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Dreams





World turns black and white 

Pictures in an empty room

Your love starts fallin' down

Better change your tune

Yeah, you reach for the golden ring

Reach for the sky

Baby, just spread your wings

And get higher and higher

Straight up we'll climb

We'll get higher and higher

Leave it all behind

Run, run, run away

Like a train runnin' off the track

Got the truth bein' left behind

Fall between the cracks

Standin' on broken dreams

Never losin' sight, ah

Well, just spread your wings

We'll get higher and higher

Straight up we'll climb

We'll get higher and higher

Leave it all behind

So baby, dry your eyes

Save all the tears you've cried

Oh, that's what dreams are made of

'Cause we belong In a world that must be strong

Oh, that's what dreams are made of

Yeah, we'll get higher and higher

Straight up we'll climb

Higher and higher

Leave it all behind

Oh, we'll get higher and higher

Who knows what we'll find

So baby, dry your eyes

Save all the tears you've cried

Oh, that's what dreams are made of

Oh baby, we belong In a world that must be strong

Oh, that's what dreams are made of 

And in the end

On dreams we will depend

'Cause that's what love is made of

-Dreams by Van Halen

Source: Musixmatch

Songwriters: Anthony Michael / Van Halen Edward / Van Halen Alex / Hagar Sammy R

Dreams lyrics © Wb Music Corp., Mugambi Publishing, Atlas Music Group
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Chapter 1


Jett





If this guy clears his throat one more time, I’m going to punch him in the throat. Tom, I think his name is. The dude interviewing us is clearly way out of his element, practically shitting in his pants as he asks us questions that he’s been spoon fed from some network executive. The paper he holds between his legs with questions scrawled on it, is quivering with his nerves, and I want so badly to take him out of his misery and just start spewing shit on camera, but our manager, Dick, told us to take it easy on him. He’s someone’s nephew and as green as he seems. 

The Flock of Seagulls haircut is annoying as hell, too.  There’s a pair of clippers in Slick’s room, he’s our lead singer, and I’d love nothing more than to go grab them, pin this shithead down, and shave his locks off.  Don’t get me started on the fluorescent shoes.  “What made you decide to take part in this music festival?” he asks.  Besides the million dollars an hour we’re being paid? Is what I want to say, but I refrain.  

“It’s perfect timing.” Slick says.  “We couldn’t say no with us going out on tour in the next few months.”

I’m bored and dying for a smoke.  Crush, our drummer, is exchanging looks with me, like he’s thinking the same thing.  

“Are you singing any of your new songs?” the dipshit asks.

“We might squeeze in a few, but we’ll save them for the tour.” I interject.

Slick adds to my thought.  “We can’t play too much new stuff on account of the songs not being released yet.”

“Yeah, if we get any radio play in, even in the next day, we might, but otherwise we’ll stick to the older stuff.” I add.

We’re here in Oklahoma, getting ready to perform in what has been dubbed one of the biggest concert events of this decade, Rock Jam Nineteen Eighty-Five.  What’s more is that our newest album, our third, is scheduled to be released this month, so the timing couldn’t be better.  We credit our record company for acting fast on this one, getting a heads-up from concert promoters, and pushing the deadline up for our tracks to be recorded in time to ride the promotional waves.  Terry, our producer, and Roy, our engineer, have been pulling all-nighters with us for weeks, getting this album complete.

The sunglasses hide the bags under my eyes, and I have bandages on every one of my fingers from strumming my axe so much. But I love it.  I want to die playing my guitar.  If I get a choice, that is.  I’m sitting in this trailer, which is kind of like one of them portables we had in high school, all lined up at the back parking lot, to handle overflow.  This place smells of mildew, like a cheap motel that I’ve grown to be so accustomed to over the years.  The chairs are those school grade ones with a wooden seat and a metal frame, and the backdrop is the wooden panelling that you see in my parent’s basement.

“Jett, you care to comment on the headline in the paper about you and the groupie?” shithead asks, and he looks twice, as if he can’t believe he asked that, and if he could, he’d take it back.  His look is apologetic, and I decide to let him off the hook.

“Alleged groupie, I believe it said.” I correct.  “And it was a rag, not a paper, so no, I don’t care to comment.”

