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      Boone Collins and Shane Butler are two of rock music’s brightest stars today. Their grandfathers founded a powerhouse rock supergroup that ruled the airwaves in the late 1970s, and the grandsons grew up in their shadows to become front men of their own successful bands. The epic rivalry between Boone and Shane is notorious, and it’s about to blow up.

      When Shane’s grandfather Bruce inducts his deceased bandmate into the Rock Hall of Fame, he admits to the world that he wrote the band’s biggest hit about his best friend’s widow—Boone’s grandmother Vera Jean. His admission kicks off a courtship that leaves the feuding grandsons scrambling to keep their beloved grandparents safe from harm…and heartache.

      Only, the men soon find that working together for a common goal reveals surprising similarities between them, as well as a chemistry they cannot ignore. Shane sees behind Boone’s glittery facade to the secrets he hides from his bandmates, and Boone is there to pick up the pieces when Shane’s professional world implodes. Together, they plot a musical collaboration to celebrate their grandfathers’ accomplishments—a star-studded tribute at the storied Rocktoberfest event in the Nevada desert—but will being in the spotlight prove to be too much for their fledgling romance to handle?

      Feuds and Interludes is part of the multi-author Road to Rocktoberfest 2024 series. Each book can be read as a standalone, but why not read them all and see what antics our bands get into next? Hot rock stars and the men who love them, what more could you ask for. Kick back, load up your kindle, and enjoy the men of Rocktoberfest!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those struggling with chronic illnesses:

        You’re perfect in your messiness.

        You deserve all the happy.
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      March 2024

      

      Love and Fame

      Boone Collins Talks Hall of Fame, His Famous Grandparents, and That Feud.

      By Sammara Gunderson

      

      Boone Collins of Stellar carries himself with confidence and poise as he greets me in the foyer of his grandparents’ estate in Laurel Canyon. The confidence, no doubt, comes from his many accomplishments, and the poise he comes by genetically. As the only grandson of John Boone, British-born singer/guitarist for the ’70s supergroup California and Academy Award-Winning British actress Vera Jean Collins, Boone’s success is a combination of right place, right time, relentless determination, and pure talent. No one on the rock scene today can keep up with his vocal pyrotechnics, and Stellar continues to wow audiences and critics alike with their combination of classic rock roots and alternative edge.

      Boone is days away from his performance at this year’s Hall of Fame Induction Ceremony, where instead of playing Stellar tunes, he’ll be sharing the stage with his grandfather’s former collaborator, Bruce Duncan, and playing some of his grandfather’s biggest hits. I asked Boone to tell us about the plans for the show. 

      “Our goal is to showcase not only my grandfather’s brilliant guitar compositions, but also to recreate the one-of-a-kind sound produced by putting him and Bruce together on a microphone. I’m not my grandfather, but I learned his songs down to the note as a young person, and I want to do my best to celebrate his career. We’ve got a lot of great material to choose from.”

      He says “young person” as if that was long ago, but at 30, Collins has an old soul that comes from the trauma and grief he’s experienced. While he may have been raised with everything he needed in a material sense, Boone’s early life was tumultuous to say the least.

      His mother, Jean, met his father, actor Michael Cannon, on the set of her first film when she was still a teenager, and the two had a whirlwind romance documented in the tabloids. She became pregnant at age eighteen and, when Boone was five, Michael was arrested for domestic abuse against Jean, and charged with gun possession. While out on bail awaiting trial, he violated the protective order the court placed against him and assaulted Jean again. Michael was sentenced to ten years in San Quentin. He was murdered six months later.

      Jean died of an overdose a week after his death. Boone was six years old. John and Vera Jean took custody of him and attempted to give him a sense of normalcy, but as he’s shared in the past, those losses took their toll. 

      Boone is open about his history, but rather than ask him to recount tales he’s shared a thousand times before to people like me, I’d rather focus on his plans for world domination. It’s obvious he’s most comfortable talking about Stellar, who recently returned to Los Angeles after two years of heavy touring, so let’s dig in and discover what’s currently the buzz for the band.

      “This was our first time playing larger venues in Europe. We’d mostly played festivals and clubs before, and this change was a blast. We played Japan, Australia, and Brazil as well. It was our most extensive tour to date, and we were overwhelmed by the fans’ support. They were so good to us. It has us contemplating how to build on this momentum with our upcoming album.”

      I ask him how much preparation has gone into his impending performance with Bruce. 

      He laughs. 

      “Our managers talked to each other. Isn’t that how everything gets done these days?” He takes a sip of herbal tea, which he cryptically points out is part of his new normal. “Touring is hard on the body,” he adds as his only explanation. “I’ve met Bruce many times, but he and my grandfather hadn’t been social for a long while. Rehearsal will be the first time I’ve seen him in probably two years? Maybe since my grandfather’s funeral.”

