like when you clip your
nails.”

“Kind of like playing guitar.” He says, winking.

“Yes, that too.” I smile.

“Shouldn’t you, like, sterilize the sewing needle first?” Neal
suggests.

“Yes. I’ll go run it under hot water.”

“Na, shit, let me do that.” Billy says. “Don’t you need the
water to be boiled?”

“We’ll make do. I’ll soak it in peroxide, too.” I say. “I
don’t get infections easily, so I’m not worried.”

“How many times did you have to sew yourself up in combat?”
Ivan asks.

“A few. Once on the sole of my foot. Now that hurts like a son
of a bitch.” I answer, unspooling a handsome amount of black
thread, winding it around my good wrist.

Ivan
winces. “Aw, fuck.” He chuckles, grinning, impressed.

I pour peroxide over my hand, while Danny places a wad of
paper towel under me. Billy returns a minute later. “Now
that wasn’t easy. Nearly
lost the fucker a half dozen times down the goddamn
drain.”

“Thanks.” I say, and I thread the needle, wetting it between
my lips first, just like my grandma taught me years ago. The boys
watch me like I’m about to perform some kind of magic trick. When I
get it in on the first try, I can see through my peripheral vision,
that they’re nodding at each other, like they were betting I could
nail it.

“Shouldn’t you guys be…like…getting dressed or rehearsing or
something?” I ask, inserting the needle into the top of the
wound.

“We can’t really do much until soundcheck.” Danny answers.
“And we’re a rock band…we wear whatever the fuck we want. Hell,
half the time we just go out with pants and shoes on and that’s
it.”

They
watch as I make short, quick motions, stabbing the broken skin
around the open wound, in a cross-hatch pattern the way my mom
showed me how to do this years ago, long before I joined the
military. It started with one of my dolls, one made of cloth, that
my grandma had made for me. The arm got ripped off when the doll’s
arm got stuck in the front door and I pulled. She showed me how to
stitch up a wound there, and when I started going with her on
rounds as a teenager, she let me watch when someone needed mending.
I even stitched up a buddy of mine in combat.

Danny is
most intrigued. “Doesn’t that hurt like hell?”

My eyes
don’t leave my flesh when I answer him. “I’ve been shot, like I
said. Also, women have a much stronger threshold for pain, which is
probably why we’re the ones that give birth.”

Minutes
later, I tie off the stitches at the bottom, knot it snugly, and
Neal hands me the tiny scissors to cut off the excess. Then I pour
peroxide over the wound again. Six stitches it took to seal the
scratch. Thankfully, since it was a sheet of metal, it was a clean
cut. “There.” I sigh. “Can I get a band aid out of that box? A long
one?”

Neal
hands me the box and lets me have my pick. I take one, but Billy
takes it from me. “You’re not going to be able to get it on
properly. Let me do it.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

Just as
he’s adhering the bandage to my hand, the door bursts open, and
Chris walks in. “What the fuck…” he covers his face with his hand.
“You guys…what’s going on here?”

“She sliced her hand open, man. She actually stitched it up
herself.” Danny brags, smiling.

“That’s…great.” Chris pastes on a phoney smile, and then he
addresses me. “Look, they’re waiting for the elevator, honey. Why
don’t you go get it back to them downstairs.”

“Sure.” I say, grabbing my jacket from the bench behind me.
“Good luck tonight, guys.” I smile at them.

Billy
waves, and Neal, Ivan and Danny mutter together, but I catch,
‘yeah, see ya’, and ‘take care’, and ‘see ya later’.

When I
close the door behind me, I realize that I’ve just been up close
and personal with probably one of the most popular new, up and
coming bands there is. Aside from a sliced hand, a soaked jacket
and shirt, an asshole security guard, and a lockdown, it’s been a
goddamn good day.


Chapter 3

Billy

Despite
my lack of faith in everything today, the soundcheck went well.
There is little room on the stage for our stuff, since Snake has
world class equipment, not that ours is anything to cry about,
there’s just less of it. Snake’s equipment takes up more than half
the stage, leaving us with only a little more than a quarter of it
for our equipment and performance. Which sucks to the say the
least. But in my eyes, as long as the soundcheck was good, we can
figure out the rest as we go along.

Neal is
drinking his usual lemon and honey water warmed, so his throat is
good and lubricated before we go on stage, and I’m exercising my
fingers, strumming them up and down the neck of my guitar, playing
one of my favorite practice jam tunes. Danny is puking his guts up
in the toilet, something he sometimes dodges, if he drinks ginger
tea quickly enough before the nausea hits, but because we were late
for soundchecks and rushed through, despite it running smoothly, he
didn’t have time to squeeze the tea in, and his stomach is
retaliating.

We’re so
used to it that we don’t even ask him if he’s okay anymore. It’s
usually just dry heaves, depending on how much he ate, which was
nothing. Danny has major stage fright. There once was a time when I
had it, before I got really good at playing guitar, especially when
I did performances in my younger years, and was forced to play the
piano, but even then, I never puked. I just shook like a leaf and
stumbled through much of my set. Ivan is tapping the wooden benches
with a set of drumsticks, and then Neal starts practicing scales.
He’s nailing every note and I follow along with my
guitar.

When
Danny finishes puking, he joins us. I pat his back. “We gotta get
you some of those ginger tablets from Europe, man. I hear they’re
really good.”

“Anything that doesn’t make me sleep, man. That Gravol shit
knocks me out.” He isn’t kidding. We once performed at a backyard
party, the largest one we’d ever done, and Danny’s mother insisted
that he take some Gravol before we went on. He was so stoned from
it that he almost fell asleep while playing on stage. We could see
him start to take a nosedive and both me and Neal caught him before
his face hit the wood.

“Here, here.” I chuckle, agreeing.

For a
large guy, Danny has a really low tolerance for stuff. Even though
he does do some stuff, but we won’t go there…for now. From the
dressing room, we can hear the audience’s cheers getting louder and
louder as the auditorium fills. We’ve heard that it’s a sold-out
show and it sure sounds like it. With each wave of enthusiasm from
fans, Danny runs for the toilet. But when it’s time to get our shit
together, he’s solid as a rock. “Okay, are you guys ready to get
serious?” I ask the key question.

“Fuckin yeah!” Ivan shouts, and taps the bench at lightning
speed, feeling my vibe.

“Are we ready to get really
fucking serious?” I ask, heightening my tone,
almost to a screech, something that I’ve been able to do since I
was a kid, even when my voice changed. Like when the announcer
introduces Saturday Night Live. For a guitarist, I have good vocal
range.

Danny
rakes a hand through his hair and appears to be pulling it
together. I encourage him more. “Let’s get fucking serious!” I say,
making my guitar squeal, playing a short, catchy tune that we all
made up together. It’s just stupid, silly shit that would never
make it outside the dressing room doors, but it gets us pumped and
crazy, and our hearts start beating, the adrenaline starts flowing,
getting us ready. It’s almost like we have a sixth sense; we know
when it’s time to go on, based on the hype from the
crowd.

Like
clockwork, our stage manager busts in. “You guys ready?” he shouts
over the growing din from the audience.

“Are we fucking ready, guys!” I shout, pumping my
fist.

“Yeah!” We all shout in unison, and then we slam our fists
together, one on top of the other, until we’ve built a mountain of
flesh, and when we break apart, it’s a race to see who can get out
of the room and rush down the hallway towards backstage. Whoever’s
last gets a bucket of ice water dumped on them at the end of the
show. Frankly, we’d all like to be doused with ice after being
under two-hundred-degree lights for any length of time, so it’s not
a punishment, and sometimes we all have a share of the freezing
water.

We high
five and slap the hands of our roadies and anyone else who is
lining the hallways, including a group of girls that catch my eye,
and I give them each a healthy once-over, noticing their backstage
passes hanging from cords around their necks, and I smile. I’ll for
sure get to meet them after the show, which makes me happy. After
passing a few security personnel, I see our friend, madame
stitches, Michelle, and high five her, too, on her left hand, of
course.


Traveling to the end of the line, where we’re just a curtain
pull away from being onstage, I wait for all the guys to pile up
behind me, and for Neal to get his mic activated, before I tear
onto the darkened stage. Teasing the audience, I play a note or two
on my guitar, and they howl. My heart pumps so fast I can feel it
in my fingertips. What a fucking rush and a half. They can’t even
see me yet, since the lights are off, and just a few tiny
spotlights are on for safety. When we’re all on stage, the lighting
director cues, and the pyrotechnics start, beaming white light in a
hypnotic dance around us.

Gotta
admit, we put on one hell of a show. Guitar humming and then
screeching, I kick into our first song, a fan favorite that hit the
top ten in the top forty charts during its first week of life on
the radio. It gets the fans every time. It’s something that we’ve
used as our first song since it was released, and as much as we’ve
debated whether to switch things out or not, I’m reluctant to,
since it does so well. Neal’s vocals are sweet, hitting every note
spot on, as we trailblaze through ‘Great White’, with the audience
singing along.

Neal
actually takes the mic from the stand and points it at the audience
during the second chorus, and they lap it up, spewing out the
lyrics, which makes me smile. Danny’s already got his shirt off,
and he’s thrown it into the audience, which they love. It’s his
signature. It could be a cheap Dickies undershirt or something that
could pass for Armani and they don’t care. One day, I tell him,
they’ll be auctioning off his shirts somewhere, and make a killing.
He usually just waves me off, dismissing my comment, but you
watch…one day.

When my
solo comes up, the boys surround me as I play, strumming the notes
so smoothly it’s like the neck of my guitar is covered in Vaseline,
and the audience cheers. God, I love it. I think I was born with a
guitar on my hip. At least that’s what it feels like when I’m
playing. I’ve caught myself air guitaring when I don’t even have
one in my hand. My legs naturally part whenever I sit, whether or
not I have to make room for the instrument. The spotlight is so
fucking hot on me, when there is a six second gap for a quick drum
reprieve, I rip my shirt off my back and toss it on the stage. I
can’t throw it into the audience from where I’m standing, and I
can’t copy Danny’s thing; that would be stupid.

Another
song comes, a slow ballad, and I can see the tiny flickers of light
from lighters swaying in the audience. This is the only time you
can see that far out into the crowd for the lights, which are
dimmed during ballads. Especially this one, where Neal climbs onto
a stool, and sings as though contemplatively. My guitar’s notes
harmonize with Danny’s soft bass, and Ivan softly taps on the drums
from behind. It’s a beautiful song, and it sounds like it’s about a
special girl, and it is…my mom. Only, fans don’t know that; they
think it’s about a past flame. It’s not as creepy as it sounds. In
fact, it’s really sweet.

Giving a
big finish, Neal hits the high note, and then it’s silence on the
stage, while the fans whistle, shout and beg for more, which they
get. Our next tune is heavier, a darker metal song, where the drums
are blazing and both me and Danny’s fingers are going so fast, the
videographer behind me would not be able to follow my moves with
his gaze if he tried. When I play like this, I close my eyes. It’s
dizzying playing in this manner, so I tolerate it by not watching.
Danny’s strumming is slightly slower, since he’s hitting the beat
only half the time, on purpose, to create a purposed delay, which
has a great effect that complements the piece.

Fans
love this song, and you can hear them beating their feet on the
concrete underfoot to the rhythm. It’s heady. Hair dripping down my
forehead and temples, I whip my head upward to clear the sweat, and
clear the locks off my shoulders, as I finish my piece and grab a
drink from behind my speaker cabinet. After draining the plastic
cup, I realize that our set only has two songs left, and then we
have to do a quick move of our equipment so that Snake can go on.
It’s always sad to me when I know we’re nearly done. Gone are the
days when I couldn’t wait to be finished performing. It’s become
part of who I am, and I look forward to one day being able to
headline instead of being just an opening act.

When I
look back at the audience as we start our next song, I reflect on
how far we’ve come. It started as talent shows and free
entertainment for family and friends, me with my guitar and high,
cracking adolescent voice, and then it grew into me and Neal, and
then Ivan, both of whom lived on my street growing up. Danny came a
couple of years later, when we were in high school, and then we
started playing at parties and in friend’s backyards. After high
school, we moved on to playing at weddings and small venues, and
our song list grew and grew, no longer playing just cover
songs.

Sure, we
cut our teeth on cover songs, but not only was I born with a guitar
on my hip, but also with a pen in hand. I love writing stuff,
mostly music. So writing music came natural to me. Neal, too. We
combined our stuff and scraped together enough to do a demo tape
after high school, and finally, we got our first gig in a
nightclub. It took some trudging it out at local clubs and some out
of town clubs before we were met by our manager, Todd. It was a
fluke the night that he showed up the same night that we were
playing at the Bubble Room. In fact, it was a fluke that we played
at all, and it was only because the other band that was supposed to
be playing flaked out.

Sheer
luck led us here, opening for heavy hitters like Snake. We only
have one album released so far, but we have enough material to cut
another, it’s only a matter of time, and time is not what we have
when we’re travelling from city to city, opening for other bands.
Not that I’m complaining. To be in our coveted position is a huge
blessing, and I don’t begrudge it at all, it’s just difficult to
envision cutting another album when we’re working the stages nearly
every night.

Neal
gives me the cue, as our last song comes to a close, to head in
closer, so we can all say goodbye to the audience and to our new
fans. Even Ivan comes in, removing himself from behind his drum
set, to join us. This part of the show I find truly important. We
try to connect with the audience as much as possible during the
show, and saying goodbye is a crucial part of that. The people in
the front row we bend down and shake hands with, choosing those
that aren’t already being barricaded by security staff. Nobody has
been forcibly dragged into the audience yet, but I know one day
that will happen, and I look forward to it…in a manner of
speaking.

“Goodnight!” Neal shouts, and we all throw our hands in the
air, waving. Whistles, shouts, hoots and hollers come from all
directions as the lights dance around us. We join hands together at
center stage one last time and take a bow before exiting. God, I’d
love to go back for an encore one day, but when you’re an opening
act, that’s a huge faux pas, unless the headliner invites you to do
so, which almost never happens, and surely not in our
case.

Chris is
waiting for us on the other side of the curtain, holding towels for
us to dry off with. It’s amazing how fucking soaked you get during
a show. You might as well take about ten showers, because that’s
how much sweat seemingly drips off you. My pants are drenched right
through, and as I listen to the crew clearing our stuff off the
stage, so Snake can prepare to perform, I see Michelle standing
there with a smile on her face. “Hey,” I say breathlessly. “How’s
the hand?”

She
ignores my question. “If it weren’t for my unfortunate injury, I
would never have been able to listen to the show. You guys were
awesome.”

“Thanks.”

We sign
a few autographs, even the chicks with the backstage passes get a
few, and a photo as well. There is a line of people waiting to meet
us, so we breeze through them all, shaking hands, signing shit and
getting pictures taken, until I’m almost blind from the flash
cubes, and working up another sweat. I grab my towel back from
Chris, mop my face, and move on to the next bunch of fans waiting
to catch a glimpse of us. Sometimes people backstage get wind of
where we’re staying, and part of me hopes that these girls will.
They’re as cute as hell.

“Okay, boys, you’ve got some people back here who want to
speak with you. Clean the sweat off your faces and follow me.”
Chris says to us as we follow him back into the bowels of the
auditorium. If I know Neal, he’s dying to choke back the hooch.
Ivan, too, and Danny can’t wait to light up a joint. I could go for
both, personally, but I won’t do anything if I’ve got to be on
camera. I’ve slurred stupid things like ‘Yesindeedieoh’ on camera
when I’ve been ploughed, and I looked like a fucking moron, so I’ll
never do that again. Shit, my mom watches that stuff.

So I put my air of professionalism on, as we head into this
room reserved for things like that. It’s a small room, with no
windows, and nothing but two couches on either side of the square
room. When we arrive, I notice that the reporter’s tits are hanging
right out…like, right out. Just her nipples are concealed behind her way-too-tight
shirt. Her pants are not much looser, hugging her ass like she’s
got double sausages instead of legs. Not to say that she’s fat,
because she’s hot enough and all, but man, is it difficult to
answer questions from a woman who is leaving very little to the
imagination.

Tits introduces herself and I completely ignore her first
name, but focus on her last name and what show or network she’s
representing. She’ll forever be ‘Tits Mackenzie’ in my mind. Danny
wiggles his eyebrows, giving me a knowing look. Yeah, like I didn’t notice, I think
to myself. Fortunately, there’s a nice, black and white panoramic
photograph of the auditorium as it was being built. I’m guessing
that it was shot from a helicopter. Gives me something to focus on
besides a large pair of tits, while Neal answers the brunt of the
questions. With him being the front man and lead singer, he gets a
lot of questions.

Tits
addresses me after I keep smiling and chuckling on queue, in
response to Neal’s colored answers to some of the questions, and
she asks. “How many hours a week do you practice the
guitar?”

“Err…I don’t know…all the time. I never really time it.” I
answer honestly. “If I’m not on stage or recording something, I’m
practicing.”

“What about when you sleep or have to take a piss?” Ivan asks,
joking.

We all
laugh, including Tits. “What about on the tour bus? What do you
guys do to keep yourselves occupied?” Tits asks.

“Sleep, mostly.” I answer. “Sometimes we just talk or write
songs, but we mostly sleep.”

“Or sleep one off.” Danny chuckles.

“Yeah, that was only you, mister.” I say, elbowing
him.

Tits has
the grace to laugh again. “Okay, one last question. When are you
releasing your second album?”

Neal
takes this one. “Well, as soon as we have a chance to record it.
We’ve been on the road for a couple of months now. We haven’t been
home or in the recording studio since early summer.”

She
smiles. “Can I squeeze one more question in?”

“Sure, go ahead.” Neal encourages.

“Do any of you have a girlfriend? I’m sure your fans want to
know.”


Girlfriend or conquest? I think to myself, but don’t say
aloud. That’s one of the major perks of being in a rock band; the
chicks. There is no shortage, and if my memory serves me right, I
saw that pack of chicks from before the performance, hanging in the
hallway again. I’d like to cut this interview short so I can go
check them out. “Na, none of us have girlfriends. Not right now,
anyway.” I answer honestly.

“Okay, thanks a lot, boys. I really appreciate it.” Tits rises
and shakes our hands, and I try like hell not to look at her chest,
but she bends over to pick up her soda can, and I take a
peek. Fuck…me. Are those real?

“Err…you’re welcome.” I say, and she shakes all of our hands.
I swear to God one of her tits pops out from the vibration of the
handshake, but I focus on the photograph again, and Chris walks
Tits out, gesturing for us to follow them. We go back to the
dressing room and change, and then we hop back on the tour bus,
back to the hotel where we’re staying. Kudos to Chris for finding
us a swanky hotel. It’s huge, with like fifty floors in it, and
even a pool and an indoor workout room.

This is
the part I hate about being in a band: loss of freedom. After such
an adrenaline rush, I need to talk a walk and smoke one badly, but
I can’t. Neal and Danny are tossing back the hooch, and I take a
few myself, but I need air. “Yo, Chris…did they find that dude that
tried to rob the bank?”

“Do you think the show would have been able to go on if they
hadn’t?” Chris asks rhetorically, and I want to smack him for
answering me like I’m a stupid asshole. My dad was like that, and I
wanted to smack the goddamn self-righteous smirk off his face
whenever I’d ask him an honest question. Like, what the fuck is his
problem?

“Fuck you.” I mutter under my breath, grabbing my lighter,
baseball cap and sunglasses off the top of my dressing trunk.
Walking out of the room, I don’t look back. I see one of our
security guards is at the end of the hallway, guarding the exit
door, so I make like I’m getting ice out of the machine tucked in a
cubby, and he turns his head. There is another exit door on the
opposite end of the hallway, so I walk casually, turning only
slightly to look at him, but he’s on the radio. Chris is probably
radioing to him that I’ve flown the coop, so I take off down the
stairs, throwing my hat and sunglasses on.

When I
head down to the exit door, I open it slightly, stick my head out
and look both ways. Michelle is on the other side of the door.
“Hey, how do you get out of this place?” I ask from behind my
shades.

She
points to the door on the other side of the hallway. “There is an
exit door there, sir.”

“Can you take me there?” I ask, knowing that the other
security guard is probably on his way down that flight of steps,
looking for me.

“I’m afraid I can’t leave my post, sir.” She doesn’t know it’s
me.

I lower
my glasses so she can see my face.

“Okay, sir.” She nods hesitantly, looking down the hall first.
“Follow me.”

She
leads me back into the same stairwell, and out the back door. As
soon as we’re outside, I breathe in deeply. “Ah, fuck…is that
nice.”

“It is a fresh evening tonight…for California.”

“Yo, you want to like…take a walk or something? I know the
spooks will come looking for me if I don’t take a uniform with
me.”

“Sure.” She nods.

“How’s your hand?” I ask, as we start walking down the back
alley.

“Hurts like hell, but I’ll manage.”