The article said I’d been caught fucking some groupie in the backseat of a limousine while attending a private screening of some dumb shit movie that Dick made us go to because they used a piece of one of our hit songs off our first album in it. The movie sucked. The chick I was with sucked pretty good, though, but I didn’t get caught doing anything.  There wasn’t even incriminating evidence in the picture. They used a still from earlier in the evening.  It was someone with a big mouth and nothing better to rag about.  It could have even been the chick who blew me for all I know.  Chicks do shit like that.  

Dipshit looks at his notes, and I feel like he’s starting to get comfortable in his shoes, because the paper isn’t trembling anymore.  “You got tickets?” I ask, gesturing at him with my chin.

“Err…no, sir.” He says, shaking his head.

“You mean you don’t get free ones for doing this interview?” Zane asks, teasing.

Dipshit smiles.  “No, sir.”

“Dick, give the man tickets.” I say to our manager.  “Jesus, the poor kid should at least get that.”

Dipshit seems to calm more.  “Jett, how many hours a day do you practice?” he asks, without even looking at his paper.

I frown.  “Mmm…it’s more like how many hours don’t I practice, man.”

“Yeah, Jett’s got his guitar on him all the time.  The only reason why he hasn’t got one on him right now is because he couldn’t talk your camera guy into putting the chairs further apart.  He’d have me holding his guitar for him if he had his way about it.” Zane is thumbing at me as he sits next to me.  

“The man sleeps with his guitar.  When he sleeps.” Crush adds.

“And what about you, Slick?” Dipshit asks. “How many hours a day do you practice singing?”

“Singing or writing songs, man…I’m always doing one or the other.” Slick answers honestly.

“And what do you do in your spare time for fun?” 

“Music is our fun, man.” I answer honestly.  “If it was like work, we wouldn’t do it.” 

Dipshit seems genuinely impressed.  I’m starting to like him.  “What sort of feel would you say that this new album has?  Is it the same good-time party vibe as the others, or is it a little bit different?” Nice.  I tilt my head, impressed.  Dipshit may have class after all.

“I heard someone give a perfect description of our music the other day.  I wish like hell that I could think of who it was, but I can’t.” I say.  “The dude said that when he listens to our music, it’s like a dog hanging his head out the car window wearing sunglasses.  It’s just…cool.”

“Yeah, the kind you raise a thumb for when you hear the guy in the car next to you listening to the same tune, man.” Slick adds.

I lift my hand, giving Slick credit.  “Exactly.”

Dipshit smiles.  He’s starting to loosen up and have some fun.  I haven’t heard him clear his throat in the last five minutes.  

“Are you guys nervous at all?  Are you used to performing with so many other artists?”

“Naw, man, we get along great with everybody.” I lie.  Well, we try to get along, but let’s face it, God created assholes, and most of them are in the music industry.  Like the band that we first toured with. The lead singer is some hotshot with a dick bigger than his brain.  I was carrying my prized amp that I don’t let any other motherfucker carry, into the venue we were performing at. The motherfucker was ahead of me and I asked him if he could hold the door open for me.  He turned around to glance at me. Here I’m thinking that he’ll hold it open, no problem.  The door slams in my fucking face five seconds later, so I almost drop my fucking amp on my goddamn foot.  I get inside the place and ask what the fuck is up his ass.  You know what he says to me?  “You open for me, you hold the fucking door for me, asshole.”  You see what I’m saying?

“You guys do seem pretty cool.” Dipshit laughs, and I swear to God I hear his voice crack with pubescence.  I bet he can’t even grow a beard yet, but he’s cool, so I like him.  

“Thanks, man.  You’re pretty cool, too.  You got a girl, man?” I ask, nodding, holding an unlit cigarette in my mouth, hoping to hell someone will light it for me.  And then I see the crooked ‘no smoking’ sign on the wall and take the cancer stick out of my fucking mouth, rolling my eyes.

“No.  Not yet.” He chuckles shyly.  Smart kid.  Stay away from the chicks, unless it’s for a blow job or something.  They’re nothing but fucking trouble, unless they’re fans, of course.  I had me a girl or two back at home, but they either give you a fucking ultimatum, you know?  Like it’s them or my music, or else they’re after you for your money.  I have yet to meet a straight up girl, and don’t get me wrong, I’m not looking, either.

“Want me to fix you up, dude?” Slick teases.

Dipshit just chuckles again.  I’m starting to like him.  We can hear the soundchecks going on from the field next to us, where the stage is.  It’s this huge football field where they have an outdoor stadium.  Even bigger than the biggest venue that we’ve played in.  Performances start tonight.  We go on about halfway through, and then we’re on again tomorrow during the day, and on the third day, too, but at night again.  We did our soundchecks just before this interview, so I’m guessing that the band doing their soundchecks is doing their interview next.