      Boone shows me around the main floor of the mansion, which contains the massive collection of memorabilia from California and John’s solo career that Vera Jean has curated over the years. Their family bond is strong.

      “I miss him every day. I wish he were here to play these songs himself, but I’ll do my best to honor him. My grandmother celebrates him with her annual gala that benefits the Collins Foundation. We do our best to keep his life and music fresh in people’s minds.”

      Boone is such a together guy for a rock star who’s experienced so much trauma as a child. Although he definitely looks the part, speaking with him feels more like having a conversation with an historian or music academic, which is surprising, until you recall that he’s a classically trained musician, educated at the prestigious Berklee College of Music.

      It’s when you read stories of his epic feud with Shane Butler—lead guitarist for Wicked Soul, and grandson of the aforementioned Bruce Duncan of California fame—that you question his façade. For two men with impeccable rock ’n’ roll credentials, they’ve chosen completely different paths and each found success in their own right. So why the feud?

      “You’d have to ask him, honestly. Shane is insanely talented as both a musician and songwriter, and while I think he sells himself short sometimes, he’s created some great music.”

      “Just not ‘Faker’?” I ask him about Wicked Soul’s smash hit from three years ago, which was reportedly written about Boone after the two bands made memorable appearances at the iHeart Radio festival in Las Vegas.

      Boone chuckles and rolls his eyes. “If that song is even about me. I try not to listen to the rumors.”

      “Is it true you requested not to play the same day as Wicked Soul and threatened to pull out of the lineup if they performed after you?” I have to ask. 

      “Our manager handles those things, so it’s not even realistic that I would make a threat like that. Look, if Shane has issues with me, it’s completely one-sided. I have a lot of respect for him as an artist.” 

      From there, Boone makes it clear he’s done discussing his rival, which leaves a lot of questions unanswered. He concludes the tour of his family’s museum and we walk out front to Vera Jean’s rose garden. I ask him what he’s got lined up next, and he grins slyly. 

      “No rest for Stellar, that’s for sure. We’re headed into the studio as soon as the Rock Hall gig is done. I spent the last six months writing new material for our next album, which will be our fifth, and we’re all anxious to get moving on a new project. I’ll also be helping my grandmother with next year’s benefit for the Collins Foundation. Gotta stay busy.”

      And he is. He doesn’t mention the collaborations he’s got scheduled and the score he’s working on for an upcoming Dreamworks film, which his manager filled me in on. Feedback Magazine will share the details as they are available. The next few years are going to be busy for Boone Collins. His star continues to rise out of the shadow of his grandfather’s music legacy to shine brightly on its own.
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      Boone

      “Boone, honey, will you zip me up?”

      Vera Jean Collins possessed the kind of beauty that turned heads, the grace of a royal, and the unshakeable poise to shrug off even the most rabid paparazzi. And tonight, all those characteristics would be put to the test. 

      “Gladly. How are you feeling?”

      She turned with a huff. “Is it over yet?”

      I chuckled. I’d never get over how stunning my grandmother was. The only constant in my life, she was my home, my role model, and my best friend. Wearing a form-fitting, sleeveless black dress adorned with iridescent rainbow sparkles, she had a youthful glow about her at nearly seventy years old and still commanded attention. A statuesque former actress, beleaguered rockstar wife, and now passionate philanthropist, Vera Jean Collins carried herself with an elegance that belied her years spent married to my lovable scoundrel of a grandfather. 

      “That tuxedo is very flattering,” she said as I stepped behind her and carefully zipped her dress to the nape of her neck. She’d pulled her long silver hair into a twist that looked professionally done, and with her heels on, she stood nearly eye-to-eye with my five-eleven frame. “I love the vest, too.”

      I looked down at the navy velvet suit and gold brocade vest and smiled. “The tailor did a nice job taking it in. I think Papa would get a kick out of me wearing this. He loved this one.” 

      I held up the matching bow tie and she took it from me, gesturing for me to let her tie it. She looped it over my head and went to work, a wistful smile on her face. 

      “He certainly did. He bought it to irritate me, and then was frustrated when I told him that I loved how it brought out the blue in his eyes. He was always trying to pull a fast one on me.”

      “And you’d always call his bluff.”

      She handed me her diamond choker to fasten, and I winced when I noticed her hands were shaking. She was so brave, no matter the challenge before her, but I’d learned to notice the subtle traces of her struggles. Tonight her task would be smiling and waving at her deceased husband’s adoring fans and colleagues as he was posthumously inducted into the Rock Hall. I knew she missed him terribly. We both did. 

      “Kept things fun,” she said with a little shrug. She ran her fingers over her choker and relaxed her shoulders. “Always kept him guessing.”