“Oh yeah? Shit, I feel bad.”

“It’s not your fault.” She says. “Hang on. Let me radio in
that you’re with me.”

“Sure.”

She does
so and then she turns the volume knob down to a conversational
level. Neither of us says anything for about five minutes. It’s
nice to just be, you know? No talking or communicating in any way.
You don’t really get to enjoy silence much when you’re traveling
with three other guys and a road manager with a big
mouth.

“You guys did great tonight.” She says after our brief yet
welcome silence.

“Thanks. It was a good show. We worked our asses
off.”

“The fans loved you. I swear they cheered more for you than
when Snake took the stage.”

“Bullshit.” I mutter with a grin.

“I’m serious. You should have headlined, and
they should have
opened.”

“You think so.” I guffaw. “Maybe when we have more songs to
play.”

“You don’t have more?”

“Well, not more cut, no.” I explain. “There are tons written
and practiced and stuff, just not recorded.”

“And you can’t play unrecorded stuff?”

“One or two, yeah, but not a whole set. Fans like to engage
and sing along. If they don’t know the words, you’re kinda
sunk.”

After
another five minutes or so of silence, we hit a small park area.
It’s desolate. Everyone is watching Snake, is my guess. “You mind
if I light up?” I ask, pulling a joint from my shirt
pocket.

“As long as you don’t endanger your life…or mine…you’re free
to do whatever you want.” She says flatly, unimpressed. I’m not
sure if she’s annoyed or just doesn’t care.

“You want a drag?” I ask, after I light it and suck it
back.

“Thanks, but no.”

“You never smoke weed?”

“No. I tried it once, but it made me puke.”

“It would probably make your hand feel a lot
better.”

“No thanks. You enjoy it.” she says, pinching her lips into a
smile. I’m making her feel uncomfortable, I think.

Licking
my index finger and thumb, I pinch the lit end, effectively putting
it out. I usually only take a couple of drags, anyway. I don’t like
to get stupid high, especially when I’m in the middle of unknown
territory, regardless of whether or not I have a chaperone. Tucking
it back into my pocket, I pull my sunglasses off and hang them on
my shirt. “You mind if we sit in the park for a while? I just need
some air. Been sharing oxygen with people for days now.”

“Sure. Whatever you like.” She says, and we both sit on the
bench.

There
are trees and a pathway leading to a set of residential buildings.
The buildings look completely unlit in the darkness, as if nobody
is home or everyone is gone to bed. It’s eleven o’clock at night.
The park area is lit by coach lamps set about ten feet apart. It’s
kind of nice. “I wonder why they put this little nook here. You
would think that between a hotel and a bunch of buildings, that all
there would be is open space.”

“There is a cemetery on the other side of this, I think.” She
explains. “At least, that’s what I heard over the radio. The bank
where the attempted hold up was is on the other side.”

“I heard they caught him.”

“Yeah. I’m glad they did. That would have made holding a
concert impossible if they hadn’t.” she says, and I notice that
there isn’t a twinge of sarcasm or self-righteousness in her voice
at all.

“When I asked my road manager, he acted like I was an ass for
asking if they caught him.”

“It’s a legitimate question. I mean, I don’t know about you,
but it was pretty scary. People who pull stunts like that are
sneaky. Who knows what that was all about. It could have been
anything from a one-man operation to the mob or some organized
crime unit. They could have taken over the whole city. Believe me,
I’ve seen stuff like that unfold quickly.”

“I bet.” I nod. “I bet you’ve seen lots of shit.”

“I’ve seen enough.”

“Hey, how come if your dad taught you all that stuff about
elevators, how come you never did that?” I ask, turning to face
her, feeling good and relaxed, both from the few drags of the joint
and from the fresh air and silence.

“Because I realized how mind-numbingly boring it was.” She
chuckles. “And I wanted to see the world, but my parents couldn’t
afford it, nor could they afford to send me to college, so I joined
the military and killed two birds with one stone.”

“I wrote a song with that title.” I say, smiling at
her.

“No kidding.” She smiles back.

“Seriously.” I state, lifting my brows.

“Is it going on the next album?” she asks, and I can’t tell if
she’s teasing me or being serious, because she’s
smiling.

“If it’s up to me, yeah, but I have three other guys to answer
to, plus a bunch of other people with a stake in it.”

“Do you feel weird…you know…being away from your guitar?” she
asks honestly, like she can relate or something.

“Yeah. I should have brought it with me as a matter of fact.
They’re probably in the hotel room right now saying, ‘he won’t go
far; he left his guitar here’.”

With
that she snuffles a tiny laugh.

Then she
does something that makes me laugh like hell.


Chapter 4

Michelle

He’s
laughing at me. Is it the weed, or am I really being that stupid?
Regardless, I keep singing the words to ‘Great White’ the part
right before his guitar solo, and he keeps chuckling, making me
laugh with him.

“What?” I ask, laughing.

“I have never heard anyone butcher the lyrics to that song
like that before.” He barks out a laugh so genuine it’s endearing.
“That’s fucking hilarious. It’s like…you just made the perfect
parody to that song.”

“Did I?” I ask, as I continue to sing about milk and cookies
in a song about what I thought was milk and cookies, hence ‘white’.
“I seriously thought it was about Oreo cookies and
milk.”

He looks
at me and can’t help himself. He can’t stop laughing.

“What?” I ask, almost whining. “What is so funny?”

He looks
away, like he’s embarrassed. “Oh my God…I can’t believe this.” He’s
still laughing, but he’s calmed slightly.

“Are you that high? That you think I’m that funny?”

He turns
closer to me and inches in. “I’m not that high, I only had a couple
of drags, just to take the edge off.” He licks his lips and then
his face says that he’s going to try to explain something, but then
he loses his nerve and turns his head again, chuckling.

“Okay, what.” I say flatly, throwing him a bone.

He draws
in a deep breath, looking around, as if someone is watching, then
he looks straight at me and says. “’Great White’ is a euphemism for
cum. You know…sperm?” He gestures with his hand, as if I should
fill in the rest.

My eyes
widen. “Oh.” And then I snort a laugh, and we both start laughing
hysterically at my faux pas.

“Oh my God.” He says, high-pitched. “I haven’t laughed like
that in a while…high or not.” He admits, widening his eyes
comically.

“I can’t believe you wrote a song about semen.” I say to
myself.

Another
laugh. “It’s a song about getting there, it’s not about worshipping
ejaculation.”

I snort
out another laugh. “Okay.”

“Lots of artists write songs about weird stuff and use
euphemisms.” He explains. “There are hundreds of examples, but the
one that comes to mind for me is Steppenwolf’s ‘Magic Carpet
Ride’.”

“Yeah, that’s about drugs though.” I point out.

“So?”

“So, you wrote about semen.” I smile. “Any other songs
euphemisms?”

“Tell you what. You can sing me another one some time when I
need a laugh, and I’ll tell you.” He states.

“Fair enough.”

In the
distance there is a couple walking towards us. My security guard
hat immediately goes on. “I know it’s dark, but it’s pretty well
lit out here. We’re going to have to duck for cover
here.”

“What?” he whispers. “What do you mean? We can’t like…hide or
anything, can we?”

As I
scan the couple, who will be within earshot in another ten seconds,
I think of the easiest, simplest thing to do in this situation.
“Okay, we have to make it look like we’re making out. Hide your
head in my neck, like they do in the movies.”

I lean
towards him, so my head will face the couple, and so his head in
hidden, and he tilts his head towards me, dipping his face into my
neck, making it look like we’re kissing. It’s an old trick but an
effective one. We stay in that position until I can see the couple
from the other side of us. “Just another second.” I whisper to him,
as I see the female turn around to look at us. When they’re out of
earshot, I pull away from him.

“Man, that was hot.” He says, teasing me.

“Shut up. It worked.”

“Tell me about it.” he says matter-of-factly. “I got a
hard-on.”

“Gross. Grow up.” I smack him.

He
chuckles. “I’m just kidding. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve
done that.”

“What, make out or hide?” I ask, not really wanting to know
the answer. “I’m sure you’ve done both many times.”

He
doesn’t answer, but smiles shyly, looking down. I embarrassed
him.

“Sorry. That was uncalled for.”

He
waves. “It’s okay.” Something grabs his attention on my back. He
turns me around and lifts the tail end of my French braid. “Hey,
how long is your hair, anyway?”

“Long.” I state, as he tugs my hair gently. “When it’s out I
can sit on it.”

“Wow. Have you ever cut it?”

“Like…short? No.”

“No, I mean, have you ever cut it at all…I don’t think I’ve
ever seen hair this long before.”

“Of course I’ve cut it. It grows like a weed.”

He tilts
his head contemplatively. “What about the rest of the hair on your
body? And I’m not trying to be gross asking you that.”

“The rest grows normal, I think.” I answer honestly. “I have
to shave as often as my friends did when I was growing up. What
about you?” I ask. I’ve never seen him with facial hair before, and
I wonder if he can grow it.

“Mine? Well, I think anyone who’s seen me perform live knows
that I have no hair on my chest at all.” He answers outright, as
though laying down his cards. “But I’ve got tons under my pits.
None on my back. My legs are pretty hairless, too, other than some
peach fuzz.”

“How come you tear your shirt off when you perform
live?”

“Because it’s like the seventh ring of hell on stage. It’s so
hot if I could run around naked and not get arrested or sued, I’d
do it. In fact, we usually take an ice bath after a show. That
didn’t happen tonight though, because some chick with huge tits
wanted to interview us right away.”

“You say that with such panache.” I snort.

“I’m serious, man.” He gestures at his chest, as though he’s
holding two cantaloupe melons against himself. “They were like…this
big. I spent the whole ten minutes trying to focus on a picture on
the wall.”

I laugh
at him.

“You’d think a chick with a chest that size would wear
something more appropriate, but I suppose that’s why she’s got
them.”

“So they weren’t real?”

“Probably not. I doubt it. Chicks with real ones aren’t
usually set at flaunting them like that.”

“You sound like a connoisseur.” I point out.

There’s
that shy little smile again.

“For a rock star, you sure are bashful.”

He takes
his joint out of his pocket and lights it again. “Fuck, you have no
idea.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, listening casually to the radio, as
someone speaks on it. Mine or Billy’s name aren’t brought up, so I
only half-listen.

Inhaling
plentifully, he holds his breath for a few seconds, and exhales.
“Yeah, I’m shy, but chicks are all over me because of
it.”

“And is that a bad thing?”

“Sometimes.” Another quick drag. “It’s nice getting laid when
I want, but at the same rate, it’s also a drag when loads of them
are pawing at me, you know? Some of them go for Neal more, and
others go for Ivan or Danny, but they seem to flock to me more, and
I’m not saying that to be conceited. It’s true. The guys say it’s
because I’m shy, so it’s a bit of a curse.”

“Have you ever turned a girl down?”

He gives
me a look like I’ve hit a nerve. “Yeah, and it makes me feel like a
piece of shit. Some girls get it bad and you literally have to
break their heart. It fucking sucks making a girl cry.”

“Which ones do you turn down?”

He takes
another quick drag and pinches off the end again, placing the joint
back in his pocket. With a cleansing breath, he answers me.
“Believe it or not I turn more of them down.”

“Really? How come?”

He
shrugs. “I don’t know. Something my mom must have put in me, I
guess. Not saying I don’t get enough, but I pick and choose, as
much as that sounds shady and cheap, I don’t just fuck whatever’s
there.”

“Did you get some tonight?”

He
wiggles his brows. “Not yet. But there were some really cute chicks
waiting for us with passes and stuff. I didn’t see them at the
hotel, but they might have been catching Snake, too.”

“Is it that easy?” I ask, intrigued.

“Well…yeah.” He answers with pink cheeks. “Don’t ask me how or
why, but it is. Something about chicks loving rock stars, I guess.
It’s like a man in uniform; they dig it.”

“A woman in uniform is something entirely different.” I point
out. “That’s usually a turn-off for men. Unless you’re showing leg
or chest, men aren’t interested. In fact, being in uniform can be
intimidating.”

“Yeah?”

“That’s right.” I admit.

“So, you haven’t been laid in a while then, I guess.” He says,
as if pissed off for me.

“Not even worth mentioning.” I grunt as I sit up. “You think
we should head back? See if we can get you a piece of ass
tonight?”

He
grins. “I’m actually enjoying myself right here. I’d enjoy it more,
frankly, if you’d share my spliff with me, but I’ll take what I can
get.”

“Even if I wasn’t on duty, like I said, it’s not my thing. If
you had a flask of wine or something, and I was off duty, maybe.
But marijuana does nothing for me except make me upchuck my Oreo
cookies and milk.” I add in, wondering if he’s too high to catch
on.

He’s
not.

We burst
out laughing again. “I’m so telling the guys that one.”

“Go ahead. I think they were quite impressed by my homemade
hand stitching job earlier.”

“That was pretty cool, I must admit.” He says, turning my hand
over so it’s palm up. He’s careful not to touch more than that. “So
is that why they wouldn’t let you work the mosh pit
tonight?”

“Yeah. Chris told me to get out of there the second I tried to
join the others. It was mostly auditorium crew covering, anyway,
but he did want a couple of ours out there, too.”

“How long have you been working with us for?”

“Since you started this tour.” I look at him, and his face
looks sullen. “Why?”

“I just…feel like shit because I didn’t know you until
today.”

“Well, it’s not like you get introduced to everyone, anyway. I
mean, your guitar technicians and managers and production people
you have to know firsthand, but stage crew, lighting and security,
you don’t. Not unless you need a personal bodyguard or
something.”

“I’m surprised they let you take me. Neal was blown away that
we’d hired a chick.”

“Well, my dad called in a favor. I’m not just here for
nothing. I probably wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for my
dad.”

He looks
at me. “What do you mean?”

“Girl security guards are nearly unheard of, but it just so
happened that your manager, Todd, was up in Canada around the same
time as my dad was there.”

“Your dad went to Canada?”

“Yeah, he gets called out all over the world for repair jobs.
Especially since he helped develop special airlifts and devices for
world class buildings and things. He started doing that right
before I joined the service. Anyway, he helped design the elevator
for the CN Tower once upon a time, and he was out there on another
call when the CN Tower people invited him to come over and see it.
Just so happened that the day my dad and Todd were in the elevator
together, it broke down.”

He
smiles, chuckling. “No shit.” He shakes his head.

“Yeah, so anyway, Todd…who is terrified of elevators, by the
way…was so grateful that my dad was able to jimmy the elevator
while he was on it, so Todd could get out alive. And he told my dad
that if there was ever anything that he could do for him.” I look
at Billy, and he’s grinning at me, completely enthralled. “So when
I got shot in combat, while my dad won’t admit it, he was doing the
happy dance when my discharge papers arrived, and he knew that I
was miserable, and that I wanted to do something in security. That
led to the phone call to Todd.”

“Seriously.” Billy says, shaking his head.

“And I didn’t want to do it at first, knowing that I’d suffer
some serious stigma being a female, but I also wanted to travel
more, and still do something physical and protective, and
interesting. It helps that I know how to shoot a gun, and I can
kick a man’s ass who is twice my size, usually, but I
digress.”

“Really? You can like…take down a guy twice your
size?”

I shrug.
“I did it many times in combat. Once, I got hit bad,
though.”

His face
falls, as if I just told him my best friend died. “Oh,
yeah.”

“Yeah. This guy came up from behind and grabbed me by the
throat.” I recall. “His arms were huge and his grip was too strong.
He was too tall, otherwise I’d have been able to do a few
maneuvers. He knew he had me.”

His face
is so solemn. His voice is soft. “What happened?”

“He took me down with him. Knocked me out and took what he
needed and left.”

“Oh, so he didn’t…you know…hurt you?”

“By ‘hurt’ you mean rape?”

He nods
but can’t say it.

“No, he just wanted my ammunition, that’s all. He also didn’t
want me to kill him, which I would have done given the chance. I’m
surprised that he didn’t kill me, frankly, but I’m lucky. Maybe
being a woman paid off just that once.”

“Man, I didn’t even know that women were allowed to fight in
combat.”

“It’s the eighties, Billy. Women have been able to fight since
the seventies. And I kicked ass in basic training, charming the
pants off my drill sergeant. They weren’t about to toss me away
because of my vagina.”

That
gets a chuckle. “How long did you serve?”

“Five years. I wasn’t in combat until the last year, though. I
was on peacekeeping missions, mostly. But I fought like hell to go
abroad, and they let me.”

“I suppose your dad fixed someone’s elevator overseas.” He
jokes, sliding his knee into mine, showing me that he’s
teasing.

“Yeah, something like that.” I hear my name on the radio. It’s
Jack, the Director of Security.

“Go ahead.”

“Are you coming in? Your shift is ending.” Jack asks. I hadn’t
noticed the time. We usually rotate through the night to keep
everyone safe and fresh. “Stan can take over.” He says it like I’m
babysitting and need to be relieved.

“I’m still with Billy.” I answer. I’m sure if he puts his call
button on, there will be all kinds of catcalls.

I look
at Billy and he wiggles his brows mischievously.

Long
pause.

“You should have answered breathing heavily.” He suggests
teasingly.

“Err…okay, whenever he’s ready to come back.”

“Copy.”

“I shouldn’t keep you, anyway.” Billy says. “What time do you
start tomorrow?”

“Whenever Jack or Chris tell me to show up. I’m an early
riser, so it usually doesn’t faze me. I think we’re headed to
another show here in SoCal tomorrow, so we’re not going far. The
crew have probably already loaded all your equipment.”

“Yeah, we’re here for a few shows.” He concurs.

“You want to head back so you can salvage the night?” I ask,
as if spending his time with me is arduous. “You probably miss
chugging them back with your buddies and getting it on with
groupies, don’t you?”

Then he
says something that floors me.

“The only thing I miss is my guitar.”


Chapter 5

Billy

When I
get back inside the hotel, Michelle salutes me as she sees Jack,
and checks in with him. Neal is outside chatting with Chris, and he
tips his chin at me. “What the fuck are you doing hanging around
with her?” he asks levelly, out of sheer curiosity.

“Just hanging outside, smoking one.”

“Yeah, well, Ivan and Danny have a bet going, that you made it
with her.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me.” I state.

“You like her, Billy?” Chris asks, lighting up a
cigarette.

“She’s cool, man. I don’t like her…like that, but she’s cool to hang
with.”

“Pretty in touch with her male side, huh.”

I frown.
“I suppose so.”

“She’s not hard on the eyes, either.” Neal adds. “I’d like to
take a bite out of her.”

“Yeah, well, something tells me that she’s not that type, man,
so take it easy.”

Neal is
amused. “Yeah? You try something with her, and she blew you off,
huh.”

“No, nothing like that. She’s just…not easy or anything. You
want easy, try a groupie, man. That’s what they’re there
for.”

Neal
tips his chin. “Ivan’s in with three of them right now.”

“Those three chicks that were in the hallway right before we
hit the stage?” I ask, feeling jealously boil up inside
me.

“Yeah, why? You wanted a piece, too?”

“Kind of. They were fucking cute as hell.” I admit.

“You can go crash if you want.” Neal says. “I heard them
giggling in his room. No moans yet, so I don’t think the action has
started.”

“How come you didn’t take one? Why’d you give all three to
Ivan?”

He
shrugs. “I could have, but they were all over him. Plus, Lilly’s
coming up soon.”

Lilly is
one of Neal’s favorite groupies. She follows us all over the place,
and she and Neal get it on regularly.

“Holding out for one when you could have had three, huh.” I
shove him gently, playfully, on the shoulder. “Softening up, are
you.”

“Fuck off. You could have stuck around and had your pick of
those three, and you could have had Michelle, and fucked her brains
out, too. So, don’t call me a softie, you pansy-ass.” He’s saying
these insults with a smile on his face, matching mine. We both know
that we’re just pissing around. Chris is smiling, enjoying the
banter.

“What about you, Chris? How come you’re not fucking around
tonight?” Neal asks.

“Screw you. Jenny’s on her way.” He says. Jenny is Chris’s
wife, and he’s very faithful to her, but we still razz
him.

“Yeah? You never thought about taking one of the groupies
while Jenny’s away?” Neal asks as I poke him in the ribs. We’re
both messing around, about to play fight on the floor.

“Nobody matches my Jenny, man. She’s a fucking
goddess.”

He’s
right. Jenny is fucking beautiful. Smart as hell, too. She’s a
financial planner, and she works all over the place, which is why
she can come visit Chris whenever she wants. Most of her work can
be done by telephone, except when she needs to get stuff signed, so
she’s on the road with us a lot.

“She got a sister?” Neal asks.

“Why? You’re gonna marry Lilly some day, aren’t
you?”

Neal
laughs out loud. “First of all, me? Marry? You’re out of your
fucking mind. Second of all, marry a groupie? I don’t fucking think
so.” He laughs, as he dodges my hand. I’m trying to mess his hair,
but he’s slightly taller than me, and it isn’t as easy as it
sounds. “You’ve got a better chance of marrying
Michelle.”