“Will you play ‘Fuss’?” he asks.  And then I get it.  He’s a fan.  How cool is that?

“Sure, we’ll play it.” Slick says with enthusiasm.  We already know that we’ll have to change our set list after each performance, to keep it fresh, but ‘Fuss’ gets the most radio play, so we want to play that.  Plus, it’s the tune that has the freshest sound because of this wicked lick that I use during my solo. There is zero overdubbing in the recording of that tune, so it sounds live the same way it sounds on the record.  Fans love it that way, so we try for that each time.

Dipshit is about to ask us another question, when we hear some scuffle going on outside.  Some chick is screaming at the top of her lungs for somebody to help her.

“Yo, dude, cut the tape, man.” I say, rising.

The cameraman lifts his head from behind the lens, and the little red light goes off.

“What the fuck’s going on out there?” I ask, and Zane is poking his face out the tiny trailer window.  Next thing we know this chick comes barrelling into the room, screaming bloody murder, with Chris, one of our security dudes trying to grab her.

“Whoa!  Whoa!  Lady!  What the hell are you doing!” Chris shouts, finally getting her arm.

She’s tall and lank, with a baggy white t-shirt that has ‘Relax’ in bold pink letters on the front and pink leggings to match.  Her neon pink hair sash is gauze and loosened, so it sits even more askew than intended.  “Some shithead attacked me outside!” she squeals.

“There’s nobody outside, freak!” Chris scoffs.  

“How the hell did she get in here, man?” Zane asks.

“I was radioed by the stage crew. Got distracted. She barrelled in here like a bat out of hell.  She must have hopped the fence or something, or she fucking blew one of the other security guys, so he’d let her in.”

She pulls her arm free from him, giving him a look like he’s manhandled her, which he kind of has.  “I’m your biggest fan, you guys.  I love ‘Fuss’.  I play it so often I’ve nearly worn my record out.” She says.

“Let’s go, freak.” Chris says, taking her arm again.

I lift my hand.  “Hey, dude. Let her stay.  If it meant that much to her to come meet us, why not?”

“Are you fucking out of your mind, Jett?  The woman’s a lunatic!” Chris argues.

“She’s just a fan, man.  Just let her stay for a minute.” 

“Yeah, man.  We’ll get her a picture and an autograph.  It’ll be fine.” Slick says.

Chris is pissed off.  “Fine.  But I’m not leaving her in here with you alone, and then she’s getting escorted out.”

“Take it easy.” Zane scoffs.  “Look, we didn’t get here from turning fans away, man.  She’s not going to hurt us.”

The girl is smiling brightly.  “You guys are the best. And I’m sorry for lying, but you…you have no idea.” She starts to sob.  “Your music…it touches me.” Slick puts his arm around her.  “That’s what we do, man.  We reach out and touch people.  You saying that just means that we’re doing a good job.”

“You’re doing a fabulous job.  I’ve had the worst year of my life, and if it hadn’t been for your music, I don’t know where I’d be.  I just…I wanted you to know that.”

“Well, we appreciate that, kid.” I say.  “Hey, you got a camera on you?”

“No, because I know that they’ll confiscate it at the gate.”

“Did you get tickets?” Crush asks.

“Not yet. I’m not proud of how I got in here.” she admits.

Crush looks up at Chris, who is none too pleased.  “Hey, man, call up and put her name on the V.I.P. list.”

“What’s your name, seniorita?” Slick asks.

“Taylor.  Taylor Crane.”

Chris smirks snidely but he calls in the request.  When he’s finished, he points at us. “You guys get attacked, it’s your ass.”

“We pay you to protect us, not to judge our fans, man.” I say.

“What the fuck do you think I’m trying to do, asshole?  You think I was fucking knitting out there?” he points outside.  If he weren’t related to my favorite roadie, Jim, I’d fire his ass right now.  He’s so angry that spittle is flying out of his mouth as he shouts.  He’s got the perfect temperament for what he does, I’ll give him that.

“Never mind him.” Slick says to Taylor.  “You got something we can sign for you, babe?”

She looks down at her shirt.  “Can you all sign this?” 

“Sure.” Slick shrugs.  