      I had my own reason for being nervous. My band, Stellar, was chosen to lead the tribute performance. In a few hours, I would be performing for an arena full of my musical heroes. With Bruce Duncan. I usually did my best when under pressure, but this was ridiculous. 

      “It was weird seeing Bruce at rehearsal.”

      I’d grown up hearing the stories of when he and my grandfather ruled the world, but I had no idea what to make of him as a person. 

      “Oh? How so?”

      Gran stopped what she was doing and turned to face me.

      “He talked to everyone else in the room but me. Well, he scolded me about the timing on one of the songs.”

      “Relax, darling,” she said as she fastened her bracelet. “He’s probably just as nervous as you.”

      “I’m not nervous. I know these songs like the back of my hand.”

      “Right,” she said as she looked me up and down. “And that’s why your shirt is misbuttoned.”

      I ran my hand down my shirt, and sure enough, I’d missed a button and the thing had a big bump in the middle sticking out from my vest. I went about undoing and redoing my shirt and vest. You’d think by the age of thirty, I’d be able to dress myself. You’d be wrong, apparently. 

      “Yeah, well, his infuriating grandson has probably told him terrible things about me.”

      “Oh, nonsense. Shane is a good boy.”

      “Boy? He’s two years older than me.”

      “You two have more in common than you’d think.”

      “He’s determined to be rude to me, so I guess I’ll never know.” 

      She was right in the sense that we came from similar backgrounds, but that’s where the similarities ended. I put together a band of unique artists interested in playing smart rock music with a point and a backbone. Shane was a hotheaded, brilliant musician who, instead of following in his grandfather’s footsteps, had chosen to while away his time in a mediocre albeit popular metal band. He could do so much better. 

      “Maybe if you two walked a mile in each other’s shoes, you’d get along. Speaking of which, do you have to wear those shoes?”

      I looked at my feet and back at her. “My Chucks? Of course, I’m wearing my Chucks. They’re custom-made. Most comfortable shoes I own.” I’d managed to get a sponsorship from Converse a few years back and they made some amazing inserts for people like me, who are on our feet a lot and need more support than your average skater or ball player. Now more than ever I had to take care of my feet, so I lived in these damned shoes. I’d chosen my gold sparkly ones tonight to match the tuxedo, so they really stood out. 

      She exhaled through her nose and raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re lucky you’re so handsome,” she said as she fastened her dangly diamond earrings. “You get away with a lot more that way.”

      “And you wouldn’t let just anyone escort you tonight. Right. You said that already.” She could tease me all she wanted. I knew how much she loved me. 

      “Are you almost ready? Or do you have more metal to put in your head?”

      She smiled sweetly at me and I rolled my eyes. I adjusted my septum piercing and ran my fingers over the thick silver rings in both ears. I had a stud through my tongue as well. 

      “I think I’m good.” I crossed my eyes at her and she wrinkled her nose. Then her smile morphed into that grandmotherly look of concern she’d had frequently as of late.

      “How about you? How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay. All good.”

      A trip to the doctor when I returned home after our tour landed me a brand-spankin’-new Type 2 diabetes diagnosis and a whole host of pamphlets, apps on my phone, and gadgets. I was young for an illness like this, but thanks to years of regular drinking and smoking, very little sleep, and a pervasive family history that I knew nothing about—thanks to my bio dad—it was time I started making some changes, and Grandma was all too ready to see me change.

      I’m not changing the shoes, though. I mentally stuck my tongue out at her. 

      “You had enough to eat today?”

      “Yes, Gran, I’m fine. I’ll be all right.” I hope. 

      “Good. Because we can’t both be falling apart tonight.” She winked at me. 

      “Right. Like you’d ever fall apart in public.” Oh, sure, she was prone to the occasional dramatic histrionics at home from time to time. But never in the public eye.

      “There’s a first time for everything, my darling.”

      She threw a lipstick and some breath mints in her tiny purse, showed me that she had my inhaler and a package of crackers in there in case I needed them. 

      “Thank you,” I said, feeling six years old again, which was when I came to live with her and Papa. 

      My phone buzzed, letting me know our car had arrived. I helped her into her coat and we made our way downstairs and to the lobby of the hotel, where a dude in the black suit was waiting to whisk us away to the ceremony. Gran slipped her hand through my offered arm and I leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. 

      “Chin up, tits out,” she muttered. 

      “I’ll try to remember that.”

      She subtly hip-bumped me and put on her most dazzling smile, no doubt practicing for the evening ahead.

      I loved this woman, owed her my life, and I would stand by her side no matter what. I wanted her to be happy. She deserved happy. 