My face
scrunches. “All those things you just said go double for me. I’m
never getting married, and I’ll never marry anyone who I’ve seen or
talked to on any tour. Fuck that shit. I’ll marry someone from
Florida, better yet, from home. And that’s when I’m like fifty, and
too fucking old to do anything else.”

Chris
chimes in. “You got any girlfriends back at home?”

Now it’s
Neal’s turn to try and mess my hair. Mission accomplished. He
tousles it so it hangs all over my forehead before I answer Chris.
“Used to. But she’s been fucking around on me since we went on
tour. It’s cool, though. I told her to. I knew I’d be fucking
around, too, so it’s fair.”

“You going to go back with her when the tour’s over?” Chris
asks as I rake a hand through my messed-up hair. Which is
fruitless, because Neal comes and screws with it again, making us
both laugh.

“Fuck off.” I laugh at Neal and then address Chris. “No, man.
I mean, I’ll fuck around with her, sure, but me, I’m not looking
for anything serious for a very long time, my man.”

Neal
goes for my hair again, and it’s game time. As he reaches for my
hair, I reach for his, messing the shit out of it, and then he
hooks his foot under mine, taking me down to the ground. We wrestle
benignly on the floor, while Chris watches. Neal and I mess around
like this all the time. Sometimes he’s like the brother that I
never had. We’re fake wrestling, as he pins me down first, then I
pin him down, taking turns messing each other’s hair up. I can
smell the hooch on him from a mile, but he can probably smell the
pot on me, too.

“It’s a good thing you’re not fucking anyone tonight, man.”
Neal comments. “You smell like a fucking weed factory.”

I laugh.
“Well you smell like a fucking brewery. You should shower before
Lilly gets here.”

“Fuck off.” He says, flipping me over, punching me playfully
in the gut. “I already showered. But now I’ll have to do it again
because I’ve been fucking around with you, and you stink like shit,
man!” he’s saying this through ragged breaths and laughter, as we
pound the shit out of each other innocently.

“Get him in the chops, Billy.” Chris says, teasingly, as we
both know that I’d never purposefully punch Neal in the mouth,
especially since he’s our lead singer, and, well…he needs his
mouth.

“Sure, and I’ll explain at the show tomorrow night, how Billy
punched the shit out of me.” Neal laughs, pulling my hair back
gently, so I can’t move my head. He’s saying this to my face,
pretending that he’s threatening me, but he’s about as dangerous as
a puppy the way that we’re playing around.

“Yeah? And what are you going to do about it?” I tease, as we
hear the door to Ivan’s room open.

Ivan
walks out, looking oh-so-Hugh-Heffner in his hotel robe and
evidently nothing else. All he needs is a goddamn cigar hanging out
of his mouth. “You two at it again?” he asks, chuckling. Neal and I
pause for a second, just to see if any naked chicks follow him out
the door. It wouldn’t be a first.

When we
see that it’s just him, we continue, as I pin him down and mess the
shit out of his hair, so it’s almost unrecognizable. “You fucking
little prick!” he laughs, grabbing a handful of my hair, making me
squeal like a girl in jest.

“Try combing that hive out, man!” I grunt, smiling at him, and he does
something kind of faggy, but I let him do it. He tickles my side,
making me scream. I’m so goddamn ticklish, and I won’t let anyone
else tickle me except him. I know he’s as straight as an arrow, so
it’s cool.

“With that range you should be the lead vocalist, you fag!”
Neal teases, tickling me more.

“I grab your balls and you could probably hit even higher,
faggot!” I laugh, feigning that I’m going to grab his balls, but
hell if I ever would. That’s where I draw the line.

“Fuck you!” he laughs, tousling my hair again.

“Um…are you guys almost done?” Ivan asks. “Because I’d kinda
like to get back to what I was doing in there?” he gestures with
his head towards his room.

“What, are you guys playing poker or something, man?” Neal
teases. “Because if I was bagging three girls at the same time, the
last thing I’d be doing is paying attention to what’s going on in
the hallway, man.”

“Fuck you. It’s distracting.” Ivan says.

“Then they can’t be that good. Either that or you suck.” I
say.

“See if any of them fuck you later.” Ivan says, turning his
back, closing the door behind him.

“Looks like you just ruined your chances of getting laid
tonight, man.” Neal pokes, and then he literally pokes me in the
ribs.

“I can if I want to, man.” I state, unfazed.

“What, are you going to go bang on Michelle’s door or
something?” he laughs, teasing me.

“Right after you.” I laugh.

“I wouldn’t try anything with that chick if I were you.” Chris
says. “That chick is weird.”

“She’s not weird, man.” I state breathlessly, while Neal and I
lay on the floor, chests heaving. “She’s just…seen more than the
average person. You know she like…got shot in the
military?”

“I know she got discharged.” Chris says. “I just figured it
was because she’s a chick or something.”

“Na, she was in combat for like a year, man. In peacekeeping
missions for four years before that.”

“Todd was awful adamant for me and Jack to hire her. It was
fucking odd. Never seen Todd so fucked up over a chick.”

“Maybe he bagged her.” Neal shrugs.

“Why is everything to you about fucking bagging chicks, man?”
I elbow Neal in the ribs. “Her dad saved Todd’s ass and so he
called him on an offer is all.”

Danny,
overhearing from his room, decides that this is the time to appear.
“So daddy got her the job here then.”

“Kind of. But she’s got chops, man. She knows what the hell
she’s doing.” I state. Danny is standing at his door with damp hair
and a pair of shorts, looking like he’s been standing behind the
door this whole time, eavesdropping, choosing his moment
wisely.

“Well, she knows how to sew herself up, that I can vouch for.”
Danny states.

“She also knows some cool moves.” I explain. “When we were out
earlier, this couple walked past us, and instead of hiding, she did
this thing where she made it look like we were making out, so my
head was hidden, and I wouldn’t be recognized. It was fucking cool,
man.”

“Wait…so you made out with her?” Chris asks,
grinning.

I wave. “No, no, we pretended
to make out. I barely touched her. Just so the
couple couldn’t see my face.”

“Did you want to make out with her?” Neal asks in a suggestive tone,
teasing.

“No, man, like I said…I like her, but I don’t
like her like her.” I
clarify. “I did tease her and say that I had a hard-on, but she
knew I was kidding. It was pretty funny.”

“You get a hard-on just thinking about it.” Neal
says.

“Fuck you, so do you.” I growl, smiling.

“You all do, you bunch of horn bags.” Chris says. “All of you
are just fucking hormones with legs.” He looks at his watch. “Where
the fuck is Jenny. She should be here by now.”

“When’s her flight due in?” Neal asks.

“Should have been here a couple of hours ago.” Chris
answers.

“How come you didn’t meet her at the airport?” I
ask.

“Because you guys were in concert, stupid.” He answers, and
once again, I want to punch him. He’s gone AWOL before, so it’s not
like it’s something new for him to disappear to go to the airport
to meet her.

“It’s never stopped you before.” I say before stopping
myself.

“Yeah, well, Todd vetoed it this time.”

I tip my
chin up, not caring how deep I dig. “How come? You piss him off or
something?”

“Snake’s a huge band, man. Todd didn’t want anything getting
fucked up.” He says and then he looks at me snidely. “But if it was
any of your business, I would have told you.”

Rising,
I walk towards my room, muttering. “Fuck you, you asshole.” Just
loud enough that he can hear me.

He says
nothing as I slam my door. When I look at the phone in my room, I
see that the small red light on the phone is flashing, indicating
that I have a message. The only person who ever leaves a message
for me in my room is my mom, so I trot over and retrieve the
message, and call her back immediately.

“Hi, mom, it’s Billy.” I say, when she answers on the second
ring.

“Hi, sweetheart.” She sighs. “God, it’s so good to hear your
voice.”

“Same here. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.”

“How did the show go tonight?” she asks, and she sounds tired.
But to be fair, it is after eleven o’clock, and she’s not much of a
night person.

“It went really well.” I tell her where we’re off to tomorrow.
“When are you coming out to see me?”

“Oh, sweetie, you know that I’m not much for travelling.” It’s
true. My mom is terrified of flying, and even more terrified of
crowds. She has come out to see me play, but she stays
backstage.

“What about if we open in Europe or something? I know you’ve
always wanted to go to Europe?”

“Maybe…some day.” She says. “Have you met anyone special?” Mom
asks, forever the hopeful. Greta Nestor was born a grandma. She’s a
great mom, but she loves babies. When my older stepbrother had one,
she was all over him. I think I’m the only kid in the world who
would be praised for getting a girl pregnant.

“Your dad called.”

The
smile on my face falls. “Yeah…” I trail off.

“He wants to come see you play.”

“Good for him. He can buy nosebleed tickets and sit in the
back, like the rest of them.”

“Billy.” Mom warns.

It
breaks my heart to hear the anguish in my mom’s voice, but just the
mention of my deadbeat father makes my blood boil.

“He’s never shown any interest in me before, so I’m not sure
what is prompting this now.” I say honestly, measuring my words
carefully.

“He’s heard you play on television, Billy. He saw a couple of
the interviews, too.”

“So now he thinks he owes me an apology or something, I
suppose.”

“Maybe. But is that so bad?”

“I’ve heard it all before.”

“I know. But the past is in the past, Billy.”

My mom
forever holds on to the past. I swear to God she keeps dad’s things
in the bedroom just as they were when he left, in hopes that he’ll
come back. He’s never coming back. The man has been married three
times and can never hold onto any woman. He’s a drifter, a man
whore, a terrible example of fatherhood, and an even worse example
of a husband. Too bad he married a woman who swore she would love
and admire one man for the rest of her life; she took her marital
vows seriously. Unfortunately, that sentiment was not reciprocated.
In a way, my mom is a fool. She feels that she impacted dad the
most, why, I don’t know, but she believes that he’ll come back to
her, foolishly. He’s already been married once again, and in my
opinion, it’s only a matter of time before he splits on her,
too.

“Exactly.” I say, agreeing with her. “So, leave the past in
the past, mom. He doesn’t want anything to do with me, other than
maybe to have some bragging rights.” I know he doesn’t want my
money, because I don’t have any…yet.

“Billy, please make peace with him.” she begs.

“Why? Do you think that if we make up that he’ll come back to
you, and we can then live like a big, happy family again?” I say
carefully. I’d never do anything to hurt my mom. She means
everything to me.

“Billy, that’s not it at all.” She lies. “It isn’t healthy to
hold on to resentment. I hear it in your music, sweetheart. I hear
it in your voice.”

“Mom….” I sigh.

“Billy, just call the man, please? He left me his
number.” Oh, it changed again? Funny how
that happens so conveniently.

“Mom, we’ve been through this before. More than once. We know
where it leads.”

“Billy, he’s older, honey. He’s not the man he used to
be.”

A leopard doesn’t change its spots, mom. “I’m not falling for it again, mom. I’m sorry. I can’t do
it again.”

“Just…think about it, Billy.” Mom says.

“I won’t. I’m sorry. I…can’t, mom.” I change the subject. “How
about you come out and see me? I’ll arrange the flight for you and
everything. I’ll even get you front row tickets. We’ll go out for
dinner and have some fun. What do you say?”

She may
be sentimental, but my mom is shrewd. “Tell you what. If I come and
see you, will you speak to your father?”

I exhale
heavily. “Fine. I’ll call you when I make the
arrangements.”

“Looking forward to it, sweetheart.”

She says
it, but I can hear the trepidation in her voice.

My only
hope is that she can’t hear the same in mine.


Chapter 6

Michelle

The
floor where my room is located is surprisingly quiet. I’m one floor
beneath where the band is staying, which is surprising. Usually, we
don’t even get to stay in the same hotel as the band, but I guess
when there’s a lockdown locally, there isn’t much time to browse.
When I say goodbye to Billy, I watch him walk down the hall to see
his manager, and Jack calls me over. “Hey, Michelle.”

“Jack.” I say, unclipping my radio to give to him. “What time
do we hit the pavement tomorrow?”

“Bright and early. Around nine.”

I
chuckle. In the military, ‘bright and early’ would be before dawn,
like four o’clock. “Sure. I’ll be ready.”

He hands
me my room key, and I walk down the steps. My stuff has already
been delivered to my room, even though it’s just a bag, which is
mostly full of dirty clothes. After I call downstairs to ask if and
where there are any laundry facilities, the warm female voice tells
me, and I take my bag down there, making sure that I have change in
my wallet. There isn’t even a fresh change of clothes so that I can
shower first, but I don’t care. I only ever have enough for one
load of laundry, as most of my clothes are uniforms; my civilian
clothes are few and far between.

To my
surprise, there’s also a workout room in this hotel, and a pool. I
take total advantage, especially since there is nobody in either
place at this time of night. While my clothes are in the washing
machine, I rock out in the pool, doing laps, wrapping a grocery bag
around my hand so it doesn’t sting like hell from the chlorine.
Then, when the timer on my watch tells me that the load is cleaned,
I flip it into the dryer, and go work out in the gym for an hour.
It turns out that the shower in the gym sucks big time, so I take
my laundry upstairs and shower there instead.

By the
time I’ve showered, dried my hair, grabbed a snack from the vending
machine and watched a whole twenty minutes of television, I barely
hit the pillows, before drifting off into a heavy sleep. My watch
bleeps loudly at seven o’clock in the morning. Room service
delivers my breakfast at precisely seven thirty, and I mow it down,
considering all I got to eat since lunch yesterday was a bag of
chips and a questionable chocolate bar. It’s a beautiful morning,
so I throw on a pair of shorts, braid my hair, and go for a walk.
I’ve got plenty of time before I need to report to Jack.

As I
walk, I drink in the fresh air and sunshine. In my line of work, I
don’t get to see a lot of it. I walk for what seems like miles,
passing through the park where Billy and I sat last night, through
the back residential areas, and I even walk through the cemetery on
the other side of the block. It’s amazing how beautiful cemeteries
can be, especially with all the mature trees shading the area. As I
head back, noting that it’s eight thirty, I go back into my room,
change into my security gear, and head upstairs to Jack’s room. I’m
met with a strange-looking woman with disheveled hair leaving his
room, just as I approach it.


Something I’ll never get used to is the rock star lifestyle.
The meeting of this odd female isn’t awkward…to her. She gives me a
once-over, like I’m dressed as a phoney security person, in costume
for some role-playing with Jack, and I realize that she thinks that
I’m Jack’s next conquest. “He’s in the shower.” She comments
softly.

“Thanks. I’ll wait outside.” I answer, and tug on my shirt,
punctuating the fact that I’m actually a security guard.

The
strange girl walks away, and I hear another door just down the hall
open, and Chris’s wife, Jenny appears.

“Oh, hi, Michelle.” She says.

“Hi, Jenny, nice to see you.” I say, loud enough that the
strange girl can hear me. Why it bothers me so much that she thinks
I’m a call girl is beyond me. “When did you get in?”

“Late last night. The flight was delayed.” She sees my
bandaged-up hand. I managed to get my hands on some really good
medical-grade adhesive tape from the guy who delivered my
breakfast. As much as it’ll hold a lot better than a large
band-aid, it’s very obvious. “What happened?”

“Sliced it open on a metal sheet.”

“Did you get it checked out?”

“No. But I stitched it up. It’s not that sore, so I’m not
worried about infection.”

Jenny
comes right to me and looks at my hand. “Well, it’s not red, so
that’s a good sign. Just keep an eye on it.” Jenny is like the mom
in this group. She’s an older woman, not sure how much older than
Chris, but I’d say that there’s at least ten years between them.
But Jenny is stunning and smart, and as sweet as they come. “If it
flares up, make sure you tell Chris about it.”

“I will.” I gesture with my chin towards Jack’s room. “Any
word on when we’re ready to get out of here?”

“What did he tell you?”

“He said to be up for nine.”

“And you were ready by six, right?” she smiles.

“Not quite that early…more like seven.”

“Chris is just on the phone, but I’ll find out what the scoop
is.” She looks down on the floor, where my bag is. “Is that all you
have? Just one bag?”

“That’s all I need.”

She rubs
my arm. “Okay. Just have a seat over there and I’ll go find out
what’s going on.”

I walk
over and sit down on the padded leather lounge chair by a window at
the end of the hallway. Most things that I sit on while on tour are
sticky, but this seat is not. It’s kind of nice. Moments later, I
see Chris come out of his room. He doesn’t see me at first, so I
watch, as he single-handedly pounds on all the doors between his
room and the end of the hallway and back, rousing everyone from
their slumber. “Showers in five, bags downstairs in fifteen!” he
shouts, and then he sees me. “Good morning.”

“Good morning. Should I go downstairs with the stage
crew?”

He
gestures to the doors on the other side of the hall. “That’s where
the stage crew is. You’re early.”

“Jack told me nine o’clock.”

“Yeah, well, Jack missed the update last night.”

Not
surprising, since evidently, he had that strange girl with
him.

One of
the doors opens, and I see Billy’s damp head emerge. “Yo, Chris,
when do we get to eat, man, I’m starving.”

“You didn’t order anything last night, so you’re out of luck.”
Chris says coldly. “Since when are you the first one up? You’re
usually the last.”

“I was up a half hour ago when I heard Ivan’s headboard
pounding against the fucking wall.” He looks over at me.
“Hey,”

I lift a
hand to him.

“Did you get food?” Billy asks me.

“Yeah, I ate at seven-thirty.” I pause. “You want me to go
scrounge you up something? I’m just sitting here waiting,
anyway.”

“You’re my fucking savior if you could.” He says, and I see
Chris roll his eyes.

After
running downstairs to grab Billy a mish-mash of stuff, but enough
to fill an entire plate, I head back upstairs, and knock on his
door. My bag is still safely sitting by the lounge chair. Seconds
later, he answers the door, fully dressed in a pair of jeans and a
t-shirt. The room is surprisingly tidy; he even made the bed, and
there are no clothes on the floor. His balcony door is open and I
smell the faint odor of cigarettes. “Hey, thanks so much, come on
in.” he says, opening the door for me.

“No problem. Evidently I’m too early for showtime.”

“Better early than late. That’s what my mom always says.”
Billy states, shoving a pancake in his mouth without butter or
syrup. “You want to come sit outside?”

“Sure. It’s a beautiful morning. I’ve already been out for a
walk.”

“You should have come for me first. I’d have gone with
you.”

“Maybe next time.” I say, watching him eat the eggs and bacon
next.

“Sorry for being a pig. I’m so hungry I could eat twice this
much.”

“I can go down and get you more if you want.”

He
waves. “No, no, that’s fine.”

“So, Ivan had some fun last night, I hear.” I state, making
conversation.

That
gets an eye roll. “Last night, earlier this morning, and like an
hour ago, too. I’d be surprised if the guy can walk
straight.”

“Well, she won’t be able to, that’s for sure.” I guffaw.

“There are three of them.” He says pointedly.

My face
scrunches. “Ew.”

He
smiles his shy little smile.

“What? Like that’s a regular thing around here?” I’m amused
but also a little grossed out.

He
frowns. “Sometimes.”

I cringe
and shudder.

He
chuckles.

“Man, you guys must be some real Casanovas.” Is all I can
think of to say.

“You’ve never been with more than one person?”

“I’ve barely been with one person, as a matter of fact.” I
bark.

“What…you’re not a…virgin, are you?”

“No.” I say flatly. “But I’m probably about as vanilla as they
come.”

He
ignores my statement. “And you’re not gay, right?”

“No. Straight as a pin, just not that experienced, compared to
you and your bandmates, I suppose.”

He
continues eating, which I’m thankful for. That line of conversation
is rather uncomfortable for me. I’ll make a mental note never to
bring that up again.

“So, what did you do last night, just head off to bed?” he
asks, as he finishes cleaning his plate.

“Laundry, pool, worked out, went to sleep.” I say monotone,
expressing how boring my night was.

“You played pool?” he asks, kind of surprised.

“No, I swam…in the pool…downstairs.”

“Ah,” he nods. “I was going to say that if you went to play
pool without me, that’s grounds for dismissal.” He
winks.

“I play pool, too, sometimes.”

“Well, consider yourself warned.” He teases.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

We hear
a bang on the door, and Chris’s voice shout. “Let’s go! Buses are
waiting!”

“Shit.” Billy says, rising quickly. “Thanks for getting me
breakfast, man, you saved my life.”

“No problem.”

He picks
up his bag. “Hey, you want to play a trick on the guys?”

I grin.
“Sure, what?”

“We walk out breathing heavily. The guys think that you and I
screwed last night, and I told them we didn’t, so I want to get
them back.”

“Well, we didn’t. And we didn’t just now, either, so isn’t
that kind of defeating the purpose?” I ask.