There is a cup full of pens on a small metal table by the door.  Slick fishes out one of them fancy permanent marker deals, and we all take turns signing her shirt.  We even nickname her ‘jailbreak’, since she would technically be arrested for breaking and entering if it were under any other circumstance.  There are ‘private property’ and ‘no trespassing’ signs all over the place here.

“Okay, lady, let’s get you out of here.” Chris says, wasting no time, the moment that we’re done signing her shirt, front and back.  

“Take it easy on her, okay, man?” I say to him.  We give her a hug each, and she’s so overcome with emotion, that she’s crying.

“I love you guys.” She sobs.

“We love you, too.” I say.

“Yeah, man.  Thanks for busting in on us.” Slick teases.  “That was fun.”

“I’m so sorry for the interruption.” She says to Tom, who is taking it all in.  

“Come on.” Chris says.  “Looks like we’ve got company.” He radios in while taking Taylor out.  She waves, blowing us all kisses.  We wave back.  

“Should I continue?” Tom asks.

“I think we’re done, man.” Slick says.  “We should get outta here.”

“Not so fast.” I say, watching an exchange outside.  Taylor is being escorted out of the stadium by another security guard, while Chris appears to be fighting with someone that none of us recognizes.  Chris’s arms start to flail about, and we stand there, wondering if we should intervene, but decide against it.  I look at Tom, who looks worried and forlorn, instead of dying to get outside to get the story.  I doubt he’s going to get very far in his line of work, but then again, what do I know.  “Never a dull fucking moment in our world, man.” I say, clapping him on the back.

We watch Chris leave the guy outside and stomp into the trailer.  

“Yo, what the fuck’s going on?” Slick says.

“We’ve got problems, man.  The chick and dudes from ‘Buying Time’ are going on after you, and they’re bitching about our set up.”

“What the fuck’s the problem?” Slick asks casually, but with a ‘v’ between his brows.

“There’s clearly a pecking order to this whole shindig, and they feel like they’ve been given the shitty end of the stick as far as room, man.  They don’t want our drum kit so close behind theirs, for one.  And the list goes on and on, man.”

“Isn’t the stage crew out there haggling for us?” Crush asks.  “I’ve got my kit as far back as it will go.”

“That’s not the only thing.” Chris explains.  “The wires aren’t tied back far enough, and they don’t like a whole bunch of other shit.  The guys are doing their best, but the lead singer, Roxy, she’s all but tearing our shit down.  The woman is a fucking lunatic.” I start to wonder if Chris calls every chick a lunatic.

“So, we’ll go smooth it over, man.  It’s no big deal.” I say, shrugging.

“Chicks fight dirty.” Chris says nodding.  “Especially this one. You guys haven’t met Roxy.”

“What…does she bite, man?” Slick scoffs, chuckling.  “I’m not afraid of no chick. We can deal.”

“Fine.  Let’s get you guys out of here before any more crazed fans bust in.” Chris says.  There are golf carts waiting outside to take us back to the stadium. When we’re delivered to the stage area, we see that Chris was right, that the other band is tearing our shit down.  Including our banner, that they could have easily put theirs over top of.  It’s pure bullshit.  Our guys are doing what they can, but they’re clearly outnumbered by Roxy’s crew.  I know the band ‘Buying Time’ has been around a lot longer than we have, so technically, we’re the new kids on the block here, with only two albums out, versus their half dozen or so, from what I can remember.

I see who I think is Roxy, which surprises me.  I figured with her caliber, that she wouldn’t be out there fighting her battles, that she’d have plenty of crew to do it for her.  She’s losing her shit, tearing at our stuff, and then she goes to touch my amp, and I cut in front of her.  “Hey!  I don’t think so, lady.  Nobody touches that except me.”

“Yeah, well this pile of shit is blocking my amp, so it goes.” She sneers. “It looks like it’s going to burst into fucking flames, anyway.  It’s a goddamn fire hazard.  I’m surprised the health and safety team didn’t boot it out of here, straight into the goddamn garbage bins out the back.”

“Ay, fuck you!” I say.  “I spent my life savings rigging this thing up to get the sound I want.  Sure, it’s MacGyvered here and there, but this thing works like magic.  You touch this thing and I’ll fucking kill you or anyone else around you.”

“You don’t scare me you son of a bitch!  You come around here, acting like you own the fucking place, leaving your incompetent prick crew to do your dirty work, while you’re off having a pansy-ass little interview!  That’s what you get, man!  My shit trumps your shit, so get it off the stage!”