      As for me? I just needed to survive without making a fool of myself. I knew I was good enough to keep up with the likes of Bruce Duncan, but he’d rattled me more than I let on at that rehearsal. The idea that I wouldn’t do my grandfather’s music justice terrified me. 

      My career may not have happened if it weren’t for my connection to one of rock’s greatest artists of all time, despite the fact that I was talented enough in my own right. I’d never intentionally ridden his coattails, but I never turned down a connection or networking opportunity, either. My family got me in the door, my playing and singing got me and my band a record deal, and our collective hard work won us two Grammys, sold-out shows around the world, and a platinum-selling album.

      Papa taught me everything I needed to know to launch my career. I would do him proud tonight. 

      And if that meant dealing with the likes of Bruce Duncan or his aggravating grandson, Shane Butler, so be it.
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      Shane

      

      Teeth-chattering is not very metal.

      I pulled my suit coat a little tighter and tried not to shiver. 

      It was bad enough having to fly out to New York in the wintertime, but then to have to get dressed up in a damn monkey suit and play nice? The worst. I was surly about the whole thing and doing a terrible job of hiding it from my beloved grandfather.

      “You could have stayed home,” he teased. “I know you had a whole weekend of…what are you playing now?”

      “Fuck off,” I said with a laugh, knowing full well he was going to give me shit about my obsession with Warhammer, a humble pastime that kept me sane in between tours.

      “As long as we can both agree I’m the hippest one in this car.”

      “Yeah,” I snorted. “You’re the hippest, hep cat.”

      It was fun joking around with Pops, but I knew he was trying to distract me from my beef with this whole Rock Hall of Fame bullshit.

      “I can’t believe the committee asked his band to play the tribute and not yours. So wrong.”

      “Now, Shane,” Pops answered in his lilting Irish accent. “I have no problem playing with Stellar and letting Boone Collins take the lead. It gives the show buy-in with the younger fans and might get us some movement. It’s been a while since the band has had a moment in the sun.”

      We rode in a stretch limo from our hotel to the venue, and I wished I was anywhere else. I loved being my grandfather’s escort, don’t get me wrong, but I hated New York. Nothing good ever happened in this city, and even though my band spent a lot of time here, I never felt comfortable. Always felt like a small fish in a big sea when I should feel on top of the world. 

      “I just think since you co-wrote most of the songs from California, you should be the one singing.”

      Pops shook his head. He knew he wasn’t going to convince me that Boone was a great guy. That ship sailed a long time ago.

      “He’s got that voice, though. Even better than John’s.”

      I grunted my reluctant agreement. Boone Collins had the most sultry and sensual tenor in all of rock music. He had more range than Elvis, more sex appeal than Jim Morrison, and more balls than Mick Jagger and Steven Tyler combined when he was onstage.

      And yet he was a total prick in person. 

      “Anyhow, it’ll be great to play the songs. I’m glad Vera Jean will be there.”

      Pops got a thoughtful smile on his face whenever he mentioned John’s widow. She was a nice enough lady, did a helluva lot to support the LGBTQ+ community and folks in the music industry who were in need. 

      But how my grandfather could be so charitable after everything that had happened to him as a result of his friendship with John Boone was beyond me. John had been painted as the hero after California split up over “personal differences”—yeah, John insisted they keep their drama to themselves so he would continue looking like the good guy. But I knew the truth. I seethed whenever I heard people gushing over John Boone and his schoolboy grandson.

      Meanwhile, Pops spent twenty years nearly killing himself while touring with hired guns until he finally mended fences and reunited with the other former members of California. They formed the band Brothers, and their collaboration was a massive success, a comeback that lasted over a decade. Now mostly retired, Brothers played the occasional casino tour or Vegas residency, but Pops spent most of his time alone these days. 

      “I heard you talking to Mack the other day. You guys still planning the anniversary tour?”

      “We’re talking about it. Mack said there’s a lot of interest, but I’m not sure how many of the guys are physically up to it.”

      I knew he was happiest on the road, even though it was terrible on him physically, as well. I hated to think he’d miss out. 

      “Maybe a few festival dates? A livestream or Pay-Per-View show would be cool⁠—”

      “Let’s just get through tonight. I know yer always onto the next set of plans.”

      “Yeah, you know. Headed up to Oregon to Bolder Breed Studios for a stretch, then rehearsals for Rocktoberfest. Then a tour in November and December before the album comes out. Gotta stay busy to stay relevant.”

      He gave me a sad smile. “Probably drives yer bandmates nuts, huh?” 

      I cracked my knuckles and stretched my neck out. “Probably. But it’s why they’ve all got sports cars and big fancy houses.”

      Pops slapped his hand down on top of my thigh and squeezed. “I’m so damned proud of ye, ye know that don’t ye?”