“Just…trust me. It’ll piss them off.” He smiles. “They’ll know
we didn’t do it if we’re fucking around about it. If we come out
looking guilty, that’s when the red flags will go up.”

I shrug.
“Alright. You lead.” I say as the din of voices in the hallway
grows.

Billy
opens the door, and he starts breathing heavily, while I mirror
him. The first person to see us is Ivan. He laughs, shaking his
head. “Fucking losers.”

Neal
smiles at Billy. “We get it, man.”

Danny
gives us a look, but has already caught on. Chris looks like he’s
lost his sense of humor. “You should get downstairs. Jack was
looking for you.”

“Well, you knew that she was in with me, man. Why didn’t you
just tell him that?” Billy asks, irritated.

“Never mind.” Chris says tersely, then he addresses me. “Jack
already took your bag for you. You get on ahead. You don’t even
have a radio yet.” He’s pissed off but I don’t know what’s
bothering him the most: the fact that I was with Billy, Billy’s
behavior, our behavior together, or maybe it’s because his wife is
giving him the stink eye from behind. Either way, I haul ass,
feeling bad.

The trip
to our next destination is long and boring. It usually is, which is
why I always carry plenty of reading material, a Walkman with
tapes, and a large notebook with lots of pens. While traveling with
the rest of the stage and security crew, I like to read, and write
in my journal, while listening to music. Truth be told, I also
snuck in a little nap, right after binging on another bag of chips
that I grabbed from the vending machine before we left the hotel.
With my injured hand, instead of throwing me in with the regular
security team, they stick me in with soundchecks, where there’s
almost never a need for a person to be on watch.

At least
I get to witness a soundcheck front and center. Usually I only get
to hear it from behind the walls of whatever venue we’re at. Billy
is wearing exactly what he was wearing earlier, and he sees me from
off in the distance, so he waves. I wave back and smile. While Ivan
begins with soft notes on the drums, and Danny starts strumming the
bass, Billy kicks it in high gear, making his guitar scream. It’s
so ear piercing that I have to cover my ears. Billy sees me and
stops. “Fuck!” he turns to his guitar technician and shouts more
expletives, as if he didn’t expect that to happen, and he’s pissed
at the technician for messing with it.

The
technician raises his hands, lowering his head a little, which I
take as an apologetic stance, and he goes backstage, I assume to
adjust something. A minute later, Billy gives it another go, which
is much better. He plays a few notes and my eardrums dance instead
of hide in dread. He sticks his thumb up, looking at me, as though
asking for my opinion, and I give him the thumbs up. “Hey, stand
further back!” he shouts at me over the din. “Tell me how it sounds
from back there!”

I do as
I’m told, walking a short distance to the center of the room. Billy
gestures for me to go further, so I do. We keep doing this in small
increments until I’m almost at the back doors. He strums his
guitar, making it screech, only not so eardrum-splitting, and he
cups his hands over his mouth, shouting. “How’s that?”

I give
him another thumbs up and he gestures for me to come back. The rest
of the soundcheck goes pretty smoothly, and I find my toes tapping
to the music, even though technically I’m not supposed to be
moving. Professionalism goes a long way when you’re a security
guard; you have to remain impassive and calm, kind of like the
guards at Buckingham Palace. Someone radios to me to go give a hand
somewhere else, so I’m called away briefly. When I return, the band
is just finishing up soundchecks.

Jack
instructs me to keep watch in the auditorium as the doors will open
shortly, and then I’ll be called in to man the hallways. I can’t
wait until my hand heals and I can get back to business as usual.
And as I stand in the hallway, less than an hour later, I watch
Billy and the band walk through the hallway, past me, to get on
stage. Billy winks at me and I mouth ‘good luck’ to him. Seeming
droves of groupies happen to come inside, and I don’t know if
they’ve been back to meet Storm yet or not, but I’m told to keep
watch on them.

Another
reporter comes to interview them, as the band exits the stage forty
or so minutes later, sweaty and breathless. They were fantastic, as
usual, and I can’t wait until I can actually go back into the mosh
pit again, even though my back is turned when I’m down there, it’s
still exhilarating being that close to them. The crowd going wild
is kind of heady, too. Most security guards get annoyed, but with
my background, I’m like ‘bring it on’.

It’s
going on ten o’clock when Jack takes my radio and dismisses me. The
band is off tomorrow, which means that I am, too. As we head to the
hotel for the night, I wonder where the band is staying, and then I
hear them coming down the hall, I’m gathering, from another
interview. Billy sees me and gives me a tight smile as I walk into
my room. Again, I’m shocked, because now we’re even on the same
floor. I suppose keeping us all in close proximity doesn’t hurt.
And I’m wondering if maybe that isn’t something that Todd, the
band’s manager, has mandated, since the lockdown in the other town
yesterday.

The bed
in my room is already turned down, and my bag is sitting on the
floor by the small washroom. I figure that the rooms on this end of
the hallway are smaller, and the ones at the other end are larger;
the ones where the band is staying. Jack has told me that we’re
staying in this town for tomorrow and heading off to another
California location the day after. As I wash up in the bathroom, I
decide to take it easy tonight, and not do a workout. And when I
come out of the washroom, in my pyjamas, and go to turn the
television on, I realize that the light on my phone is flashing,
indicating that there is a message waiting.

As I’m
about to check it, I hear a knock at my door. Checking the
peephole, I see a familiar face: Billy’s. I open the door, and
stick my head out, without allowing him to see me in my pyjamas.
“Hey,” he says. “You feel like going for a walk?”

Just as
I’m about to answer, my phone rings. “Come in for a minute.” I say,
pulling my flannel two-piece cotton pyjamas closer to my throat.
They’re tasteful enough to be worn in front of my parents, but for
some reason, I feel exposed in them when Billy enters my room. “I
have to answer this.” I say, and he frowns, nodding.

“Hello?”

My mom’s
voice is on the other end. “Hi, dear. Are you busy?”

“Mom!” I gush. “Oh my God, it’s so good to hear your voice!” I
can’t help the excitement. I look at Billy and he smiles as I sit
on my bed.

“We’ve missed you, too, sweetheart. We tried calling you
earlier, but we just left a message.”

“Yeah, I was still on duty. I just saw your message and I was
about to check it.”

Daddy
comes on the phone. “Michelle, honey, we miss you.”

A lump
forms in my throat. “God, daddy, I miss you so much,
too.”

“Good. Because we’re here. We just flew in a couple of hours
ago.”

My eyes widen. My face brightens. “You what? You’re here??!!!” I’m giddy. My voice is a
squeak. I’m stamping my feet with excitement on the floor, pounding
gently into the carpet.

“Well, we knew there was a break in your schedule, so we
thought we would surprise you.”

Billy is
standing in my room, inspecting things it seems, but he’s smiling.
“Oh my God, daddy! Where are you??”

He tells
me.

“That’s like…walking distance from here! Oh my God, you guys
are so awesome!” I squeak.

“Well, come on over and have dinner with us! We haven’t eaten
yet. There’s a beautiful restaurant here. Then we can catch up and
make plans for tomorrow.” Daddy says.

Mom
takes the phone again. “Only if you’re not busy though,
dear.”

“Mom, are you kidding me?? Just…give me five minutes to throw
some clothes on, I’ll be right there!”

“We’ll wait in the lobby, dear.” Mom says.

“Can’t wait.” I say, hanging up. I cup my hands over my mouth
and nose. “Oh my God!” I’m still in shock.

Billy
lifts his head to look at me. “Haven’t seen your folks in a while,
huh.”

“No. Not since the tour started.” I answer, shaking my head. I
feel a lump in my throat, but I swallow it down. “I can’t believe
they’re here.”

“Can I at least walk you over? The guys and I had a bit of a
fight. I need to get the hell out of here for a few
hours.”

“Gosh, Billy, I don’t know. How will you get back?” I
hesitate, and then I have a great idea. “Why don’t you come with
me? My parents would love to meet you.”

“Really?” he looks confused.

“Well, yeah. I mean, technically you’re my boss, but you’re
also the guitarist in a huge band. They dig that kind of
stuff.”

“I thought you said that your dad is an elevator repair
man.”

“He is.” My brows knit together. “So what?”

“Well…aren’t they like…geeks? Don’t they listen to old folk’s
music and stuff?”

I smile.
“You don’t know my parents. They grew up in the fifties and
sixties. My dad could probably drink you under the
table.”

“And you don’t think that it would be weird…you bringing me to
visit your parents?”

Maybe
he’s uncomfortable with the whole idea. “Billy, you don’t have to
come if you don’t want to.”

“No, I’d love to come. Seriously. I miss the hell out of my
mom.” He says honestly. “In fact, I’m kind of jealous. I
can’t pay her to
hop on a plane and come see me, but yet your parents surprised you
with a visit. That’s awesome.”

“So, come with me. Bring your hat and sunglasses so you won’t
be recognized. I’ll make sure we get a booth seat at the
restaurant. It’ll be fine.”

“You’re sure?”

“Totally.” I say flatly. “Just…let me throw some clothes on
and we’ll go. Do you have to check in with anyone?”

“Fuck them.” He waves.

I grab
jeans and a nice shirt, head into the washroom, change, take my
hair out of the braid, and walk out. My paperback is sitting on the
bed. Billy is reading the back of it. When I come out of the
washroom, he looks up at me, giving me a once-over. His impassive
face changes. His eyes darken but his smile is warm.
“Wow.”

I
chuckle. “Oh yeah, you’ve never seen me in civilian clothes
before.” I lean down, putting my bag on the bed, and my hair falls
to my sides.

“Jesus Christ.” He murmurs.

My face
falls. “What? What’s wrong?”

“You’re…hot. Like…hot.” He smiles and reaches for a
lock of my hair. “I’ve never seen hair this long
before.”

“Cut it out.” I giggle. “Anyone can grow their hair long…even
you.”

“Yeah, but…” he trails off, and he has this sexy little pained
expression on his face. “Damn.”

I laugh
out loud. “Stop it! You’re supposed to be my boss, and you’re going
to meet my parents.”

“Well, let’s go then…babe.” He winks.

“Cut…it…out.” I insist playfully, taking my hair out of his
hand. “Come on.”

Little
do I know that not only will tonight be one of the most memorable
nights of my life, but it will also be the scariest…


Chapter 7

Billy

Her hair
goes past her butt. It’s long, blonde, and so goddamn soft, I
wanted to rub it against my face, but I figured that was crossing a
line. Michelle looks like a totally different person without her
garb on. The red shirt is so tasteful with a v-neck and cut off
sleeves; it’s made of some sheer material, but it has some kind of
slip under it. Very nice. Normally, it’s girls with slutty clothes
on that turn me on, but man, I think I’m also attracted to girls
with respectful shit on, too. Michelle is not hard on the eyes at
all.

We walk
to the restaurant, and it looks more obvious that I’m in disguise
with me sporting shades at nine-thirty at night, so I take them
off, and pull my cap down further on my forehead instead. Luckily,
it’s mostly old folks around, so nobody recognizes me. Until a cute
little couple, who is standing by a man-made tree in the foyer of
this restaurant, opens their arms and takes Michelle in them. They
recognize me right away. “Billy, we didn’t know that you were
joining Michelle.” Her mom says with a huge grin. “What a nice
surprise. It’s so nice to meet you.” Her mom sticks out her hand
for me to shake. The smile on her face is genuine and warm. “I’m
Evelyn, and this is Stan.”

Stan is
tall, with a warm smile that matches Evelyn’s. “Great to meet you,
son.”

“Great to meet both of you.” I say.

“We already made reservations. We just have to let them know
that we’re all here.” Evelyn says.

“Oh, I’m sorry, will my being here pose a problem with the
reservation?” I ask.

“No, not at all, Billy. I’m sure they can accommodate.” Stan
says.

The
hostess takes our name, and Michelle wastes no time. “Can we have a
booth seat, please?” she asks, and the hostess doesn’t recognize
me, thank God. Or at least if she does, she doesn’t make a fuss. We
walk to the booth seat, and I notice that Michelle’s one hand is in
her dad’s hand, and the other one is in her mom’s hand. It looks
like she’s really tight with her folks. I like it. Her folks sit in
the padded seat, while we take the chairs, and I make sure that I
pull the chair out for Michelle, like a gentleman.

“So, are you two an item?” Stan asks, and I immediately lift
my hand up defensively.

“No, sir. We’re just friends.” What’s that look on his face?
Is that…disappointment? “Yeah, me and the rest of the guys in the
band had a bit of a fight, so Michelle saved me from a night of
misery. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Any friend of Michelle’s is a friend of ours.” Evelyn states
honestly, as the hostess sets water glasses down on our places and
then hands us our menus. Then she notices the gauze bandage on
Michelle’s hand. “What did you do there, honey?” she asks, lifting
her hand up, helping herself to the dressing as she undoes it,
inspecting underneath.

“Sheet metal.” She explains.

Evelyn
looks at the stitching. “God forbid if you ever need your appendix
or your gall bladder out.” She looks at me. “This girl would gut
herself if it meant avoiding a trip to the emergency
room.”

“We were right in the middle of a lockdown, mom.” Michelle
chides. “What was I supposed to do?”

“The guys and I watched her do it, too.” I volunteer. Evelyn
and Stan exchange a look at that, and I can’t decipher it. “And she
showed us her chops with elevators, too, when we were in lockdown.
Decoded an elevator without the key. It was impressive.”

Stan
smiles at Michelle. “I taught her everything I know about
elevators.”

“Well, it shows. She didn’t even break a sweat.”

Michelle
lifts a finger. “I did, actually, but that was after I ran down the
hallway at lightning speed to avoid someone pissing in the
elevator.”

I lift
my hands. “It wasn’t me. It was my bandmate.”

That
gets a grin out of Stan and Evelyn.

“So, tell me, Billy, where are you from?” Evelyn
asks.

“Florida, originally. My mom’s still there. But, I’m not sure
if I’m going back. I kind of like California better, plus, it’s
closer to the recording studio and to my manager. But we’ll see
what happens once the tour is over.”

“And what does your mom do?”

“She’s a nurse just like you.” I gesture to her.

“And your dad?” Stan asks.

“Err…my dad’s a traveling salesman.” My face falls a little.
“My parents aren’t together anymore. We’re not close.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” Stan says. “But you are close
with your mom?”

“Oh yeah. She’s my world. I’ve been begging her to come out
here and see me play, but she’s terrified of flying.”

“And you’re going to move her out here to be closer to you, if
you decide to stay here in California?” Stan asks.

“If this tour pays enough.” I say honestly. “But it’s too
early to tell just yet.”

“But you’ll know before the tour ends?” Evelyn
asks.

I shrug.
“I don’t really know. I’m kind of learning as I go. This is my
first tour.”

“Well, your music is wonderful.” Evelyn says, surprising
me.

“You really think so?”

“Oh, absolutely, dear.”

I pause,
thinking. “How long are you staying in town?”

They
exchange a look. “Probably a few days, why?”

I tell
them where we’re headed to next. “Why don’t you come see the show?
I’ll get you tickets.”

“Well, that’s awfully kind of you, son. Are you sure you can
do that?” Stan says.

“You can even come backstage. Listen from there if you want.
Whatever you want.”

“Gosh, that sounds like fun.”

Damn, Michelle’s parents are cool.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Well, we won’t turn that offer down.”

“As long as you don’t mind ‘Snake’.”

“Well, we’ll only stay to see you play, son.” Stan says.
“Snake is a little too hard on the ears for us.”

I chuckle. Shocker.

“So, dad…” Michelle says, changing the subject. “Been anywhere
really cool lately?”

“Daddy’s going to Germany next week…for a month.” Evelyn
boasts. “That’s why we decided to take a mini-vacation.”

“I heard you saved my manager’s behind a while ago.” I say,
being careful to watch my language respectfully.

“Oh, yes.” Stan chuckles, as Michelle smiles proudly at her
dad. Man, if she had some daddy pom-poms, she’d be swinging them
right about now. It’s so adorable. “I’m sure that Michelle already
told you this story, but yes, I managed to free us from being
caught on the fiftieth story, about halfway up the CN
Tower.”

“Man, I would pay to have been a fly on the wall for
that.”

Stan
frowns and shrugs. “It’s quite common. Lots of people are
claustrophobic. My mother was, and that’s one of the reasons why I
grew a fondness for learning how to fix elevators. When I was a
child, we lived in a really old building, one that had frequent
downtimes with the elevators.”

Evelyn
interrupts. “He’s being modest; Stan can literally fix anything
that moves. He loves to pull things apart, figure out what makes
them tick, and then put them back together again.”

Michelle
chimes in. “Daddy has torn apart just about every appliance in the
house. We never need a repair man unless daddy’s out of
town.”

The
waitress comes and takes our orders, and then comes back moments
later with our drinks.

“How’s work, mom?” Michelle asks, after she sips her water.
Her dad ordered a beer with me and her mom ordered a glass of white
wine, so I’m not sure if she’s putting up a façade or if she really
doesn’t drink as a rule.

“Good.” Her mom says with a smile. “Busy. It’s nice to have a
bit of a break.”

“How come you didn’t order some wine with your mom?” I ask
Michelle.

“Maybe I will after I eat.” She says.

“Our Michelle is a bit of a lightweight.” Stan explains. “Came
home plastered out of her mind one night after high school. Drunk
on half a beer.”

I bark
out a laugh. “Really?”

“Thanks dad.” Michelle says facetiously.

When the
food comes, we dig in. I’m so hungry I barely lift my head during
the meal.

“I suppose you don’t get to eat very good food on the road.”
Stan says, observing both Michelle and I practically inhaling our
food.

“No. I had a bag of chips and a chocolate bar last night for
dinner.” Michelle says.

“You had more than I did.” I say, matter-of-factly.

“Aren’t these venues catered?” Evelyn asks.

“They are…sometimes.” I explain. “But we don’t always have
time to eat. Between rushed soundchecks and unexpected things like
lockdowns, sometimes eating is a luxury.”

“Well, then enjoy.” Stan says.

When the
waitress comes by again, I nudge Michelle. “You want to have some
wine with your mom?”

She
gives me a look. “Err…sure.”

I lift
my hand for the waitress to come by. “White wine for the lady,
please.” I ask.

Michelle
lifts a brow, smiling. “Wow, you sure know how to pack on the
charm.”

“What would you rather I said, ‘Hey, wench! Bring the old lady
some hooch!’?” I chuckle.

Michelle
snorts a laugh. “That I would have paid to see.”

“What are you two doing tomorrow?” Evelyn asks.

“I was just hoping to get through tonight.” Michelle answers.
“What do you guys want to do?”

“Oh, I don’t want to intrude.” I say, feeling my cheeks
heat.

“Nonsense.” Stan waves. “We’ll hang by the pool and soak up
the sun. There’s a beautiful pool at our hotel. Nice deck and
everything. We’ll stay there and catch up some more.”

“That sounds like hog heaven to me.” Michelle says, and then
she looks at me. “You did bring a bathing suit, right?”

“This is California.” I point out with a cheeky smile. “And
I’m from Florida; everything we wear is considered a bathing
suit.”

The
waitress brings Michelle her wine and hands us all dessert menus.
She lifts her wine. “A toast…to spontaneous visits and good
health.”

“Here, here.” Stan says, and we all clink glasses, taking a
sip afterwards.

Michelle
smacks her lips together. “Well, I’m glad I ate first.”

I
chuckle at her. “Take it easy there, killer.”

She
elbows me. “I’m off duty, mister. You run into problems tonight and
you’re on your own.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Yeah, that’s why you seek out your female bodyguard now when
you want to go for a walk.”

I smile
but play along. “That’s because if I don’t, the security team will
hunt me down. It’s ridiculous.”

“You won’t have any problems with us tomorrow, will you?”
Evelyn asks.

“Na. I don’t get recognized often. And if I do, they usually
just want a photo and/or an autograph. I’m not popular enough to be
stalker prey yet.”

An hour
later Michelle kisses her parent’s cheeks goodbye for the night.
Her parents are wiped after that meal and want to head to bed. It’s
after midnight, anyway, and Michelle seems a little tipsy and tired
herself. As we walk back to the hotel, she shivers, and I put my
arm around her. “Cold?”

“Tired. I always get the shivers when I’m tired.”

“You’re not much of a partier, are you.” I state.

“No, not so much. That’s the only part of this job that
doesn’t suit me well. I’m a morning person.”

“Not me. I could survive on two hours of sleep if needed.” I
state, rubbing her arm.

“I cheat and take naps sometimes.” She chuckles. “If it’s
mid-afternoon and you can’t find me, I’m usually curled up in a
corner somewhere. I can sleep anywhere.”

“Well, that’s true for me, too. I have slept all over the
place.”

“Me, too. I’ve slept on the ground in the military several
times. When I’m tired, I’m tired; my body isn’t fussy as to where I
rest.” She licks her lips. “This is also the reason why I don’t
drink. Makes me so tired.”