I feel my blood boiling.  I’ve never been spoken to like this before, especially by a chick.  If she were a dude, I would have knocked her out by now.  I don’t put up with this kind of bullshit from anybody.  I grab her amp and start walking off the stage.

“Hey!  Where the fuck do you think you’re going with my amp, you son of a bitch!” she shouts, running after me, which is exactly the result I was hoping for.  I run to the green room, and she follows me.  When she’s inside, I shut the door and set her amp on the floor.  Both of our chests are heaving.  “Just what the fuck are you trying to pull, Jett…is it?  What the fuck kind of name is that, anyway?” 

She’s wearing a leopard print tank top, with a neon yellow sash tied around her neck.  Her gold leafed tights look wet from their odd texture, and her black patten leather stilettos give her a deceptive height, almost matching my own.  Her straight black hair pools in equal amounts on both of her breasts.  With ocean blue eyes and black liquid eyeliner framing them, Roxy requires no introduction.  Her pert lips are full and covered in a light pink translucent gloss.  I look at her and see something strange in her eyes.  I’m too pissed off to care, so I retort. “I don’t know, Roxy…what kind of a name is that?”

Her lips purse and her hand lifts.  She’s about to cuff me one….

…but then I do something equally stupid.
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Chapter 2


Roxy





My mom says that I was born singing. When I hit puberty, I developed this husky tone in my voice, which made my sound edgier. After joining the school choir and singing solo in competitions all around the states, I knew that singing would be my career. I love it. I’m singing all the time. Hell, I’m even singing when I’m thinking out loud. What’s more is my voice holds out. Sure, it’s great to have a nice, versatile voice, but once you start getting gigs, singing two and three hours a night, sometimes more, and singing over badly tuned instruments, if your voice isn’t strong and you lose it, you’re done. 

Sometimes I use my voice too much, like when I yell, which I do a lot.  Problem is, there are so many assholes in the music industry, and I don’t have the time or the patience to deal with any of it.  I am a lone woman.  I’ve never had anything more than a solo career and I intend to keep it that way.  There are too many assholes out there.  Sure, when I first started out, there were a few artists that claimed to be my friend and all, but in the end, all they ever wanted was pussy.  Straight up.  I don’t give myself away that easily. Sure, I fuck around with my drummer, Stix, every now and again, but I can trust him.  

Stix and I go way back.  He’s been my drummer since the beginning, and as much as he’s a genius behind his kit, he’s a dumb fuck about everything that isn’t sex.  He’s great in bed, and he’s got a big heart, but he’s pretty stupid. And that’s okay, because I’m the brains behind this band, and he’s okay with that.  My other bandmates have been piecemealed over the years.  I won’t bore you with the details, but it’s been a rough go.  Since high school, I’ve been performing all over, in backyard parties, small venues, high schools, things like that, and then I got into clubs.  

When I got my first record deal, it was a mess.  We were happier than pig and shit, but it fell apart quickly.  My guitarist couldn’t nail it in the recording studio, and my bassist was nailing everyone else, and couldn’t focus.  The label almost dropped us because we were going to miss our deadline, but then my producer saved my ass, finding us studio performers who kicked ass, and I asked them to come on board.  With the exception of my guitarist, who left for another band, because he wanted more than to be just my bandmate, we’re in good shape now.  

We hit number one with our first album, which floored me.  Chick lead singers are hot in music, what with artists like Madonna and Alannah Myles, and I guess I resonated with many listeners.  After hitting the road on tour, I learned the ropes quickly, keeping it real with my audience, and never forgetting that this is a male-dominated industry, and that men only want one thing, which I never give out.  They don’t like that, and a lot of them give me attitude, but I don’t bend the rules for anyone.

But after hitting number one in my first shot, it was tough to live up to that after our first record, and each record has never been able to cut the mustard as well.  Our stuff is still selling enough to keep our label happy, and we hover around the top ten, so it’s nothing to cry over, but we still haven’t been able to crack a number one hit since that first go.  It takes a toll on the band sometimes, and if I’m honest, it knocks me down a peg or two when some other band, and it’s always a male band, gets to hit number one.  We’ve never hit platinum, either, and that’s a tough pill to swallow.  It’s almost like, yeah, we’re good, but we’re not great.  The respect is there for the most part, and we’re asked to do spots for radio and television all the time, so that’s something.