      I patted his hand. “Thanks.” 

      I did know, and I was grateful. Grateful for him. If my parents would have had a say, I’d be working some boring nine-to-five out in the valley with a husband and two-point-whatever kids. My mother hadn’t spoken to me—well, not civilly—since I’d left home fifteen years ago to make it as a musician. She wouldn’t admit she was wrong when she said I’d never amount to anything if I pursued music, and so I had nothing to say to her. Or my father, who let her run the show without ever standing up for me. 

       The limousine pulled up in front of the Barclays Center and we stepped out to the familiar sounds of screaming fans and the flashing lights of cameras. Many voices shouted out my grandfather’s name, but even more shouted mine, which was always weird. I wished they all appreciated him as much as I did. 

      I put my hand on his back and waved to the crowd, loving the smile on his face. People didn’t recognize his genius as much as I’d like, but there were definitely adoring fans here. 

      Once we were inside the lobby, we were whisked away to our table and there were lots of well-wishers who stopped by and said their hellos. Grandpa and I gave plenty of hugs and backslaps. There were so many faces, I started to lose track.

      Until I saw the one that made my blood boil.

      Damn that Boone Collins, looking like the devil he was in his navy-blue velvet tuxedo. He’d lost weight since the last time I’d seen him, and his long auburn hair curled handsomely around pronounced cheekbones under deep-set innocent-looking blue eyes. He wore his long hair parted in the middle from a widow’s peak and it was always so damn healthy looking, it was as if he’d stepped off a modeling shoot. Premature balding hadn’t affected him, no. I was the lucky one in that department. I finally started buzzing mine to the scalp about five years ago, which I got complimented on, but still. What did they say about plumage and the male of the species? It was our glory or some shit? It felt like I’d had my damned peacock feathers plucked out. 

      Oh well. Some people thought bald was beautiful. I’d have to go with that. 

      Vera Jean walked in on Boone’s arm looking like she was at the Oscars rather than the Rock Hall Induction Ceremony. She was a stunner, to say the least. But she’d always seemed like she was too good for the plebes in the music business. The sea of people parted to let them through to the table next to ours. I hated that I couldn’t take my eyes off of them and tried to force myself to remain sitting when my grandfather practically launched himself in her direction. 

      Here we go. 

      I hurried after Pops, though why, I don’t know. Did I think I’d keep him from embarrassing himself? That I’d save him from getting his feelings hurt? I’ve no clue what I hoped to accomplish, but I followed nonetheless and planted myself at his side with my hands clasped in front of me like some burly bodyguard. I even had my stupid sunglasses on still, why? To protect myself? To hide the eye rolling?

      Whatever my reason, I was acting like the quintessential douchey rockstar, and I hated it. Boone Collins always seemed to bring it out in me. 

      “Vera Jean, you look lovely.” 

      Pops took her hand and kissed it as though he was a knight or some shit. But I saw what maybe no one else did. First, his sheer happiness at being near her…and her grand dame façade slip to a genuine smile. Her eyes watered. I’d never seen the glamorous woman let her guard down at all, and yet here she was, having a moment. With my grandfather. 

      And Boone saw it too. He moved to support her, placing an arm behind her back. He whispered something in her ear and she gave him a nod. 

      “It’s wonderful to see you, Bruce. It’s been too long.” She pulled him closer by the hand and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek.

      And he blushed. 

      “How are you, Shane?”

      I almost didn’t see Boone’s extended hand; I was so caught up in my grandfather’s reunion, I’d missed Boone’s attempt at a greeting. By the time I noticed, he’d pulled his hand back.

      “Or not,” he said with an eye roll. 

      Shit. There was no recovering from that.

      “Collins.” I kicked my chin out in his direction. “Hope you’ve been practicing. Sounded like there was some trouble in rehearsal,” I said. I couldn’t help myself. He needed to be taken down a peg. 

      “Shane.” I didn’t miss the warning in Pops’s tone.

      Boone’s returning smile was so condescending, I wanted to slap it away. 

      “I can certainly handle my own. I was practically born playing this music.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t write it.” 

      Why did I have such animosity toward a guy who shouldn’t matter to me? Maybe because my whole life I’d heard how great he was, how successful he was, and damn if I wasn’t a little jealous. 

      “Shane, that was very thoughtful of you to donate your piano to the auction.” Vera Jean was irresistible, and she had impeccable timing. It was hard to accept her compliments, and yet she always had them. “You’ve always been so generous to the foundation.” 

      She held out her hand, and I shook it. 

      “It’s the least I could do.”

      She gave my hand an extra squeeze before she turned her attention back to Pops. 

      “He’s so much like you,” she said, squeezing Pops’s biceps. 

      “He’s smarter, more handsome, and more talented…but similar, yes,” Pops said, and he winked at me. 