The
night is fresh and crisp, refreshing, and the crickets are chirping
as we walk on the sidewalk, towards the hotel. There is nobody
outside except us, it seems. It’s almost like the city is closed
for the night.

“So, you managed to cut yourself out of a good lay again
tonight, did you?” she says, surprising me. Must be the wine talking.

“Says who?” I ask, playing along. “The night’s not over yet.
There could be a hot chick just waiting for me when I get
back.”

“Really? You think so?” She’s genuinely interested.

I shrug.
“Maybe. Hey, I think Danny has the hots for you. You want to see if
he’s good for you tonight? You know, since you’re all liquored up
and all.” I tease.

“Danny? You think Danny likes me?”

“He said you were hot.” I frown. “But to be fair, he says that
about almost every girl he sees.”

“And you’re so much different.” She snorts. “You said those exact words to
me back at the hotel.”

“Yeah, but…” I trail off.

“But nothing. You boys think every woman is just another notch
in your bedpost.” She chuckles. “Me. I’m not like that. I don’t
sleep with anyone unless we’re in love first.”

“Really? You’ve never had like…casual sex before?”

“Nope. Doesn’t do it for me. Besides, I’ve heard that sex is
way better when you’re in love.”

“Ever been in love?”

“No.”

“So then, by your theory, you must have had casual sex. If
you’ve never been in love but you say you’re not a virgin…you had
to have had sex with someone you didn’t love.”

“Let’s just say that I was falling for him, but he didn’t
return the sentiment, and I didn’t learn that until it was too
late, and I’d already slept with him.”

“So, you’ve only been with one guy?” I’m shocked.

“Maybe.”

“Was the sex at least good?”

She
guffaws. “No. Well…a little bit good.”

“Did he at least get you off?”

“Close.” She pinches her thumb and index finger together. I
know that if she hadn’t had that wine that we wouldn’t be having
this conversation, so I take full advantage.

My neck
cranes back. “Fuck…that’s rough. So you were with a guy who never
got you off. That sucks. No wonder you’re not more pumped about
sex.”

She
snorts out a laugh. “He could never stay down there long enough.
Said his nose was stuffed.”

I
chuckle. “Oh, man.”

“And he had a wiener the size of a gurkin.” She pinches her
finger and thumb together again. “No chance in hell of anything
there.”

I can’t
help but laugh out loud. “Man, what did he do for you? Was he at
least nice?”

“Yeah. He was pretty sweet. A bit of a pansy,
though.”

“You think? With a small dick and a lazy tongue, I’ll
bet.”

She
laughs out loud. “He was gentlemanly enough, though. He was polite
and kind and generous, and I thought he loved me, but he
didn’t.”

“Well, I’ve never been in love, either, if that makes you feel
any better.”

“Really?” she looks at me. “I pictured you as one of those
types who has a devoted girlfriend back at home.”

“Well, I do have someone at home, but we’re not together
anymore. We don’t love each other, but we like each other a lot. We
mess around here and there, but I wouldn’t say that we’re
together.”

“You’re one up on me, then.” Michelle says, yawning. “The only
thing I have at home waiting for me is a big heaping stack of
papers and mail.”

As we
approach the hotel, Michelle tips her head up to me. My arm is
still around her for warmth, and now I’m thinking that it’s for
support, too. She’s exhausted and a bit wasted still. “So, what’s
the story with your dad?”

God, I
loathe talking about him, but because it’s Michelle, and she’s so
cool, I’ll make an exception. “There isn’t much of one, really.” I
shrug. “He’s not an important part of my life, even when he was
around. He and my mom split up when I was around fifteen, and then
he came back a year later, screwed around on my mom, breaking her
heart, and then left again. He married the chick he screwed around
with, and had two more kids with her.” I explain. “My mom should
have known better though, because he cheated on his first wife with
her. I have an older stepbrother, and two younger
stepsisters.”

I pause
to clear my throat. “At least my mom is really good friends with
his first wife. I know my older stepbrother and his kids. That kind
of happened by accident, but I’ll take it.”

“How did it happen?”

“Serendipitous meeting. My mom met her at some Tupperware
party or something. She said her last name and my mom said hers,
and they kinda looked at each other. The cat was out of the bag.
But Lucinda is like my mom; very kind-hearted, and they bonded.
That’s why my mom and I got to sort of become part of their
family.”

“Your mom sounds wonderful. I’d love to meet her some
day.”

“If I can get her out here, sure.”

“What about your dad? Has he ever seen you play?”

I
guffaw. “Do pigs fly?”

She
chuckles.

“He was the one who kept telling me that I was wasting my life
doing what I’m doing. Even though my grades weren’t suffering, and
I wasn’t driving my mom nuts, he never supported my musical
endeavors.”

“And your mom?”

“She’s my biggest fan.”

We walk
to the elevator and I press the button for our floor. When we come
off the elevator, I see some strange guy by Danny’s door. “Hey, can
I help you?” I gesture with my chin towards him. I know my voice
sounds like I have my back up, and that’s intentional.

“Na, I’m looking for Danny.”

Danny opens the door, peeks his head out, almost as if
checking to make sure that nobody is looking. He sees Michelle and
I and gives me a look that makes my skin crawl. “What’s
your problem?” I
ask.

“Nothing, man.” He invites the guy into his room, and then he
gestures with his chin towards Michelle. “You guys hanging
now?”

“I was just walking her to her room.” I answer. Why, I don’t
know. It’s none of his fucking business what I do. I never ask him
what he’s doing. “You got a party going on in there?”

“Kind of. I’ve got some really good shit now. You want some?”
he asks, almost pretending like Michelle isn’t standing next to me.
Now I know who the stranger is: his dealer.

“Maybe later.” I say, knowing that if I say no outright, that
he’ll razz me about it later and piss me off.

He gives
Michelle a once-over that makes my fist ball up, and then he goes
back into his room.

“Well…that was interesting.” Michelle says, somewhat lost for
words.

“I’ll say.”

We’re
walking down the hallway, in the opposite direction, towards her
room, when she asks me so sweetly. “Billy, you’re not into anything
heavy, are you?” The way she asks me is child-like and innocent,
and I have a hard time lying to her.

“I tried a few crazy things here and there, but I’d rather
just smoke weed.” I answer honestly. “What about you?” I ask, even
though I’m pretty sure I know the answer, coming from a girl who is
ready to pass out from a glass of wine nearly two hours
ago.

“Weed makes me puke. I think I told you that before.” She
says, as we approach her room. I sense a hesitation as she gets her
key out.

“Yo, don’t sweat it, Michelle. I’ll split. There’s no need to
feel awkward or anything.” I say, throwing her a bone. I can tell
that she’s feeling strange about me standing there behind her,
especially when she’s still a little bit tipsy.

“I was going to ask if you wanted to come in and hang for a
while.” She says, surprising me. But the look on her face is
solemn, like I just disappointed her by saying what I did. Then it
occurs to me that she gets lonely. Well, finally, we have something
in common.

“You mind if I go grab my guitar?”

Her face
brightens. “Sure.”


Chapter 8

Michelle

His
fingers strum the strings as I lay on my back, dozing. He’s next to
me, with his back against the headboard. I can see the neck and
fretboard as he plays soft music, almost like a lullaby. And I
realize that I could lay here and listen to him play all night.
Soon, I find myself snuggling into him, tucking my head into his
side, feeling the warmth of another human being, and for the first
time ever, I realize that I am completely relaxed with a male next
to me. I’ve never slept in the same bed with anyone else, other
than my mom or dad when I was sick as a little girl.

Aside
from the soft tones playing, the room is silent. He’s completely in
his own little world, playing his guitar, and he’s let me be a part
of it. The pitter patter of rain awakens me in the middle of the
night. The music is silent, as Billy’s guitar rests next to the
bed, and he’s slid himself down, so his head is on the pillow. He
looks like a cherub when he sleeps. His hair is curled around his
face, and little tufts of it poke out from behind his neck. Long
eyelashes fan his cheeks, while his pouty lips are slightly parted,
as he sleeps soundly.

Rising,
I turn the light off, and try something I’ve never tried before:
cuddling. I wrap my arms around his middle, wondering what he’ll
do. He opens one eye slightly and murmurs softly, sleepily. “I
never pictured you as a snuggler.” he says as he wraps his arm
around me, bringing me closer to him.

“I’m not.” I lie, inching my head into his chest.

The door
knocking, in that practiced rhythm that only room service can pull
off, is what awakens us at seven o’clock. We’re both still fully
clothed as I climb out of bed and answer the door. My pre-ordered
breakfast awaits me in the hallway. Luckily, I ordered a ton,
because I knew that I would be starving, and it’s enough to share
with Billy. He rakes a hand through his hair as I bring the tray in
and lay it on the bed. “Hungry?” I ask him.

“I could eat, right after I use the washroom.”

“Knock yourself out. I’ll get this set up.”

Hearing
him pee is weird, especially when he doesn’t bother to close the
door all the way, and then I remember that he is so used to sharing
his space with a handful of other men at any given time, and they
probably never bother to close the washroom door, hence Neal’s
little performance the day that I sliced my hand open. When he
emerges from the bathroom, I’m ready to go in there myself. “You
made me have to go. You can get started.”

At least I close the door all the way when I go. We sit on
the bed and enjoy breakfast, and he smiles at me. “I’ve never
actually slept with a girl before…without actually
sleeping with her
first.”

“It’s novel, isn’t it.” I say facetiously. “That was a first
for me, too.”

“Oh yeah?” he says, stuffing a fork full of pancakes into his
mouth. “You never slept in the same bed with your
boyfriend?”

“No. This is going way back to before, when I wasn’t allowed
to have boys over in my room, alone.”

His eyes
bulge and he tilts his head forward. “How far back does this
relationship go?”

“A long time. Before I joined the military.”

“And that’s how long it’s been since you’ve…been…with a
guy?”

I pull
one side of my face up into a smirk. “Pretty pathetic,
huh.”

“God, I’d be going out of my fucking mind, man.” He states in
total disbelief. “How are you not…like…crazy horny?” he asks with a
sexy little chuckle.

“Women don’t hit their sexual peak until later in life, didn’t
you know that?”

“I think I’ve hit mine and then some.” He snuffles, which
receives a hair tousle from me.

“No doubt. You probably get all of it that you need and more,
too.” I pause. “Although…you’ve not had any in the last two nights
now…that I know of. How are you
not crazy horny?”

He lifts
a brow. “I’ll never tell.”

“What, do you have them lined up in your room, waiting?” I
tease.

“Maybe.”

“Then what are you doing eating in mine?” Another hair tousle,
and he gives me another sexy little smile.

“They’ll wait for me.”

“You’re so full of yourself.” I snuffle, even though I know
that he’s joking.

“Get bent.” He murmurs, grinning.

I never
had any brothers to share banter with, so this is new territory for
me. It’s fun. “So, your older half-brother; are you close with
him?”

“Yeah, kind of.” He answers with his mouth half full. We have
got to work on his table manners. “He’s married and has a kid. He
also agrees that my dad’s a dipshit, so we have lots in
common.”

“Has he seen you play?”

“Yeah, he was here on the first night, actually. He may show
up again soon, but he’s like your folks; he likes to surprise me,
so I never know when he’s coming.”

“What would you do if your dad ever showed up to see
you?”

He
scoffs. “Have a fucking coronary. I haven’t seen him in almost two
years, and I haven’t heard from him since…shit, I don’t even
remember. I’d probably think that he was here to tell me that
something happened to my mom or something really bad. That would be
the only reason why he’d show up.”

“Why did he come visit the last time?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugs. “But my mom was really happy, so I
think it was like a…conjugal-type…visit.”

“And your mom never sees anyone else? He’s remarried, you
said, right?”

He
waves. “Yeah, he’s remarried and has two kids. And no, my mom would
die first before dating again.”

“And when he visited last, you said that you think he and your
mom had relations? So, he effectively cheated on his…what…third
wife?”

“I don’t know. Probably.”

“What a piece of trash.” I shake my head. “And your mom
still…does it with him?”

“I didn’t ask her, Michelle.” He says flatly. “She was just
really happy when he came to visit.”

“Was she bummed when he left?”

“Yeah, but she had that stupid fucking glow that you women
have after you get laid, so I’m pretty sure that’s what
happened.”

“I’m surprised that your mom would go for that. I mean, she
was cheated on, and I’m sure it felt like shit, so why would she
let him get away with that by sleeping with him?”

He
stuffs another piece of pancake into his mouth. “I don’t know.
Maybe she thought he’d come back to her. It wouldn’t be a
first.”

“No offence, Billy, but your mom needs to get a
backbone.”

He
shakes his head. “Yeah, I know. Believe me, if I’d known that
that’s all he was coming by for, he would have been seeing the
door. I didn’t know until he came out of my mom’s room the next
morning. I was out practicing with the guys and I didn’t even know
he was there.”

“Shit, that must have been awkward!” I bark.

“He scared the shit out of me, actually. Son of a bitch parked
on the street, so I didn’t even see his car. I had no idea anyone
was home; my mom’s car was in the garage. Then after I fucking
squealed like a girl at the sight of him, my mom comes waltzing
into the kitchen like a fucking peacock. I wanted to punch
him.”

“I hate it when parents get all self-righteous after getting
laid. My parents do the same thing. It’s gross.”

“Yeah, but we do it, too.” He admits.

“Maybe you do, but I don’t.”

“If you got off really good, you would.” He says,
matter-of-factly. “Believe me.”

“Maybe.”

He takes
the last bite of his breakfast. “I’m going to go head back to my
room and hit the shower before we go. Cool?”

“Sure. I’ll do the same.” I answer, finishing my fruit
cup.

“Okay. Come knock on my door when you’re ready. I’ll probably
be done before you, seeing as you’re a chick and all.” He winks,
and then he bends down and kisses my cheek. “Thanks for
breakfast.”

“You’re…welcome.”

I watch
as he leaves. He turns to me before walking out the door and gives
me a wink. Suddenly I feel a shiver down my spine…the good
kind.

As I
hear him walk down the hallway, I hear him conversing with someone,
and I try to eavesdrop, but the voices are too muffled. It’s
definitely a male voice; probably one of the band members. His
voice raises slightly, and then I hear a door slam, and I wonder
what that was about. After I shower, dress, and put together a
small bag with my swimming stuff, I walk down to Billy’s room and
knock on the door.

“Yeah. Be there in a sec.” I hear him shout, before he opens
the door. His hair is damp and he’s in cut off jean shorts with a
white tank top. Something about him makes my stomach do a flip.
“Come on in.” he says. “I’m just putting some shit together so I
won’t have to do it later.”

“Were you arguing with someone in the hallway when you left my
room?” I ask, gesturing towards the door.

“Danny. I swear to God I’m going to punch him. He’s being such
a dipshit.”

“Why? What happened?”

“I don’t know. He’s strung out on whatever the hell that
dealer brought to him last night. He said something lewd and walked
down the hallway. He’s probably going out to meet some prostitute
or another groupie or something. He gets like that on our off
days.”

“Really? And what do Ivan and Neal do?”

He
shrugs, hooking his sunglasses over the front of his tank top.
“Sometimes we hang out together. I think Neal has Lilly in his
room, because I heard them laughing earlier. Ivan, who knows, but
sometimes he hangs with Chris, too, or Jack. It
depends.”

“And what do you normally do?”

“Any of the above.” He says, smiling in such a cocky way that
it’s borderline cute, and then he picks up a backpack, drapes it
over his arm, and slaps me on the butt as he directs me out of his
room.

“You’re getting awfully brave, mister.” I warn playfully.
“Remember that I can whoop your ass if you step over the
line.”

He lifts
a brow. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Careful or I’ll drown you in the pool.” I say, and then look
at him. “And you’re not bringing your guitar with you?”

“Why? Do you want me to?” he asks seriously. “We’re going to a
pool. Not an ideal place for a guitar.”

“I’m just joking. You can play for me later.” I
smile.

He looks
at me, like I just said something so nice.

“What?”

“Nothing. I just…you like it when I play for you?”

“Well…ya. Last night was really sweet. It was so soothing it
put me to sleep.”

“I thought you were just bored, or still drunk, or just really
tired. I didn’t realize that you actually liked it.”

“Why not, Billy?” A ‘v’ forms between my brows. “You’re
incredible on the guitar. I could have listened to that all night,
and until I woke up, I thought I had.”

There’s
that look again. His eyes slide down to my lips for a second, and
then he kisses my cheek. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” I say softly. He’s close enough that I can
see the tiny fleck of yellow in his grayish green eyes. Never
noticed how nice his eyes were; they’re almost always behind
sunglasses or I just…never noticed them until now.

Awkward
silence for a moment, and then he clears his throat. “We should get
going. Don’t want to make your parents wait.”

“You have your hat?”

“Oh yeah.” He says, remembering, as he roots through his
backpack and pulls out a baseball cap. “Let’s go. I already phoned
over to Jack’s room and let him know where I’d be.”

“Thought you didn’t do that.” I tease.

“Easy.” He growls, slapping my butt again.

My
parents are already on the pool deck when we arrive. Dad is reading
a newspaper on a lounge chair, and mom is sitting by the edge of
the pool, dipping her feet in. “Morning, kids. Did you sleep well?”
Mom asks, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand.

“Mom, don’t you have sunglasses?” I ask.

“Here, dear.” Dad hands her her sunglasses from the large bag
next to the chair.

The pool
is about half full of people; mostly older people, wading in the
shallow end. It’s rectangular shaped and very long; enough to be in
one of those community centers. There are matching deck chairs and
umbrellas peppered throughout the deck, and some towels are
sprawled out in places, too. Billy surprises me and strips right
down, removing his shirt, sunglasses and shorts, revealing his
boxer shorts bathing suit underneath. The man is not shy, and there
is no need to be…he’s beautiful.

With a
perfect dive into the deep end, he glides under the water, and
seconds later, emerges above, flicking his hair with a sideways
move that is both sexy and cocky. “You coming in?” he asks, and the
tone is almost taunting.

“Sure.” I say, and I suddenly feel exposed. I’m wearing a
two-piece bathing suit under my shorts and t-shirt. My hair is in
the usual French braid down my back. Billy has the grace to swim
underwater while I undress, but he bobs back up on the surface as I
stand at the edge. He whistles softly, but the meaning is there.
“Shut up.” I mutter, as I sit my bottom down on the lip of the
pool, and gently place my feet in. I’m a few feet away from mom,
but that doesn’t seem to faze Billy.

Suddenly, he dives under the water, and makes his way to me,
grabbing my legs as he’s still beneath the water. I squeal with a
smile on my face as he pulls me under the water. When I emerge,
he’s waiting for me, laughing only enough to show me that he’s
being playful. “You can
swim, right?”

“I’m glad you asked me after
you pulled me under.” I point out with a benign
scoff.

“I figured you would have told me if you couldn’t.” he states.
“But you can, can you?”

“Yes, I can.” I say, and then I swim towards him and push his
shoulders down under the water. He lets me do this, but he crosses
his eyes as his face goes beneath the surface of the water. I
release him. “Oh, man, you’re so going to screw up your eyes doing
that!” I laugh out loud.

“As long as I can strum with my eyes closed, there’s no
worry.” He winks, and then he swims away, down the length of the
pool, as I wade back over towards mom.

“He’s a nice boy, Michelle.” Mom says, and I know what the
implication is.

“Mom, he’s technically my boss. We’re just
friends.”

“Stop pressuring her, dear.” Dad whines from behind the paper.
“Your mother wants grandchildren so bad, she’s doing mantras and
prayers and all that cult-style stuff, Michelle. You ought to talk
to her.”

“Oh, I am not, Stan.” Mom is irritated. She addresses me.
“I’m…in therapy is all…nothing to be worried about. I just need to
deal with a few things, nothing serious.”

Mom…in therapy? This is
serious. “Are you okay?” I look over and see
Billy still swimming around. He bobs his head up and sees the
worried look on my face, but he keeps his distance, being
respectful.

“I’m fine, honey. I just…it’s hard…with you being away again.
I went to therapy when you were overseas, too, I just didn’t tell
your father. That was a mistake, because now he found out by
accident about my therapy, and since it’s new to him, well, you
heard his reaction.”

“Is this like a counsellor or a psychologist?”

“Yes, it’s through work, dear. Lovely woman who is helping me
deal with some things. I’m not on any medication or anything; it’s
just to help me talk things out.”

“You can talk to me, Evelyn.” Daddy says from behind
the paper.

“I appreciate that, Stan, but you tend to keep yourself busy,
and not to mention, you’re away a lot, too. My job keeps me at
home, so I don’t seem to get away.”

“Which is why we came out to visit you, Michelle. Because we
missed you and because your mother needed a break.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with getting help, mom. I did
when I came back from the service. It’s something everyone needs at
one point in time or another.” I pat her back. “As long as you’re
okay.”