When we were asked to do this event, I wondered if my miracle worker producer had something to do with that.  Word got out that we are one of the lowest paid bands to be invited, and I got pissed.  This band, Wired, who is on before us, yeah, they piss me off to no end.  Not only have they got a number one hit, but their first album hit fucking gold, and the word is that they’re being paid a million dollars an hour to show up to this shindig.  Now that pisses me off big time.  Sure, their stuff sizzles, and they get tons of radio play.  Hell, I hear that their new album isn’t even released yet, and they’re getting radio play.  

So when I see their shit all out after their soundchecks, I figure they need to be put in their place.  Their equipment is all over, and their hideous banner is tacked up so that we have to put ours over theirs, and then chances are they’ll bitch at us for getting holes in it.  No fucking way.  This one amp of theirs looks like something from WWII, what’s left of it, that is.  Their guitarist has pedals that have duct tape on them, too.  You’d think that with what these bastards are paid, that they’d have the dough to cough up to get decent equipment.  

I hear that Jett, their guitarist, is spending enough money on hookers and groupies.  He was caught fucking a groupie in the back seat of a limo recently.  And I bet that they all have decent coke habits, too.  Me, sure, I dabble in it.  Who doesn’t?  I like to hit the bottle, too, but then again, like I said, who doesn’t.  When I get pissed off, I hit the bottle, and when I’m going on stage, I hit the coke.  It gives me that little bit extra when I’m singing in front of a zillion people.  Stix is into it, too.  He’s my in for supply.  That’s another reason why I keep him around.  He makes sure we have enough of the white stuff.

Anyway, as soon as I pick this asshole’s amp up, he’s on me like white on rice, and I want to punch him so bad.  Apparently, he regards this half-cooked piece of shit like he would his first born.  He gives me flack for touching it, and he practically rips it out of my grasp, and then the motherfucker has the balls to grab one of my amps and start walking.  I follow the sonofabitch to the green room, where he slams the door and we get down to brass tacks.  We exchange a few insults, and then I’m about to hit him, when he grabs my hand.

“You’re fucking baked.” He says, almost scoffing.  “Why don’t you get a hold of yourself.”

I loosen my grip.  He’s got a lot of fucking nerve.  “You asshole.  What is it to you what I do in my life, huh?”

“When you touch my amp, it’s my business, you fucking cokehead.” 

“What the hell is your problem?  What, like you don’t do the shit, you fucking goodie-two-shoes, pussy!”

“I don’t do it, as a matter-of-fact.” He says, putting my amp down.  “And maybe if you laid off of it, you’d have the right temperament to deal with shit like this.”

I feel so pissed off it’s taking everything not to try to drive one through his skull.  “You don’t know anything about me, you pansy.”

“I know that you’re a cokehead with little patience.” He guffaws, righteously, making me want to slap him.

“Give me my goddamn amp and go clean up your fucking shit off my stage, asshole!” I shout so loud that spittle flies out of my mouth.

He wipes his face where a gob of spittle lands.  He’s glaring at me.  “Look, I don’t have to put up with this shit.  We’ve both earned rights to that stage, and our crew did everything they were told to do. So, this, lady, is all about you.”

My nostrils flare.  “You think you’re so fucking special.  I heard about you and your little whore.  Maybe if you didn’t spend all your money on fucking hookers, you could afford to buy a decent amp and pedals, so yours don’t burst into fucking flames while I’m on stage!”

I want him to be angry, but the sonofabitch is as cool as a cucumber.  He just smiles without a trace of mirth.  “You think it’s about money, do you.  Not that I expect you to know, since you’re not a guitarist, but that amp makes a particular sound that can’t be replicated.  And that pedal board does the same thing.  I spent years perfecting the sound of my equipment, and I don’t give a shit what you or anyone thinks it looks like.  Our sound is the reason why we climbed the charts. Deal with it.” He licks his lips.  “And what I do in my personal life is my business, but I can tell you that I don’t associate with hookers or coke, and I don’t really care if you believe me or not.  So you can stick that in your pipe and snort it.”

“Fuck you.” I blurt, feeling my jaw clench.  “I don’t know why they’re paying you a million dollars an hour for this gig—”

“I don’t know why, either, but I bet you they’re not paying you half as much.” He chuckles.  “I wonder why that is.” He puts his finger on his chin, mocking me, as if he’s thinking about it.  “Maybe because my band and crew are more amicable…oops, sorry, too big a word for a cokehead…more agreeable. We also don’t have a rider the size of fucking California, either.  I heard about yours.  You and your fucking specialty wines and shit.  I bet you can’t afford half of that shit on your own with your snowy obsession, honey.”