      “Whatever.” I hated this shit. The compliments, the kissing up, the fake humility. My pops meant it, but I hated the one-up bullshit.

      The house lights flickered and it was time to take our seats. Pops and Vera Jean shared one last smile and turned to go—but this interlude wasn’t over. 

      “He’s right, you know.”

      I felt Boone at my back, and it raised my hackles. I turned to face him and was surprised at his proximity, but not enough to step back.

      “He’s what?”

      Boone did that big blue-eyed demure thing he does that’s sold Stellar a million albums. It didn’t work on me. No. His “thing” didn’t work on me. At all.

      “Your grandfather’s right. You are smarter, more handsome, more talented.”

      Fire shot straight down my spine. Was I pissed? Furious? Or something else? 

      “The fuck you talking about, College Boy? You don’t know anything.”

      His goddamned blue eyes flared, and he flinched at my words. I think? Or did I imagine it? 

      “Right,” he said with a smirk. “I don’t know anything. Keep telling yourself that.”

      I saw red and acted before I could even consider where I was or who was around. I pushed him. Not hard, but still. He stumbled back with a laugh, and crashed into fucking Roger Taylor from Queen, who patted him on the shoulder and moved on to his seat. And then he was right back in my face. Still laughing. Was he laughing at me? Was he covering up his embarrassment? Or did he really want a piece of me? 

      “Boys,” Pops snapped. “This is not the time or the place.”

      Vera Jean caught Boone’s eye and somehow managed to smile at him and give him a “how dare you” look at the same time. The woman had a gift. 

      My heart was still pounding in my ears as Pops led me to our table. Boone stared me down the whole way to his seat, and even as he lowered himself into the chair, he kept glaring his challenge my way. What was his game? What the hell was he trying to prove? Why the hell did he have to say anything? Why the hell did I always let him get a rise out of me?

      “Why do you let him get a rise out of you?” Pops asked close to my ear. The bastard and I were still staring at each other, and I knew for certain if you took my blood pressure right then it would’ve been through the roof. I downed my water and reached for the pitcher to pour another one.

      “He’s the one…he just…he’s always…grrrr.” I felt my nostrils flare as I looked at him across the aisle, smiling and laughing with Vera Jean. 

      Prick.

      Someone was speaking over the PA but my heart still thundered in my ears, quieter now but still. Then I heard the opening chug-a-chug-a-chug-a of “Edge of Midnight,” and I realized the show had begun. The ever-magical Stevie Nicks had taken the stage, and all eyes were on her. 

      Except Boone’s. 

      And mine.

      Why the hell was he still staring at me? Why did he always do this?

      Why did staring back make my heart beat faster?

      I told myself over and over to stop giving him the power to set me off, but there was just something about him that made me…weak. Which was probably why I reacted. Definitely why I reacted. But what the weakness was about, I hadn’t figured out. Shit like this had happened every time we ran into each other over the past few years.

      Well, someday we were going to have it out, because I was sick of him acting like he was better than me when we both put our fucking pants on one leg at a time. 

      Why the hell am I thinking about his pants?
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      Boone

      

      God, he’s hot when he’s mad. 

      I half listened to Stevie Nicks and The Cure perform because I couldn’t stop thinking about the drama that had just played out.

      In all the times that Shane Butler and I had faced off, he’d never gone speechless like that, and all I could think about was how to make him do it again. Because never in all of our years inhabiting the same planet had I ever walked away from one of our arguments feeling like the victor, and tonight I did. Maybe it was my ego flexing because it knew I needed to be in rare form in order to perform for these people tonight. But it had to be more than that.

      I liked knowing that Shane reacted to me. I’d touched a nerve. 

      All I’d wanted to do was let him know that I saw him. I saw how hard he worked, toiling away with his band, and I knew that with them, he’d peaked. He could be so much greater. He had a brilliance that could reach across genres and touch so many people if only he’d get out of his own way. He was a renaissance man like Trent Reznor, Dave Grohl and Jack White, living in an Emo world he should have outgrown by now. Those teenagers who grew up with his posters on their walls had moved on. Well, most of them, and he could be so much more. 

      I wanted to write with him. Create with him. But he hated me. Haaated me. With a passion that started wars. He hated me the way Helen of Troy’s face launched a thousand ships. And I couldn’t figure out why. I’d spoken highly of him in the press, I sang his praise every time I was asked about him. Our families hadn’t socialized often despite the fact that our grandfathers had been best friends at one point, but he was a constant presence in my life from the minute I picked up a guitar and the comparisons began. 

      Movement grabbed my attention, and I looked over to see Bruce stand up, shake hands with fellow musicians and move to the stage. I’d be playing with him in a few minutes, and I was ready. After my little sparring match with Shane, I was so ready. 