She
waves. “I’m fine. I’ve actually never been better. This woman is
fantastic, and I’m not feeling alone or depressed anymore. I’m
learning how to become independent again, and to feel empowered in
doing so.”

“She also needs to go see your grandparents. That’s our next
stop.” Daddy says.

“Oh, tell them I say hi.” I smile, and then I swim over to
Billy, and grab his leg as he does a lap. “Hey,”

“Hey,” he says, bobbing up from the water. “Looked like a
family pow-wow over there, so I was just giving you some
space.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.” I smile. His hair is all wet,
smoothed over his head. His eyes stand out a mile, especially with
the sun beaming through them in a certain angle. With his eyelashes
wet, they look even darker and longer, accentuating his eye color.
I could stare at him all day.

“Is everything okay?” he asks, as he treads water from the
spot where he is.

“Yeah, everything is fine.” I look around. “Has anyone
recognized you?”

His face
scrunches and it’s adorable. “Wha, these old foagies?”

“I figured as much.” I smile. “Well, that’s one way to get
around your stardom.”

His eyes
slide down to my lips and mine slide down to his, but again, he
clears his throat and changes the subject. “You want to do some
laps with me?”

I decide
to be glib. “I assume we’re talking about swimming
here.”

He
smiles shyly, surprising me. It’s as though I’m making a pass at
him, and I almost feel like he couldn’t handle it if I was. He
scratches his nose, because he can’t make eye contact for a moment,
as he recovers. “Yeah.” He says. “Of course.”

We do a
few laps, avoiding the shallow area, and then we come up for air at
the lip of the pool. Mom and dad have come in for a swim, and
they’ve made their way down to the shallow end. “Your parents
really want to come see the show tomorrow night?” Billy asks
me.

“They would have said so if they didn’t.” I state honestly.
“Are you sure you can get them in?”

“Yeah, I got some passes from Jack, when I told him where I
was going. Remind me to give them out before we part
ways.”

“Sure.”

Off in
the distance, I see a familiar face come walking into the pool
area: Chris’s. I gesture with my chin, as Billy’s head is facing
the opposite direction. “We’ve got company.”

Billy
turns around. “Hey, Chris!” he calls, just loud enough that he will
hear him, but he won’t stir the rest of the guests.

“Oh, there you are.” He says. “Get dried off. Todd wants us on
the phone with him in ten minutes.”

“Shit.” Billy mutters. “Okay, just give me a sec.” he looks at
me apologetically. “Looks like I’ve got to split. Let me get those
passes for your folks.”

“Sure. I’ll come out with you.”

Within
two minutes, Billy leaves, and I can’t help but feel a knot in my
stomach.


Chapter 9

Billy

It feels
like shit having to leave Michelle and her folks, but duty calls,
after all. The impression I get from Chris is that Todd is about to
lose his shit over something. That’s nothing new. Our album was
climbing the charts last check, and so far, our act is flourishing
with few glitches. Unless Snake has a beef with us, or Danny
trashed the place because of his recent rendezvous with LSD, who
knows what the fuck is going on, but I’m about to find
out.

“What are you doing hanging out with the security chick, man?
Don’t you know there are major hotties waiting for you back at the
hotel?” Chris says.

“Nobody told me, man, and besides, Michelle’s pretty cool.” I
say honestly.

He gives
me a look. “She a good lay?”

“It’s not like that, man. We’re just friends.”

He
scoffs. “Sure, Billy.”

I decide
that he’s not going to believe me no matter what I say, and I don’t
really care, so I change the subject. “Any idea what Todd’s problem
is?”

“No clue. But he called and said to gather everyone up right
quick.”

“Think it’s good news or bad?”

He tilts
his head. “You can never tell with him.”

When we
get back to the hotel, the guys are gathered in Chris’s room. Jenny
is nowhere to be found, which gives me an unsettling feeling. For
some reason, having her around makes me feel more at ease. “Where
the fuck were you?” Neal asks, his tone is casual.

“Just swimming with Michelle and her folks. They came to
visit. They’re coming to the show tomorrow night.”

“She a good lay?” Neal asks.

I smile
without a trace of mirth. “Fuck, we’re not messing around, man.
We’re just friends.”

Ivan
chimes in. “You’re giving up a good lay for her? Why? There’s a
bunch of chicks in the hallway for us when this meeting is
over.”

“Well, nobody told me about that until now.” I
state.

Danny is
quiet. “Hey. You enjoy your foursome the other night, man?” I ask
him.

“It was fucking awesome.” He smiles. “One of them was into
you, but I told her that you were screwing the security
staff.”

“Whatever, man. Why’s it so hard to believe?” I ask, growing
frustrated.

“Because it’s you.” Neal says flatly. “You never give up a
good lay…for anything.”

“I’m not giving anything up, man.” I whine. “It’s only been a
day or two. What’s the big deal?”

The three of them are chuckling at me. “A day or two?” Neal says. “Last week
you said you couldn’t survive an hour or two.”

“Fuck you.” I say but crack a smile. It’s true.

“Yo, if you’re not fucking her, can I?” Danny asks.

“I’m not her fucking keeper, man. Besides, she’s not into all
the dope and shit, man. You all hopped up on that shit last night
freaked her out.” Him asking me that makes me feel sick, and I
suddenly feel like punching him. I suppose it’s like having a
little sister, but I’m not sure.

He
laughs out loud, but there isn’t much mirth in his tone. “What the
fuck! What, is she a fucking saint or something, man?”

Me, Neal
and Ivan are sitting on Chris’s bed, while Danny is sitting on the
luggage support tray by the washroom.

Chris
raises his hand as he dials the phone in his room. “Keep it
down.”

He
places the call on speakerphone, and we listen to the thrum of the
ringing from the other end. Chris is connected with Todd’s
assistant, who then connects the call to Todd after a brief
pause.

Todd’s
voice comes on. He sounds even, which isn’t an indicator of
anything at this point. “Fellas.” He says.

“Yes, we’re all here, Todd. What’s the story?” Chris
says.

“Well,” he pauses. “I just had a conversation with Graeme over
at Billboard, and with Tommy.” Tommy is the Director of sales at
our record company.

“Uh huh.” Chris says, and I’m feeling more and more pissed off
that Todd’s not just coming out with it.

“’Great White’ is number one on the Billboard charts in the
United States right now.” ‘Great White’ is our top single from our
first album, entitled, ‘The Edge’.

We look
at each other, eyes bulging slightly.

“And according to the numbers just released today, it looks
like ‘The Edge’ hit platinum status last month.”

Another
shared look at each other, and we all jump up, and start shouting.
“Fucking awesome! Holy shit!” and various other
expletives.

“Holy fuck, Todd.” Chris says, smiling brightly. The guy is
usually all business. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him crack
one.

“Holy fuck is right.” And that’s the first time I’ve ever
heard Todd use the ‘f’ bomb, too.

We’re
high fiving each other, and giving each other bear hugs, creating a
low din in the room. “So, what does this mean?” Danny finally says
as we come down off this amazing natural high.

“That means we finish the tour and hit the recording studio
ASAP.” I hear Todd say. “We want to see more, and I’m sure that you
boys are desperate to get back and record more
material.”

“We sure are.” I say, smiling. “I’ve been writing some stuff
during down time.”

“Me too.” Neal says.

“Good. Good. That’s what I want to hear.” Todd says.
“Excellent job, boys. Keep up the good work. You’re off until
tomorrow night, so make sure you celebrate.”

“Oh, we will, we will.” Ivan says.

And I
wonder why, for news like this, why it wasn’t delivered personally.
I mean, this is probably one of the single most important updates
that we’ll ever receive. Why isn’t Todd here to deliver it in
person? When Chris hangs up to him, I ask him why.

“Well, even though I only manage you guys on the road, Todd
has other bands that he manages wholly, and I know that one of them
is struggling right now.”

“Ah,” I nod my understanding.

“So are you going to get all fucked up with us tonight?” Danny
asks. “We need to celebrate.”

“I can get a little fucked up, but Jenny is still here.” He
says.

“Jenny’s cool.” I say. “She’ll get fucked up with us,
too.”

“You’re not going to invite Michelle over to get fucked up,
too, are you?” Neal asks.

“Na, she’s with her folks.” I wave. “Besides, she’s
cool.”

“Yeah, but she won’t want to get all fucked up, will she.”
Danny states.


Reluctantly, I answer. “No.”

“Nobody’s getting too fucked up, anyway.” Chris points out.
“We need to be on the road first thing tomorrow, and we have to be
in top shape to rehearse. Tomorrow’s our last California show, and
then we’re heading to Nevada.”

“How many shows do we have there?” Ivan asks.

“Three, and then we move to Oregon after that.” Chris
explains, and then he looks at me. “What kind of stuff have you
been working on, Billy?”

“Lots of stuff. I was riffing in Michelle’s room last night,
and I came up with some ballad stuff.”

“You were riffing, or were you riffing?” Neal teases.

I smile,
knowing that he’s not trying to piss me off. “I don’t have any
lyrics yet, but I’ve got some baseline notes, maybe we can jam
before we get all fucked up.”

“Sounds good.” Danny agrees. “Let’s go get our
stuff.”

We jam
until about two o’clock, and then we go downstairs to eat, and
there are two blondes waiting by the bar in the restaurant,
recognizing us. They’re whispering and then looking at us, probably
confirming whether or not it is actually us. Danny looks at me.
“Those were the chicks that were in the hallway earlier. Which one
do you want?” he asks under his breath, not making it look
obvious.

“Why not ask us, too?” Ivan says.

“I’m out.” Neal says. “Lilly’s coming up later.”

“And you guys razz me about Michelle, meanwhile Neal’s porking
a groupie.” I point out. “And by the way, I’m not even porking
her!”

“I’d love to pork her.” Danny says. “How about I give you the
blonde and you give me Michelle.”

“She’s not mine to give, man, like I said.” I point out,
getting irritated at this point. “Besides, I told you, she doesn’t
like the drugs. She’s not even into weed, and she got tanked last
night on a glass of wine.”

“You had her tanked?” Danny asks, disbelieving. “And you
didn’t fuck her?”

“Are you nuts?” Neal asks.

“Hell, even I’d fuck her if she was drunk, man.” Ivan states.

“I told you idiots…I’m not into her like that.”

“Yeah, but she’s hot…and she was drunk.” Danny points out, as
if I should know these facts, disregarding the fact that I was
actually there.

“So?”

“Are you starting to go soft on us, man?” Ivan scoffs.
“Because if you’re still the horny-assed pipsqueak I know you to
be, you’d be fucking Michelle’s brains out, and then coming
downstairs, taking your pick of those two hotties, and fucking
their brains out, too.” He pauses. “Instead, you’re giving Danny
here his pick, and if my feeling is right, you’re not into them,
either, since you didn’t even answer his question yet.”

“You want me to go fuck one of them right now?” I ask, daring
them to dare me.

“If you think you need to prove a point, sure.” Danny says,
folding his arms across his chest in an effort to show me that he’s
up for the challenge. “Do I get the one with the bigger
tits?”

“No, I wanted the one with the bigger tits.” I say, as if
we’re fighting over cookies.

Ivan
smiles. “Look who’s back…”

“Fuck off.” I say, grinning.

“Well, go, fucker.” Neal prompts. “Before they lose their
nerve and leave.”

“Yo, Billy, seriously, I want that one.” he says, pointing at
the girl with an ocean of cleavage poking out of her tiny
t-shirt.

“Says the man who just had a fucking orgy last night.” I slap
him up the side of his head. “I get the big chested chick. Fuck
you.”

“Says the man who could have fucked the drunken, hot security
guard last night, but didn’t. Fuck you, I get her.” Danny
argues.

“You guys keep arguing and I’m
taking her.” Ivan says, with a matter-of-fact
chuckle.

“Fuck you.” Danny says, giving him a once-over, and then we
hear footsteps coming our way.

“Shit. Heads up.” Ivan murmurs under his breath.

The
blonde with huge tits is standing right over me. “Hi, are you the
band ‘Storm’?” she asks, and I feel like she knows, but is asking
to strike up a conversation.

“Yes, we are.” I say, giving her my hand. “I’m Billy, and this
is Danny, Neal and Ivan.”

“I’m Janet and this is Christina.” Big tits says.

I’ll never remember that. Big tits
smiles at me, but her attention is immediately on Neal. “Hi, Neal.
I think you have an amazing voice.”

“Errr…thanks.” Neal says sheepishly.

The
other blonde looks at me and smiles. She has smaller tits, but
she’s got a top on that is high enough that her navel is showing.
There is a piercing in her navel that my eye is immediately drawn
to. “We saw you guys on television the other night.”

“Oh yeah, the interview after the show.” Neal says.

“Are you girls from California?” Ivan asks.

They
both nod like trained dogs. It’s funny.

“Are you coming to the show tonight?” Danny asks.

They nod
again and I have to stifle the urge to laugh.

“Would you like backstage passes?” Danny asks.

Their
faces brighten. “Sure.” They say in unison, and I can’t help it, I
sputter a chuckle, making like I’m stifling a cough.

“Why don’t you come back upstairs to the hotel room with us,
and we’ll give you some passes?” Danny says, and his tone is
suggestive.

“Okay.” They both say again. Are they
fucking twins?

It’s
annoying now. “Okay, I’m heading up there now. If you want, I’ll go
bring them down to you.” I offer, thinking that maybe they’re not
up for what Danny’s up for, and I don’t want to seem like a
dick.

They
both look at Danny and then back at me.

“You want to come upstairs and see my guitar?” Danny asks, and
I have to roll my eyes. Could there be a
cheesier line?

“I’m going.” I say, throwing a fifty on the table, under the
ashtray. I don’t care if the others follow in my wake or not, and I
don’t look back to check, either. As I reach the elevator, though,
I see them trailing along.

The
blonde with smaller breasts, I think Big Tits said she’s Christina,
tries to catch up to me. “Hi,”

“Hey, Christina, is it?” I say, trying to be
polite.

“Yes.” She smiles. “I love your guitar playing.”

“Thanks.”

“I think I’d rather see your guitar than see Danny’s, if
that’s okay.” She says, and I detect a slight purr in her
voice. What are we talking about
here?

“Err…sure. Come on.” I say as we enter the
elevator.

Danny
has a big smile on his face as Big Tits has her arm in his while
they board the elevator. Ivan looks annoyed and Neal looks
bored.

“Yo, why don’t we go jam in my room for a while?” Ivan
suggests. “I thought that’s what Chris said we should be
doing?”

“Do we always listen to Chris?” Neal says,
irritated.

And I
know that Ivan’s just pissed off because he’s left with nobody,
since we all now have plans.

“We’ll jam later, man. Don’t sweat it.” I say, as the elevator
door opens. As we walk towards my room, a figure catches my eye;
it’s Michelle heading into her room. She sees me and smiles, but
then she sees that Christina’s hand has now found its way to my
back pocket, and her smile seems to fade.

“Hey,” I say, feeling like shit. Why, I don’t know, but I
do.

She
seems to paste her smile back on again. “Hey,” and she slides her
room key into the reader, gives me a quick glance again, and
disappears into her room. Fuck…the look she gave me…what is
it?

I
hesitate for a second, and then I slide my card through the reader,
and enter my room, with the most unsettling feeling in my gut.
Christina sees my guitar and walks over to it. Luckily, she doesn’t
try to touch it, otherwise I’d lose my mind. Very few people are
allowed to touch my guitar. “You want to play something for me?”
she asks, sitting on my bed. Her voice and her eyes say that she
wants to do way more than just listen to music. It feels like my
feet are cemented into the carpet at the doorway. What the fuck is
wrong with me? Everything in my brain is saying ‘go…go get laid,
man!’, but my stomach is rolling. Michelle’s face keeps flashing
back in my mind, and I can’t make it stop.

“Look, I should really go jam with the guys. I can play
something for you if you like, but then I need to split.” It’s
lame, I know. But I also know that if I don’t say something, and I
just go sit next to her one the bed, she’s going to be all over
me.

The look
of disappointment on her face fucking stings, but it stings less
than the ghost of Michelle’s face flashing like a beacon in my
head. “S…sure. That’s okay. I don’t want to keep you.”

Fuck…and
she’s nice, too. I feel like a piece of shit. It would have been a
lot easier if she started to fucking whine or pout or do something
to piss me off, but no. “What would you like to hear? How about
something I’ve been working on? Something new.”

Her face
brightens. “Sure.”

Taking
steps towards her, I pick up my guitar and start playing, just like
I was with Michelle last night. I’m feeling in my element, feeling
the riff flow nicely, when her hand starts traveling up my leg. I
stop immediately. “Look, I’m sorry. I have a girlfriend.” I
lie.

“Oh,” she says, removing her hand. “Okay. Sorry. I didn’t
know. In the interviews you guys always say that you’re
single.”

“Yeah, they make us say that.” Another lie. “Neal’s got a
girlfriend, too, as a matter-of-fact.” Half-lie.

“Oh, man, my other friend is going to be really disappointed.”
She says softly.

“I should go. It was nice meeting you.” I say,
rising.

“It was nice meeting you, too.” She says, and I walk her to
the door. “Hey, wait. I’ll get you those passes for you and your
friend.”

“Sure, okay. Thanks.”

 



***

 


We’re
all pumped up for the show; working up a sweat, singing our hearts
out as we warm up. The crowd is so loud we have to speak up to talk
over the din. My heart is beating so goddamn fast I can’t think.
Danny isn’t puking tonight, since we got him the tea fast enough,
and Neal’s vocal cords are all ready to go. I haven’t seen Michelle
since last night and thank God. I still feel like shit. But as we
walk through the hallway, pumped about our show, and pumped about
making the Billboard charts, and hitting platinum, as we travel the
hallway, seeing our crew as we go, Chris shouts out to everyone.
“Let’s welcome the band, Storm! They just hit number one on the
Billboard charts! And…their first album just made
platinum!”

Whistles
and shouts and catcalls ensue as we travel through the throng. Some
of the crew pats us on the back, others shout out their
congratulations, and then I see her. My smile is so big from all
the hoopla, and hers matches mine, as she must have overheard the
news. When she sees me, she’s already jumping up and down with
excitement. “Is it true? Oh my God, that’s so awesome!” she
gushes.

“It’s true.” I nod, feeling the positive vibe so much, I feel
even higher than when I’m actually lit.

She
jumps up and down, and then she surprises the shit out of me, by
grabbing my face and kissing me on the lips, making a huge smacking
sound. It’s like when I won the Spelling Bee in third grade, and my
mom kissed me in front of the whole class. Only she’s not my mom,
and we’re not in class. When she pulls back, she looks at me with
such adoration, like she’s really proud of me. “You deserve it,
Billy. Good for you.” She says so genuinely that I can’t even
respond. I simply smile. Nobody except my mother has ever looked at
me like that. Nobody has ever cared that much. Forgotten are those
eyes that spoke to me last night; those…what…hurt…shame?...what was
it in her eyes when she saw me with that girl last night? Whatever
it was, it’s gone now, and all that’s left is this warm
glow.

“Thanks.” I say, and I have to force myself to leave
her.

That
girl surprises me almost every time I see her.

But I’m
about to have more surprises tonight.

…many more.


Chapter 10

Michelle

The show
is spectacular. Their best performance yet, hands down. I suppose
that when you’ve just been given two of the highest accolades in
the music industry, you’d be feeling that rush of adrenaline even
more. And as Neal announces to the crowd the news that they
received just hours ago, they go wild, and I can’t help but smile.
This is what they live for. The look in Billy’s eyes was so joyful.
I’ve never seen him so happy. I may never see him happier. His
riffs were more energetic and vibrant, and his solos were
unforgettable. I’m so glad that there were videographers here
tonight, to capture ‘Storm’ at what I hope is one of their highs,
and not the only one.

As the
show comes to a close, I see my parents appear backstage. “How did
you like the show?” I ask, but their smiling faces are
telling.

“Oh, it was wonderful. Billy and his band have such talent,
and of course there’s proof now that they’ve gone platinum.” Mom
says.

“I know.” I smile. “That must have been why he had to leave so
abruptly yesterday.”

“I imagine so.” Daddy says.

I hear
something on the radio about someone else who wants to come
backstage, but they don’t have a pass. “Go ahead, Jack.” I say in
answer.

“This guy says that he’s Billy’s father.” Jack says. “Would
you be able to ID him?”

“Negative.”

“His driver’s license says he is Thomas Nestor, but these
days, anyone can get a phoney ID. I’ll let him in, but you keep an
eye on him.”

“Copy.”

“We should go, dear.” Mom says. “Let you get back to
work.”

“Oh, but I was hoping that you could say goodbye to
Billy.”

“He’ll be so busy for a while, dear, I’m sure. We’ll catch him
next time.” daddy says.

“Okay. Bye. I love you.” I say, feeling a lump in my
throat.