My chest is heaving.  He’s enjoying this.  I want to punch him.  “Get your shit off my stage or I’ll fucking set fire to it.”

“Well, good luck with that, considering that you go on after us, sweetheart.” He sucks his teeth righteously.  “And our stuff is in no way impeding your ability to perform, either, honey.  That shit’s all in your head.  See what happens when you clog your brain cells with the white stuff?”

“Fuck you.”

He tips his chin upward.  “Good comeback.”  He plays with one of the knobs on my amp.  “What have you got this thing set at, anyway.  No wonder you sound like shit live.”

“What?” I shriek.  “I don’t sound like shit live.  Not by a mile.”

“Have you ever listened to yourself after a performance?”

I place my hand on my hips, tilting my head, growing tired of his lecture.  “No, I don’t watch myself, asshole.”

He chuckles.  “Jesus.  How much did you play live before you got a record deal?  Didn’t you ever record yourself back then, or were you too busy bumping lines backstage?”

He’s on my last nerve.  “You are such an asshole.” I feel tears starting to prick the backs of my eyes I’m so pissed off.  

He lifts a hand.  “No, man, I’m serious.  You never listened to yourself after a performance?”

“No, I didn’t.” I say through gritted teeth.

“Well, you should, man.  You wouldn’t believe the shit we figure out from feedback.  You don’t even need to record the whole thing or record it on video, just audio.  Listen carefully.  You’ll hear little nuances that get picked up and can spoil the sound quality.  Seriously.” He nods once.

“Why do you fucking care how I sound?” I sneer.

“I don’t care.” He scoffs.  “But this little setting on your ‘oh-too-perfect’ amp tells me that you don’t listen to yourself live.  That setting should never be used live, and that’s how it was set during your soundcheck, sweetheart.”

“So, I’ll fire my sound guy. He’s clearly incompetent.”

“Is that how you roll?” he asks, like he’s disgusted.  “Just…fire people for making a mistake?”

“Yeah, asshole.  I don’t have time to rehabilitate the idiots out there.”

“But you’re not a guitarist.  Your guitarist should know to check that amp.  Maybe in your little meltdown, it was overlooked, honey.  A little patience goes a long fucking way in this industry.”

“Listen, as much as I’m enjoying your little enlightening tips, pansy-ass, I’ve got better things to do.”

He ignores me.  “You should tell your engineer about that setting, too.  I bet if you changed it, your recordings would be sharper.”

“You just don’t stop, do you?” I chuckle without a trace of mirth.

“And maybe if you’d stop seeing everyone as the fucking enemy, you might not be so inclined to dig yourself into a pile of snow every time you hit the stage.” He adds, and then he walks towards the door.  “Use my amp…if you’re not fearful that it’ll burst into flames…like you said.  And I’ll set out my recording crew for you after our set.  See for yourself the difference it makes.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small packet and tosses it to me.  “Try this, too.” I catch it and look at it.  It’s a packet of chamomile tea.  “Drink some before you perform or whenever you feel anxious…or…pissed off.” He gives me a knowing look.  “Trust me, it helps.”

I laugh at him angrily.  “Oh, and I suppose you’ll want to fuck me later for all the advice, huh.”

He shakes his head, smiling.  “Honey, with that attitude, I don’t think any man would want to come within ten feet of you, and that includes me.  Good luck, Roxy.”

He closes the door.  I’m so angry I look around the room, trying to find something to throw.  The only thing in here is a couch, coffee table, a television set bolted to the wall, and a long table with a coffee carafe and a desk-sized water cooler on top.  I look at my amp, but I can’t throw that, so instead I resign myself to just sitting on the floor.  With my legs crossed, I lean my head on my hand, biting my lip, rewinding what Jett just said to me.  The packet of tea crinkles in my hand and I look at it.  He really is a fucking pansy.  What real man drinks tea?  The men I know hit the snow harder than I do.  Booze, too.  The amp sits next to me, mocking me, and I look at the setting.  I’ve never looked at the amp this closely before, and I suddenly feel like maybe I should have…a long time ago.

The door knocks, and I see Stix on the other side of it.  “Hey, babe.  What are you doing back here?”