      “You’re going to be great, Boone.”

      I turned to smile at my grandmother and kissed her cheek. “I know.” If I said it, I’d have to be great.

      I wished I could get up and pace. It felt weird to just stand up and walk onstage, sling on a guitar and start playing. 

      The Cure finished their set, there was a lighting change, and then my grandfather’s face lit up the screen. His long sideburns and flowing locks identified the picture as from the late ’70s, which was just after California had broken up. A round of applause filled the place and the spotlight shone on Bruce Duncan as he ascended the steps to the stage. He waved as he took his place behind the microphone. 

      “John Boone was a lot of things to a lot of people. At different times of my life, he played different roles. My musical collaborator, my sparring partner, my nemesis, my best friend, my rival. He was the creative force behind a legendary rock band, and then had a solo career that was the envy of all of his peers.”

      “Time to go,” my drummer Brandon said, and we all stood from the table to make our way down to the front. I shook out my hands on the walk and tried to center myself. I took a moment to say a silent prayer. 

      “Papa, if you’re listening, I could use a little of your magic right about now. I want to celebrate you in the manner you deserve, and I want to make this entire auditorium weep. I know that’s ambitious, but it’s what you taught me to do. Help me make you and Gran proud. I love you, old man.”  

      Bruce was still talking as we got to the foot of the stage, and I realized that actually, the committee had done a great job in choosing him to do the induction. Bruce knew my grandfather in ways I never would, the ways that counted to the people in this room. He was a witness to my grandfather’s greatest rock ’n’ roll moments, where I’d merely read the history books and heard second- and third-hand tales. Everything happens for a reason, and I had a warm feeling in my chest for the old man tonight. It was obvious how much Bruce cared for Grandpa Boone. 

      “Competing with John meant becoming a better songwriter. I never would have written a song like ‘Paisley,’ which remains my greatest accomplishment as a musician. He pushed me to be better in all aspects of my life, even when it meant losing the woman I loved. John, you may have gotten the girl, but the song is mine.” 

      Laughter filled the arena, along with applause, but my hearing had hollowed out. I turned to my band and they all gawked at me. 

      “Bruce and Vera Jean?” Brandon asked in awe.

      “‘Paisley’ is about your grandmother?” my bass player, Brandon’s twin sister Annie, chimed in. 

      “Dude, this is epic! You could have been related to Shane Butler.” Brandon usually got a pass for being a dumbass, and thankfully Annie stepped in to handle her brother’s smartassery, because I was dumbfounded.

      He wrote “Paisley” for Gran?

      And then it was time to take the stage. I walked to my spot, took the guitar from the tech, nodded to Annie and Brandon to make sure they were set, and then I turned and looked at Bruce. 

      And he smiled at me like the damn cat who ate the canary. 

      Who the hell was this man to⁠—

      He played the opening riff to “Too Late,” one of California’s biggest hits, and I nearly missed my cue to join in. When I did, I let everything fall away, looked out over the crowd and sang as though my grandfather was sitting in the front row. Forget the fact that it was actually the members of Def Leppard sitting in my line of sight. If I turned the other way, I’d see Janet Jackson…I did my best to channel her attitude and sang my fucking heart out. 

      Bruce was there to my right, watching me, keeping a furious rhythm. He played his Gibson hard. I imagined he broke a lot of strings on tour. Papa had always had a gentler touch when he played, and his notes flowed effortlessly. Bruce’s playing had a percussive quality to it that gave California that signature sound.

      When it came time for his solo, he moved to the center of the stage and I stepped back, watching him in awe. For an old guy, he sure had that spark inside him. I was honored to be onstage with him, and I momentarily forgot that I was furious about his little revelation.

      When it was time for me to pick back up with the vocals, I approached and he remained at the mic. We sang together, so close our guitars knocked, and I saw the sheer joy in his face to be singing the songs that he’d poured his heart and soul into. He could still hit the notes, too, with volume. The smile on my face was just as genuine. I wished once more I could have been alive to see them play together back in the day. 

      The song ended, the applause was thunderous, and we launched into another California hit. Bruce and I traded riffs, and we fell into a rhythm I hadn’t been sure we could achieve together after he’d ignored me at rehearsal. 

      And then it was time for “Paisley.” 

      I handed my guitar over to the tech and returned to the mic. I brushed my hair back from my face and took a deep breath. 

      

      “Go up to the canyon, they said

      She’ll greet you with a smile

      And when you’re feelin’ low, they said

      She’ll tell you stay awhile

      

      And the stars always shine upon her

      Ain’t no one make you feel finer

      Lemon sun drops all around her

      Ain’t no way you’ll ever forget her

      

      My love dressed in paisley

      Come away with me maybe

      What is it about he

      Why won’t you choose me?