“Love you, too, dear. We’ll keep in touch.” Mom says, giving
me a hug.

“You be careful and take care of that hand.” Daddy
says.

“I will.”

I watch
them walk back down the hallway, and I try to pull myself together.
A man walks in with Jack, and he gestures to me. “Thomas Nestor?” I
ask.

“Yes, that’s me.” the man answers. I give him a once-over. He
doesn’t look anything like Billy, but that isn’t unheard of. I
don’t look at all like my dad, but I’m my mom’s mini-me.

“I think the band has an interview after the show, sir.” I
explain. “Would you like to come and sit back here and
wait?”

“Sure.”

“Would you like some water or coffee?” I ask. “There is an urn
and a cooler over there.” I offer, gesturing to the table and
various food items along the back wall. Jack suddenly appears
again, and then as we hear the audience cheering while the boys say
their goodbyes, Mr. Nestor looks at me.

“Do they come back here right away, usually?” he
asks.

“Sometimes. But they’ll have a slew of interviews tonight.” I
don’t divulge why; it’s not my place, especially if this is, in
fact, Billy’s father.

“Yes, I heard the news.” He says, taking a sip of water from
the cooler. I’m not sure if he’s happy about his son reaching huge
milestones in his career, but I can hear trepidation in his
voice.

“So, you’re Billy’s father?”

He
purses his lips together, but it’s not a smile. “Yes. As much as
the security guard didn’t believe me, and I’m sure that Billy would
love to deny it, yes, I am his father.”

I know
that he had to buy tickets to be here, and that sort of impresses
me. “Did Billy give you tickets to tonight’s show?”

“No. But his mother told me that this was his last show in
California. I just happened to be here on business, so I came to
see him.” he tilts his head, unsure. “I’m not sure how Billy will
take me being here, but we’ll see.”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine. He’s really happy
tonight.”

“Okay! We’ve got interviews lined up out back, boys! Let’s
go!” Chris calls as the boys step backstage to the room that we’re
in.

Mister Nestor turns around, and when Billy comes down the
hall and sees his dad, he stops dead in his tracks after doing a
double-take. The smile on his face fades, and he slides the towel
around his neck over his head, seemingly to buy time. “Give me a
second, Chris.” I see Billy mouth to his road manager. He gestures
with his eyes to the man standing next to me. Yep, it’s his dad, alright.

“Just for a minute, Billy. Billboard is here to interview all
of you.” Chris states solidly.

“Yeah, just give me a minute.” Billy says. I’ve seen Billy
walk to a fan or to someone else in the industry, and he always has
a certain bounce in his step. As he approaches his dad, it’s almost
as if his dad has chided him. His steps are soft and reluctant as
he comes to his side. “Dad.” He nods.

“Billy.”

“I’ll give you some privacy.” I say, but Billy takes my hand
from behind my back, as if hiding the fact that he’s utterly
terrified and doesn’t want to be alone with this man. He stills me,
keeping me by his side.

“What are you doing here?” he asks his dad.

Thomas
Nestor is about the same height as Billy, but Mister Nestor is lank
in build, while Billy looks meatier and more muscular, especially
in the arms from holding a guitar probably since birth. His dad has
very short, dark, salt & pepper hair, almost in a buzz cut,
with mousy black eyes and pale skin. Billy has longer, almost
shoulder-length curly, sandy brown hair and greeny-greyish eyes
with yellow fleck. As they speak to each other, I realize that that
is the only resemblance that there is between them: they almost
have the same voice.

“Well, your mother said that you wouldn’t see me, and she said
that tonight was your last night in California. So I figured if
Mohammed wouldn’t come to the mountain…”

“What did you want to see me for?” Billy asks, as though there
always has to be a reason.

“Can’t a man come and see his son? Do I have to always have a
reason?”

Billy
nods cockily. “Yeah, actually. And it’s usually nothing good. What
is it this time, dad? You still think I’m wasting my life away,
strumming the guitar?”

“Well, no, in fact.” Thomas says carefully. “I see that you’ve
had some…accomplishments.”

“Finally, huh.” Billy points out. “I’m not so much the
deadbeat kid you raised, huh.”

Chris
taps his watch. “Billy! Time’s a wasting here.”

Billy’s
grip on my hand tightens. “Look, I have to go.” He says. “It was
nice seeing you, dad.” His tone is not genuine.

“Billy, I’d like to stay. Can I talk to you after your
interview?”

“I have a lot of interviews, dad. It could be a while.” He
says, chuckling mirthlessly, as if trying to make it seem like his
dad would most definitely have better things to do than wait
around.

“I’ll wait, if that’s okay, Billy.” He looks at him directly.
“Look, it’s about your mother. I…didn’t want to say anything to
risk dividing your attention. I know you’ve got a lot going
on.”

Billy’s
back straightens and his face turns serious. “What’s wrong with
mom?”

“We’ll…talk about it later, Billy.” He looks down at the
floor. “I’ll be here.”

“Billy!” Chris shouts. The irritation is building in his
voice.

“No, tell me now, dad.” Billy demands. “What’s wrong with
mom?”

Thomas
looks around. All eyes are on them. He takes a step towards his son
and murmurs under his breath. “It’s…personal, son.”

“Oh,” Billy looks around. “Okay.”

“Fuck! Billy! Let’s go!” Chris is almost yelling.

“Billy, what the fuck, man!” Danny whines.

He
loosens his grip on my hand and takes a step away from me and his
father, looking at his bandmates. He’s torn and it tears my heart
out. What right does his dad have to come and do this to his son?
Poor Billy. Whatever this man has to say I hope it’s worth it.
Billy looks back once more before he leaves with the
guys.

I look
at Jack, who lifts his arms in the air, as if he’s just as confused
as I am. And I wonder if I still have to stay with Mr. Nestor. It’s
evident that he is, in fact, Billy’s father, but does that mean
that I have to chaperone him? Since Jack gives me no other
directive, I stay with Thomas. He sits on the chair by the table,
and he rests his head in his hands, leaning down on his
knees.

“I know it’s not my business, but, is Billy’s mom okay?” I
bargain with myself as to whether or not he’s actually going to
tell me anything. Either way I don’t care. I just want to figure
out what makes this guy tick, and why his son hates him so much. I
love my parents more than anything, and it’s very foreign and
intriguing to me when someone doesn’t feel the same way about their
parents.

He looks
at me and takes a moment to decide whether or not he can trust me.
“Physically, yes. Financially, no.”

“Oh. Don’t you like…pay her alimony or something? Billy told
me that you’re divorced.”

“I pay my share.” He nods. “But with Billy out of the house
and not helping to pay the bills, she’s sinking. And I can’t help
her.”

“Why not?”

He looks
at me. “Because I’m a fool. I’ve been married three times and
failed at all three of them. I’ve paid dearly for that. My first
wife is remarried, but Billy’s mother and my third wife aren’t, and
I can’t keep making ends meet.”

“I didn’t know that you were separated from your third
wife.”

“Billy doesn’t know.”

Seems
like people who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. “So,
what are you going to tell him?”

“The truth. Far be it for him to believe me though.” He
scoffs. “Not that I blame him.”

“Well, I know that Billy doesn’t have any money. He told me so
himself.” I explain, even though I know that if Billy finds out
that I told his dad this, he’d probably be so pissed off that he’d
stop talking to me. “He won’t have any for a while, and with it
being their first album release, I’m not sure what kind of money
he’s entitled to. Sometimes on the first album and tour, they
actually lose money.”

“Well, I hope for his mother’s sake that that isn’t
true.”

“But…isn’t she a nurse? My mom’s a nurse, too, and she makes
good money. And isn’t it your
responsibility to help support her? Not
Billy’s?”

“His mom makes good money, yes, but it isn’t enough on its own
to pay the mortgage and all the bills. Billy used to keep a job and
play on the side before he got the record deal and went on tour.
And I’ve got two families to support, plus myself, and I make a
pittance.”

“And Billy doesn’t know that his mother is having financial
trouble? How come she never told him that?”

“She doesn’t want to be a bother. She begged me not to tell
him.”

“Well, if you tell Billy, she’s going to find out. How else
will he explain why he’s giving her money?”

“He used to help support her all the time, like I said, before
he left and went on tour.” He states. “But I have a better
idea.”

I’ll bet. “What’s that?”

“I’d rather…talk it over with Billy first, frankly.” He says,
growing irritated. Something about this man makes my skin crawl.
He’s been honest so far, but I can sense something in his eyes. I
don’t like the way he’s got kind of a sad, pathetic look, yet his
tone betrays him.

My name
is called on the radio. “Jack to Michelle.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’ve got a mob out here. Fans waiting to see the boys after
their interview. We need your help.”

“I’ll be right there.” I say, silently thanking the throng of
fans for rescuing me from this conversation that is slipping down
the side of uncomfortable.

I
address Thomas. “Billy will be a while. Make yourself at home, but
please stay in this room. It was nice to meet you.”

He nods,
looking at the ground, and I walk away from him, understanding a
little bit more why such a sweet, fun, honest man hates his
father.

As I
walk through the back hall, I see women running past me. “Hey!
Stop! You’re not supposed to be back here!” I shout at them. “Get
back to the entrance!”

I repeat
that process for the next few minutes, sending horny women back to
the hall, where Snake fans are still making their way inside, late
for both the opening show and the beginning of the headlining
concert as well. As I approach the back hallway, the din of
screaming fans gets louder and louder, and I wonder how they
managed to get back here.

Then I
see it. A set of double doors has been busted open, no doubt a team
effort by droves of women bursting through. The women are lined up
like a herd by the rear of the building, on the inside. Somehow the
news must have leaked that the boys would be back there doing an
interview. I’m guessing that these aren’t Snake fans, only Storm
fans. I see Jack and he motions me over.

“Jesus Christ, they broke through the goddamn metal doors!” I
comment.

“The cops are on their way. I can’t get any more manpower back
here without calling some of the guys out from the mosh pit.” Jack
states.

“Yeah, forget that with Snake headlining.” I say. “You want me
to man the doors? Keep more from getting back here?”

“Sure. Sounds good. Cops should be here any time.”

For
about thirty minutes, I’m sending horny women back, raising my
voice at them, and before I know it, my voice is gone. I’ve yelled
so much over the din that my vocal cords are spent. With the final
breath of voice that I have, I call to Jack, and whisper. “Jack,
I’m out. I lost my voice.”

“Okay. Head back. The boys are wrapping up the last interview,
and the cops scooted all the fans out the back doors, away from the
boys.”

I nod as
I head back to the backstage area. Thomas is still there, waiting.
I hesitate to ask Jack if I need to babysit him, but then I see
Billy coming down the hallway. “Hey,” he says. “Is my dad still
here?”

“He’s right there.” I say with my hoarse voice.

He looks
over at his dad, and then back at me. “Are you okay? You sound
sick.”

“Lost my voice yelling at girls.” I smile. “It’s all your
fault.”

He
smiles at me and then he looks at the floor. “Come on, Billy. Get
it over with. It won’t be so bad.”

He rubs
my arm. “You sound awful.”

“I’m fine. Go talk to your dad. It’s not nice to just leave
him there. At least he stayed.”

“Okay. Go see Neal. He has this fantastic tea that he drinks
before a show. It’ll heal your throat in no time.”

I’m not
sure how much I want to trust tea from Neal, but I agree. “Okay.
I’ll see you later.”

I feel
like he wants to kiss me goodbye, as his eyes slide down to my
lips, but instead he just rubs my arm again. Heading down the
hallway, where I think the boys still are, I hear them talking with
Jack and Chris, discussing the interviews, and I stand off to the
side, not wanting to interrupt. They don’t see me, and then when
Chris and Jack head to the door, they disperse.

“You need me for something?” Jack asks.

“No, I need Neal, actually.” I croak. “Billy says that he has
a wicked throat remedy that could help.”

Chris
gives me a look. “Jesus, what happened?”

“Shouting over the throng earlier.” Jack explains. “I’ll see
you back at the hotel. The bus is leaving shortly. I’ll radio
you.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

Neal
overhears, and so does Danny and Ivan. “You want to sing back up?”
Neal teases.

“Very funny.” I laugh, and I sound like something from the
Night of the Living Dead.

“I can make you some tea. It’s great. Your voice will be back
in no time.” he says with a smile. “Where’s Billy?”

“Talking to his dad.”

Danny’s
attention is raised. “His dad? He came out to see him?”

“Yeah. They’re in the other room.” I explain. “What do you
need for this tea?”

“I’ve got it all in the dressing room. Come with
me.”

“Thanks.”

Danny
and Ivan follow, too.

“So, when do you take those stitches out?” Ivan
asks.

“Another week or so. I forgot to cover my finger when I went
swimming yesterday. It stung like hell. They’re definitely not
ready to come out yet.”

“Can we watch when you take them out?” Danny asks.

“If you want.” I say.

We head
into the dressing room, and Neal puts the kettle on, throwing
various homeopathic things into a mug for me. “I recommend in your
case, having another one in an hour.” He says matter-of-factly. “We
should be out of here by then, so you can just pop over to my room
and I’ll make another one for you.”

Danny
gives him a look.

“Oh, you don’t have to do that.” I say.

Neal
looks up at me. “You’re going to be in serious trouble if your
voice doesn’t come back before tomorrow night’s show. Chris’ll make
you sit it out. So will Jack. It’s bad enough that your hand is
still fucked up.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“This tea is great, but with your voice, you need more than
one.” Neal advises.

“Sure. Okay. Fair enough.” I say, as he hands me the
tea.

“Drink slowly. It’s potent shit.”

“There isn’t anything…illegal in here, is there?”

“Are you kidding me?” he says. “Do you think I’d honestly do
that to you?”

I feel
bad. He’s being a good guy, and I’m being skeptical.
“Sorry.”

Danny
gives him another look. “I’m going to go see if the bus is ready.
I’ve got some chicks lined up to meet me at the hotel.”

“What about you, Neal?” I ask. “Lilly meeting up with you at
the hotel?”

He
shrugs. “Who knows.”

“Trouble in paradise?” I ask, as Danny walks out of the
room.

“Na.”

“Okay.” I say as I sip the tea. It tastes very strange but
with the bit of honey and lemon in it, it’s bearable.

“How is it?”

“Well, if it’s good enough for a rock star, then it’s good
enough for me.” I say with a smile. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” He looks down at the floor. “So, you think
Billy’s pissed that his dad is here?”

“Looked that way to me.” I scoff. “I couldn’t get out of there
fast enough.” My voice is almost a whisper.

“I shouldn’t be making you talk.” Neal says as he heads
towards the door. “We should go see if the buses are
ready.”

Another
hour later, I’m laying on the bed in my hotel room, feeling so
drowsy I could sleep. I don’t know how Neal can stay awake after
drinking that stuff. I know ginseng gives you natural energy, but
I’m not sure what the opposite of that is. Whatever it is, I’m
fighting to stay awake. The phone rings in my room, and I roll over
onto my stomach to answer it. “Hello?” I croak in my sleepy, almost
no voice, voice.

“Hey, it’s Danny.” He says, and he tells me what room he and
Neal are in. “Neal says to come on over and he’ll give you another
shot of that tea.”

“Sure, okay. The other guys there with you, too? It’s awfully
quiet.”

“Na, it’s just Neal and me. Billy’s still talking to his dad,
and Ivan’s porking some chick in his room, I think.”

“How is Billy going to get to the hotel? Did you guys leave
him at the auditorium?”

“No, his dad came back with us on the bus. They’re in his
room.”

“Oh, okay.”

He
repeats the room number again, “Come on over.” He says.

“I’ll be right there.”

I’m so
tired, I don’t honestly think I need more sleep-inducing tea. Even
though my voice is a mere squeak, I feel like any more tea and
it’ll be like, ‘goodnight, see you next Tuesday’.

As I
walk down the hallway, I see one of my colleagues, another security
guard, at the end of the hallway. He nods to me and I nod back.
Another one is just a few doors down, and I’m wondering if the
extra security has anything to do with the mob earlier. Jack
wouldn’t dare call me to help out, as useless as I would be at this
point. When I knock on the door, Danny answers
immediately.

“Hey, come on in.” his eyes look weird. His pupils are fully
dilated, like he’s had those fancy drops that the eye doctor gives
you when you have an exam. He closes and bolts the door behind me.
I notice that Neal isn’t here.

“Where’s Neal?”

“He’s just…gone to get more shit for your tea.” He says,
scratching his nose.

“Oh, okay.” I whisper.

“Come and sit.” He says, patting the bed. And I feel the hair
on my arms stand on end.

“When is Neal coming back?” I ask, feeling my voice
quiver.

“He’ll be back any minute.”

“Well, did he start making the tea? Why did you call me if he
wasn’t ready?” I ask, looking around the room. There is no kettle,
and none of the ingredients, however obscure, laying by the coffee
maker.

“Hey, just…sit.” He says, and I detect a note of coldness in
his voice.

“I think I’ll go find Neal.” I say, but he stops me before I
can head for the door.

“You’re not going anywhere.” He says. His eyes are wild. I’m
so tired that my natural impulses to kick him in the crotch are
sluggish, and as I raise my knee, he forces me up against the wall,
and jams his hand up under my jaw, so it cuts off my breathing.
“Don’t try to scream, little girl. You don’t have a voice. Nobody
will hear you.”

He’s too
strong, and I’m already feeling the curtains come down on me, as my
blood circulation is cut off.

“I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll feel the fucking shit I
took earlier. If you try anything fucking stupid, I’ll rip those
fucking stitches out of your hand, got it?” he says calmly. When I
don’t answer him, he clamps down harder on my throat. “I said you
got it?” he says through gritted teeth.

I nod as
tears flow down my cheeks.

“Aw, are you gonna cry now, you vanilla fucking slut?” he says
teasingly. “I’ll fucking rip your eyeballs out if you don’t stop
your fucking crying.” He seethes. “Man, I thought you’d at least
put up a better fight. This is going to be funner than I
thought.”

With a
trickle of terror that morphs into adrenaline, I pull my good hand
up, and with a healthy jab, I poke him in the eye. He releases me
immediately, grabbing his eye. “You fucking slut! Now, you’re
fucking dead!” He says, grabbing me before I get to the door. His
closed fist meets my cheek with a thrust that nearly knocks me out.
He’s very strong, but I manage to stay conscious, even though I can
feel my cheek swell instantly. He punches me in the mouth this
time, loosening a tooth and forcing one through my lip. The taste
of blood is on my tongue.

“Now you’re gonna pay, bitch!” he growls, as he starts to rip
my shirt off. The room is spinning from his blow a moment ago, and
I lay there and pray for another shot of adrenaline.

…but it doesn’t come.


Chapter 11

Billy

I don’t
even bother to sit next to dad. I just stand there with my arms
across my chest. I’m exhausted and so not in the mood for whatever
bullshit he’s about to bestow on me. I know my mom is fine. If she
weren’t, I’d be the first to know. Mom and I have a bond that my
dad would know nothing about. He doesn’t understand. For as long as
I can remember, it’s been just mom and me. She tells me everything
and I tell her everything.

“So, what shit have you got to tell me, dad?” I
ask.

“Would you watch your language, please?”

I roll
my eyes. “Look, dad, you’re a little late with the lecture, okay?
Just…fucking come out and say what you came to say.”

He sighs, exasperated. Good. “Look, your mother didn’t want
me to say anything, but there isn’t a choice in the matter, Billy.
She’s having…financial trouble, and I can’t help her.”

“Bullshit.” I spit. “If she was having trouble with money,
she’d tell me straight.”

“Not in this case, Billy. She doesn’t want you to worry about
her while you’re touring.” He pauses. “Your mother knows that this
is your big break, and she doesn’t want to do anything to hamper
it.”

I don’t
say anything, but I do shake my head.

“You’ve been touring for over two months now, Billy. And
that’s two months that she hasn’t had your income to help her
out.”

“Not that I’m buying any of this bullshit, but if this is so
true, how come you haven’t been helping her out?”

“Because I don’t have it, Billy.” He says, looking straight at
me for once. “Kelly and I split up. I’ve now got two more kids and
a wife to help feed.”

That’s
just great. Another fucking divorce. What, is he going for the
Guinness Book of World Records here? “What is the fucking matter
with you? Huh?” I shout at him. “Why can’t you make any of your
fucking marriages work?”

Now it’s
his turn to shake his head. “I don’t know.” He mutters.

“What, did you fucking cheat on her, too? Why can’t you keep
your fucking dick in your pants, huh?!” I’m yelling at
him.

“Please don’t speak to me that way, Billy.”

Chris
walks in and stops when he senses the major tension in the room.
Despite their being a rock concert going on basically in the back
of our heads, he can still hear me screaming at my dad. “Billy…the
uh…the bus is ready.”

“Yeah,” I mutter to him. “I’ll be there in a
minute.”

“You can bring your dad along with you, too, if you want.” He
offers.

“Thanks, but I don’t think so.” I say.

“Okay. We’ll see you out there in a minute.”

Dad
looks at me. “Billy, I know you’re a busy man, now, and I know that
you don’t believe anything that I say, but for the love of God,
this isn’t about me. It’s about your mother.”

“And why the fuck do you even give a shit about her all of a
sudden?”

He
hesitates for emphasis. “Billy, I care very much about your mother,
and that’s the truth.”

“Bullshit. Just like you told me that you loved me and then
you split on us, right before you told me that I’d never amount to
shit playing guitar. Well, egg on your face fucking suits you,
dad.”

“Can we please focus here, Billy? Your mother needs help. Or
you won’t have a house to go home to.”

I’m
losing it. “And where the fuck do you think I’m going to get the
money to bail her out, huh? You think I can just dip into my
royalties with the snap of a finger? No! I don’t even know if I
made any fucking royalties yet, dad!”

“I’m sure you have something to offer, Billy.” He says like
it’s so simple. “I mean, you’re staying in a different hotel every
night, you have all this equipment that you’re paying for, and
you’re the opening band.”

“That’s right, dad. All those things you just
mentioned…they’re our expenses. Not our profit. We only get a cut
of Snake’s profit, and that’s after the record company, managers,
and staff get paid.”

“Billy, you can’t tell me that you haven’t got a dime to give
to your mother.”

“I can say the same thing to you.” I spit back. “You’ve been
working for that company since Christ was a fucking cowboy. You
can’t tell me that you can’t shell out a few bucks to help your
second wife out, now, can you.”

“Billy, I got fired.” He says flatly.

I look
at him and pause. “You’re fucking joking.”

“No…no, I’m not. I wish I was.” He rakes a hand through his
hair. “I used the last two hundred bucks to my name to come here
and see you.”

“You flew here?”

“Yeah. And I bought a ticket to the concert tonight, hoping
that I hadn’t missed you.”

My voice
is level and calm. “Why didn’t you give that money to my mom
instead?”

“Because I knew that this conversation was going to be awkward
at best, and it would never have held any water over the phone.
Plus, I wanted to see you, Billy.” A pause. “It’s been too
long.”

Now I
feel like shit. “Jesus.” I breathe.

Chris
pops his head into the room. “Billy, tick tock, man. We’re all
waiting for you.”

I look
at dad. “You want to…come to the hotel for a bit? Give us a chance
to talk more?”

Dad
looks up. “Sure. I’d like that.”

 



***

 


“So did you get canned before or after you got dumped?” I ask
dad, after we’ve both shared a couple of beers together.

“Luckily, it happened all in the same day.” He
scoffs.

“Did she kick you out?”

“Yeah,” a pause. “She did.”

“Where are you living now?”

“In my car at the moment, Billy, if you want to know the
truth.”

Jesus Christ. “Dad,
Jesus.”

“I know.” He shakes his head. “She turned my kids against me,
too. They want nothing to do with me, not that I blame them. I
really…don’t know why I keep screwing up so bad.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you’ve broken your record this
time.” I say flippantly.

He
shakes his head.

“Here, have another beer.” I say, offering him one out of the
mini fridge in my room. “I’d offer for you to stay with me tonight,
but I don’t know what your plans are, and it tends to get a little
rowdy here after hours.”

“No, thanks, Billy. I’ve got to catch a flight home. The only
way to get a cheap flight was to pay for the return ticket at the
same time.”

I take a
sip of my beer. “Would you excuse me for a second?”

“Sure, Billy.” Dad says, sipping his beer.

I leave
my room and walk down to Chris’s room. Jenny’s gone home, so I know
that he’s alone in there. I knock on the door and he answers about
ten seconds later. “Billy, hey.”

“Hey, listen, can I come in for a sec?”

“Sure.” Chris takes a step away from the door to let me in.
“What’s up?”

“My parents are in some trouble, man. Financial shit. Is there
any way that I can help them out?”

“You know that we don’t get the royalty reports for a few
weeks yet, Billy.”

“Yeah, but, can I get an advance or something? Geez, my dad
lost his fucking job, and my mom is about to lose our house. I feel
like I have to do something.”

His face
falls. “Are you serious?”

I nod.
“Yeah. Dead serious. That’s why my dad’s here. He flew out here
from Florida to talk to me about it.”

“Jesus Christ.” Chris rakes a hand through his hair. “Well,
certainly we can make an exception.” He looks at me. “What kind of
bread are we talking about here?”

“I don’t know…a couple thousand, maybe? He’s out of work,
living in his fucking car, man. And my mom’s about to lose her
house. Fuck, if we don’t clear a profit on this tour, I’ll consider
it a loan.”

“Billy, I’m sure that we made a profit, that’s not an issue.
Are you sure about this? I can have Todd wire the money right to
your dad’s account if you need it that urgently.”

My face
brightens. “Can you? Shit, that would be fucking awesome. I can
give it all to my dad, and he can give my mom what she needs. I
don’t have her banking information on me, but I can get my
dad’s.”

“Alright. Call me with it and I’ll have Todd do the transfer
first thing tomorrow, during business hours.”

“Okay. Hey, thanks, man.” I say appreciatively.

“No problem, Billy.”

I head
back to my room. Dad is holding my guitar. Strangely enough, I
don’t feel like punching him for laying his hands on my piece.
Usually I flip out. “Hey, dad. I just spoke with my road manager. I
can get you some cash first thing tomorrow. Have you got your
banking information with you?”

He
cranes his neck. “Billy, oh Billy, that would be fantastic.” He
smiles for the first time since I saw him tonight.

“Well, Chris, my road manager, says that it isn’t an issue. We
should have made a decent profit off the tour. We just don’t know
yet. You think a couple thousand would be helpful? Or do you need
more?”

“No, I think that would be very helpful, Billy. Thank you so
much, son.”

“Sure, dad.” I nod. “Just let me give the info to Chris and
we’ll get you squared away.”

He looks
at me in awe and shakes his head. “God, you’ve grown up so much,
Billy. I’m so proud of you.”

Those
are five words that I’ve waited my whole life to hear from him. And
once they’re uttered from his mouth, I have nothing to say. I purse
my lips and pick up the phone. Dad pulls his wallet out of his back
pocket, and together we relay his information to Chris.

Minutes
later, dad has to go to the airport. I arrange with Jack to have
dad taken by the bus, and he hugs me so tight as we say goodbye.
“Keep in touch, dad. Call me when you get a place,
okay?”

“I will, son. I will.”

We hug
once more and he walks down the hallway, turning around once to
wave at me again. For the first time in my life, from dad, I have
those warm and fuzzies that everyone’s always talking about. It
feels good. As I walk back into the hotel, Jack accompanies me
upstairs, and I see Neal talking to Chris outside his room. “Hey,
where’s Ivan and Danny? I thought we could jam for a bit, you know?
So we could bounce some of my ideas around.”

Neal
shrugs. “Danny’s blazed somewhere…probably in his room. Ivan is out
with one of the technicians.”

“How’s Michelle? Did you give her some of that
tea?”

“Yeah, back at the auditorium. I told her to pop by my room
and I’d give her more, but she hasn’t come around yet.”

“I’ll go see if she’s in her room.” I say and walk down to her
room. I knock on the door a couple of times and there’s no answer.
I pound on it and call her, and she doesn’t answer. Chris and Neal
are looking at me. I walk back towards them. “Maybe she’s
downstairs in the workout room.” I guess.

“It’s closed.” Chris says. “Closes at ten.”

A ‘v’
forms between my brows.

“Her folks are gone.” Jack says. “I saw them leave just after
you guys finished your set.”

We hear
a bang from somewhere and look around. “That coming from Danny’s
room?”

“Fucking guy’s probably spun all out, man.”

“Should we check and see if he’s okay?” I ask. “I don’t know
what that fuckface gave him the other night, but it makes him
fucking twisted.”

We all
walk towards Danny’s door. The security guard looks at us,
displeased. “Hey, Danny? You okay in there, man?” I call out,
knocking.

I hear a
strange noise coming from the room. “He in there alone?” I murmur
to Neal.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” He shrugs.

“Yo, Danny. Tell us to fuckoff if you’re in there with
someone.” Neal jokes.


Something crashes to the floor and we look at each other,
puzzled. And then, a blood-curdling scream comes, and both Jack and
the security guard exchange a look.

“Billy! Help me!” I hear her shout hoarsely, and it’s like
suddenly my body is a cement wall. Using my shoulder, I crash
myself against the metal door, to no avail.

“Fuck! Help her!” I yell at everyone. We’re all making a
collective effort to break the door down, while Jack radios for the
concierge to get up here immediately.

“Heeelllppp meeeee!” she screams louder, and then her voice
fades.

“Fuck! Call nine-one-one!” I shout, as someone from the
concierge comes running from the elevator. He slides the key
through the reader and the door opens. The second I see what’s
going on, I don’t know whether to puke or fucking kill
Danny.

He’s got
Michelle on the floor. Blood is all over her face and her naked
chest. Danny’s pants are at his ankles, and his chest is heaving
while he tries to force himself into Michelle. She’s on her back,
pinned half by her incoherence, and half by his knee on her thigh.
Her shirt is ripped open and her bra is hanging off one arm, fully
exposing her breasts. Her pants are thrown to the opposite side of
the room. Her ripped panties are hanging off her thigh.

Neal
runs to the washroom and grabs a towel to cover her. I fly to Danny
and grab him by the back of his shirt, ripping it from the force.
My fists grasp his shirt at the scruff, as I pin him against the
wall. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you, you
motherfucker!” I shout at him, spittle spewing from my mouth. His
dick shrivels instantly as my knee jabs into his balls. My hands
wrap around his neck, and I squeeze so hard I swear to God his neck
will snap in two.

He gasps
for air and Jack comes over to me. “Billy! Don’t fucking kill him,
man! The cops are on their way.”

Jack
pulls me away from Danny with brute force, and he takes my exact
position, with his knee in his groin and his hand on his throat.
“Try to look innocent now, you fucker.” Jack seethes. “You’re so
fucking high right now you don’t even know what the fuck you’re
doing, do you.”

I take a
stride to Michelle. She’s unconscious on the floor. Neal had the
grace to cover her. “Jesus fucking Christ.” I cry out. “Did he…did
he fucking…rape her? Did he get her?”

Jack
looks down at Danny’s dick. “I don’t think so, man. I’ve seen this
before. There would be blood all over his and her genitals, man.
He’s clean and I think she is, too.” He says breathlessly. “There’s
blood on his knuckles, and he’s got blood on his face. Looks like
she punched him real good.”

“Yeah, well, he did a number on her, too.” I say, inspecting
her. It’s like I’m not a man and she’s not a woman for a moment.
Neal, too. We’re both checking her over.

“She’s got a big fucking welt on her thigh.” Neal says. “Looks
like he fucking all but stood on her.”

“What the fuck shit are you on, man?” Jack asks, loosening his
grip on Danny’s throat, just enough so that he can
respond.

“Fuck you.” Danny says. “She’s a fucking slut. Teasing me and
fucking Billy.”

“I never fucked her, man.” I say, brushing her hair off her
face. Her braid is still intact, but tendrils of hair have been
pulled from it, and are hanging down her temples. It looks like
she’s been roughed up pretty bad, like she’s been in a windstorm.
“Jesus…” I murmur to her, dividing my glance between all points on
her face. “Someone grab me a damp cloth so I can clean her
up.”

“Billy, the ambulance is on the way, man.” Jack says to me.
“Just leave her. They need to see what happened.”

She
opens her eyes for a few seconds, and I look at her. “Hi,
sweetheart,” I speak softly. “You’re okay. We’re getting you some
help, okay?”

I see
her reach for her face with her already injured hand, that’s now a
mangled mess. “What happened here?” I ask, my voice low as I
address her.

“He tried to…rip the stitches out. He didn’t get very far.”
She whispers, and I see her slide her tongue over a tooth. It
wiggles visibly.

“Jesus Christ.” I mutter, and then I angle my head Danny’s
way. “You’re going straight to hell, man.
Like...straight to hell.”

“And to fucking jail, man.” Neal says.

“Fuck you.” Danny says back to both of us.

“You best keep your mouth shut if you’d like to keep your
balls where they are.” Jack threatens.

She
closes her eyes for a second, and then she lifts her hand to try to
scratch her eye, which is swollen almost shut. “No, honey, no…don’t
do that. The ambulance should be here any minute.”

She
clears her throat. “Neal, what was in that tea you gave me?” her
voice is breaking up, fighting to come back to life.

“Lots of things, why?”

“It made me really…sleepy.”

“There wasn’t anything in it that would do that. I told you I
wouldn’t give you anything to harm you.” He says solemnly. His eyes
are round like dinner plates.

“No, I know that, Neal.” She whispers. “But it had to have
something in it to make me so drowsy.”

“It was Gravol, you stupid fuck.” Danny spits. “I slipped
Gravol into it so you’d pass out.”

“You sure you didn’t slip anything else in it, you son of a
bitch.” Neal seethes.

We hear
a din outside of the door, and Chris opens it, after we share a
look and collectively make sure that Michelle is covered. She still
looks out of it, and I slide a finger down her cheek. “Don’t worry,
sweetheart, I’m not leaving you.”

Then she
says something to me that makes me look at her in a whole different
light.


Chapter 12

Michelle

“Billy, I have been shot, nearly to death, and I was alone. I
can handle this.” I say, holding his hand.

He
shakes his head and kisses my good hand, as he speaks against my
skin. “God, you’re the bravest woman I know.”

It gives
me great pleasure to watch Danny get cuffed, read his rights, and
hauled off to jail. If I could, I’d spit on him, but it’s difficult
to do when you’re laying on your back. Neal grabs the other towel
from the bathroom and covers my legs. “My hotel key is in my back
pocket.” I say to Billy. “Can someone go grab me a change of
clothes, please? I think all my stuff is ruined.”

Mike,
another security guard, takes my card. “I’ll get your stuff,
Michelle. These guys can stay with you.”

I don’t
know who looks more forlorn: Billy or Neal. We hear Ivan’s voice in
the hallway, saying. “What the fuck, Danny? What the hell
happened?” he must be walking past Danny, seeing him all cuffed up
and being dragged down the hallway by two men in uniform. A third
stays with me, and starts asking me questions, they ultimately
point Danny in the direction that I’m sure everyone is on the same
page with: that he tried to rape me.

When
Ivan walks in and sees me laying on the floor, covered in blood and
towels, he stops dead in his tracks. “What the…fuck. Is. Going. On.
Here.” He says slowly, completely dumbfounded. His eyes are wide
with shock.

“Just what it looks like, man.” Neal answers.

“Sir, do you mind giving us some space?” the remaining police
officer says to Ivan.

“Jesus Christ.” Ivan says.

“You go on with him.” Billy says. “You can
explain.”

“I’m afraid he has to stay here, sir.” The officer explains.
“He witnessed this.”

“I’ll…just be out here, guys.” Ivan says, lifting a hand. His
face is full of concern. These are all good guys…with one clear
exception.

The
paramedics look me over and determine that I need a CT Scan for the
deep hit in the head that I received, so the police have to wait
for the rest of their report. “I’ll go with you.” Billy
says.

“When the bus comes back from the airport, I’ll come by with
Neal, Ivan and Jack.” Chris says. “I have to put a call in to Todd
in the meantime.”

Billy
nods. “Okay.”

Mike
brings my fresh clothes over in the nick of time, and he hands the
bag to Billy. “I think I got everything.”

“Thanks, Mike.” I say, and I notice that my voice is starting
to come back.

“I’ll bring you more tea, okay?” Neal says solemnly, and I
feel like he’s looking at me as though I’m his little sister. It’s
very sweet.

“Okay, thanks Neal.” I say.

Billy
holds my hand the whole time we’re on our way to the hospital. He
keeps looking at me, back and forth, until I finally say. “What’s
on your mind?”

His
thumb strokes the outside of my hand. He measures his words
carefully, as he then sandwiches my hand in his. “I just…I don’t
know if you’re going to stay with us…you know…after
this.”

He looks
at me so intently, as if in his own way he’s begging me to stay. “I
know I’d want to get the hell out of here if something like this
happened to me, and I don’t blame you at all if you do want to
leave. I just…I hope that there’s something that I can do to
convince you to stay.”

The
thought never occurred to me to leave. Hell, I had to get almost
fatally shot before I was forced to leave the battlefield. I don’t
tend to give up on things that easily. I wasn’t raised that way. I
was raised by parents who stuck it out through thick and thin, and
are still together, showing me that the only way to succeed in life
is through perseverance.

Billy
continues. “I’ll pay for everyth—”

I cut
him off gently, squeezing his hand. “Billy. The thought never came
to mind.” I pause as we search each other’s eyes. “I’m not going
anywhere. We hit a bump in the road; that’s no reason for me to
bail.”

He
kisses my hand, looking at me, and I manage a small smile, which
mirrors off him. The blanket covers me well, and the paramedics say
that the CT scan will be done right away. The nurse takes one look
at me and lifts a brow at Billy, as we sit in the exam room. “Do we
need to do a rape kit, here, sweetheart?” she says to
me.

“No, he gave it a college try, but he didn’t enter me, thank
God.” I hear Billy breathe out a sigh of relief, and he slides his
thumb down the inside of my palm.

“Did his genitals make contact with yours?” she asks, putting
a pair of rubber gloves on.

“No. He just touched my thigh. I screamed as soon as I felt
it. That’s when he was interrupted. Had it been another few
seconds, we may be having a different conversation.”

She
examines my hand with the stitches. “This your work?”

“Yeah. I’m former military.” I half-smile. “If Billy weren’t
here right now, I could show you a couple more places where I
stitched myself up.”

“Do you want him to leave?” she asks as though he isn’t
here.

“No, no, that’s fine.” I wave.

“I can leave, Michelle.” He says honestly. “I don’t mind, as
long as you’re okay.”

“No, it’s okay.” I repeat.

The
nurse has a look at me, checking my eyes and the gash on my lip.
“There’s a bad bruise on her thigh, too.” Billy adds, turning his
head to give me privacy as she lifts the gown to see it.

She
sighs. “Well, he roughed you up pretty good, but it looks like
you’re going to live. We just have to do that CT scan and then the
doctor will come see you.” She hesitates before leaving. “What
happened to your voice? Is that from screaming?”

“Yes, but it happened before; I’m a security guard and I had
to yell at some runaway women who tried to bust into a post-concert
interview.”

“Oh yeah? Who do you work for?” she asks,
interested.

Billy
looks at the floor.

“Um, I’d rather not say, no offence.”

She
waves. “None taken, sweetie. I’ll come back and take you to that
scan. I’m just going to go see if they’re ready for
you.”

“Thanks.”

Billy’s
eyes are on the floor. He can’t look at me. “Come on, I don’t look
that bad, do I?”

He sighs
heavily, but he’s smiling. “Na. But you’ll look worse in the
morning. I got punched out pretty bad in high school and the next
day it looked like two guys beat me up, not just one.”

We hear
a bunch of footsteps in the corridor, and suddenly Jack, Chris,
Ivan and Neal appear, calling out to Billy. He opens the half-ajar
door. “Yeah, we’re in here. Just waiting for the CT
scan.”

“How are you, sweetie?” Neal asks. He has a travel coffee cup,
and he hands it to me.

“Thanks. I’m fine. Whatever Danny put in the tea has worn off.
It must have just been Gravol; it couldn’t have been anything
worse, or I’d still be flat on my back.”

“Well, drink up.” Neal says. “This has nothing in it. I didn’t
turn my back on anything with this dose.”

“Thanks.”

“Your voice is coming back.” Neal observes.

“Yeah. A little.”

Chris
chimes in. “Did you see the doctor yet?”

“No. After the scan I will. But the nurse says I’ll live, so
I’ll take that as a good sign.” I scoff.

Ivan
can’t look at me. He’s looking at the floor when he asks. “Do you
need anything?”

“Well, when I get back to the hotel, I’m taking about ten
showers. If I use all the water in my unit up, I’ll be knocking on
your doors.”

“Feel free.” Ivan says, lifting his head finally, giving me a
tiny smile.

“Did you call Todd?” Billy asks Chris.

“Yeah. Danny’s out.” Chris says flatly. “There is no way we
can have that kind of shit in this band. Once the media gets a hold
of this story, man, we have to have a game plan.”

“Never mind that.” Ivan states. “We have to find another bass
player. We’re fucked for tomorrow night’s show.”

“No, we’re not.” Billy says. “I can call my high school buddy
Greg up. He can hop on a plane tomorrow and be here on the redeye.
He’s pretty good. We’ll have to have a long rehearsal with him, but
we’ll be fine.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember him. He was really good. Played well
with a large audience, too.” Neal says.

“How come you never mentioned him before?” Ivan
asks.

“Because you were so hell bent on Danny, man.” Billy
scoffs.
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