      

      Go up to the canyon, I did 

      She greeted me with a smile 

      She knew someday I’d go

      She begged me to stay awhile

      

      But his star shines bright for her

      Ain’t no one makes her feel finer

      I could orbit all around her

      But then I would regret her

      

      My love dressed in paisley

      Come away with me maybe

      What is it about he

      Why don’t you choose me?”

      

      As the song finished, as the applause and shouts from the audience filled the arena, I stared at Bruce, dumbfounded. 

      He smiled back at me as though to say, “I’m sorry you found out like this, but I’m not sorry.”

      This was one of my favorite songs to play. Ever. And when it was over, I could barely breathe. It wasn’t my asthma, though. More like all of the oxygen had been eaten up by the sheer emotional weight of the evening.

      John Boone had touched so many people with his music and had forever changed the lives of those around him, both in good ways and ways that broke hearts. I never imagined that one of those hearts might have been his best friend’s.

      Whether I wanted to or not, I had to know. 

      Bruce put his arm around me and pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tight. “Thank you for sharing that with me,” he said in my ear. “I’m sure you’ll have questions, but not here, not now.” 

      And then he was gone, shaking hands and back slapping with everyone offstage. 

      And we had two more songs to play.

      We coasted through two of Papa’s biggest solo hits to riotous cheers from the audience. I’d lost my focus, however. I was in a daze until we took a big bow and walked offstage.

      “What did he say to you?”

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I was stunned. The weight of what I’d just heard, and the performance that followed, was crushing me. I needed to sit down. The adrenaline was leaving my body and I had the shakes. I probably needed to put my head between my knees. 

      Sounds were muddied and spots appeared in my vision. I knew my band was right behind me, and I felt Annie’s hand on my back. She guided me to a spot in an empty hallway and pushed me down on a bench. 

      “Fucking incredible,” Brandon said as he did a victory dance, bouncing his knees out and in while walking around on his tiptoes. “That old guy is rad!”

      My hands tingled like pins and needles and the room started to spin. I leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes. 

      “Shut up, dumbass! Get him some water,” Annie yelled to her brother. 

      Brandon grabbed a roadie with a headset and asked him for some water. 

      “You sounded brilliant,” Annie said, giving my hand a squeeze. “Truly. I’ve never cried over that damn song, and you had me bawling like a baby.”

      I opened one eye and sure enough, her black mascara was smudged. 

      All I could do was grin.

      “Great job, kid.”

      Bruce walked by with his guitar tech as he used a towel to wipe his face. 

      I couldn’t speak. Which was good. I didn’t know whether I wanted to hug him and weep or punch him in the mouth, which would be wrong. The guy was in his 70s. 

      I lifted a hand and waved at him, which was probably the smartest bet. 

      “You okay to go back to the table?” 

      Brandon handed me a bottle of water. I gulped half of it down, and then coughed as some of it took the wrong pipe to my lung. 

      “Just a minute,” I said. I hated being fucked up after a performance. I’d been feeling shitty the last several months on tour, and when my bloodwork came back with an 8.2 A1C and a fasting blood sugar reading of over 180, it was enough to be diagnosed with diabetes. I did everything I could to change my diet, but some things were tougher to deal with, like a regular sleep schedule, exercise in between bus rides…I started medication and that was helping some.

      The only thing that was going to help me right now was to get back to the hotel and crash. 

      “What was that little shoving match with Butler about earlier?” Annie asked me. Apparently, they’d had an excellent view for that interlude. 

      I couldn’t help the shit-eating grin that spread across my face. “Saw that, did you?”

      Annie shook her head. “What did you say?”

      “Told him I wanted him to bend me over a couch.”

      “You did not!”

      I burst out laughing and coughed again, my body letting me know I needed my inhaler. Too much stress for one night. But laughing helped. Remembering the look on Shane’s face? Priceless. 

      “I didn’t. But it doesn’t matter what I say to him, he hates me.”

      “Yeah, well, hatred, and wanting to tear your clothes off and lick you like a popsicle must be the same emotion to him, because that’s the vibe I got.”

      My eyes bugged out. “No way.”

      “Way,” Brandon said. “He wants your ass baaad.” 

      I threw my empty bottle at him, but I was still smiling. 

      Could it be that Shane Butler had something other than hatred on his mind? Could a round of angry sex with the gorgeous man make him hate me less? Tempting.

      But then I thought about our grandparents making eyes at each other, and I shuddered. 

      Uh-uh. 

      No way. 

      Bruce Duncan better take care with my beloved gran. Old man or not, I’d take him out. 

      And if his grandson didn’t like it…well…

      Shane Butler could kiss my…something.
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