“I just tore a strip out of that fucking Jett asshole, that’s what.”

“From ‘Wired’? That Jett?  What the fuck for?”

“His crew was tearing the shit out of the stage, man.  Didn’t you see it?  Their shit was all over the place, cramping my style.  I told him where to go, and the sonofabitch tried to steal my amp, so I let him have it.”

Stix looks at me, confused.  “Babe, the stage is fine.  Both crews figured it out.  The banner’s all fixed and they’re sharing some lighting and shit with us.  Our soundcheck was a little bit fucked up, so they’re going to loan us some of their shit, since their soundcheck was fine.  It’s all good, babe.” He tips his chin up.  “You need another bump?”

I throw the teabag at him, shouting, “No, I don’t need another fucking bump!”

He lifts his hands in the air defensively.  “Whoa, babe.  What’s up your ass!”

“Nothing is up my ass!”

He patronizes me by ignoring my outrage.  “Oh, and babe, we’ve got to get a better amp, man.” He gestures to the one next to me.  “Jett’s guitar tech had a look at the other one, and he said that it’s fried.  It’s a piece of shit.”

“What do they fucking know.” I snarl.

“Nothing, babe.” He shrugs.  “Just trying to help out, man.  Why’d Jett get your goat?  You want me to go crush him?”

Stix is no slouch physically.  He’s built like a brick shithouse, and I know that if I told him to do as much, he would go pound the shit out of Jett, or anyone else I asked to be pounded, for that matter, but it isn’t worth it.  Fact is, we already said what needed to be said, and the proof is staring me straight in the face.  The guys from Wired aren’t half bad.  No other band has ever offered to help us before.  Usually, it’s a cat and mouse game.  Sure, when the cameras are rolling or when the fans are watching, they’re all nice and sweet, but when it comes down to it, none of them are on our side.  

Until Wired, that is.  Unless they’re just a bunch of actors, out to sabotage.

“Yo, Stix.  What do you think if we taped the performance?  You know, so we can hear it later.”

He shrugs, scoffing.  “I’ve been telling you to do that for a long time, babe.  I guess you just never heard me.”

“You never said shit like that to me.” I insist, annoyed.

“Whatever, babe.  Sure, we can record some of it.”

“Good.” I say pointedly.  He picks up on the tension and gives me a ‘fuck you’ kind of look, and leaves. Still pissed off, I stomp after him, passing him, and walk to the staging area, where my bandmates are.  “All of you.” I shout and gesture with my head for them to follow me. Blaze, my bassist, looks bored. He rolls his eyes and sets his guitar down.  Cruz, my lead guitarist, is busy with his technician, but he stops dead in his tracks, glaring at me, and walks towards me.  Stix is right next to me, knowing full well that I’m riled up already, and it’s best not to fuck with me.  The stage and sound crew just stare at me blankly.

With my band and crew in tow, I head back to the green room and slam the door, feeling my blood boil.  “Now I don’ t know what the fuck is going down here, but this is bullshit.  How come we’re letting Wired walk all over us?  I thought I said I wanted their equipment moved, so it’s not in our way.”

“It’s not in our way, Roxy.” Cruz says.  “We figured it out.”

“Why are we figuring shit out for these assholes?”

Blaze shrugs.  “Why not?  They’re not giving us a hard time or anything.  We’re just trying to make it so we both rock on stage without all the hassle.”

Dave, one of our sound technicians, intervenes.  “Yeah, it’s not a problem, Roxy. Their stuff isn’t anywhere unsafe or anything.  We’ve got our lighting and sound all worked out now, and it works better from what they did.”

I point at Greg, one of our guitar technicians.  “And you,” I kick the questionable amp softly with the side of my heel.  “This amp is set wrong.  What the fuck are you trying to do, make me sound like shit?  I should fire your ass on the fucking spot.”

Cruz scoffs.  “Since when do you fucking care about the amps?  They were set properly for the soundcheck.  Maybe you fucked with them.  Why the fuck are they in here, anyway?” he asks, bending to look at it.  “It’s set right, Rox.” He shakes his head like I’m an idiot.  

“Evidently it was not set right for soundcheck.” I say firmly.

“Says who?” Greg barks.

“Jett looked at it and said that it was set wrong.”

Greg and Dave exchange a look that infuriates me, even though I have no idea what it means.  I’m guessing that they think I either fucked him and I’m taking his word for it for that, or that I’m too spun out on coke to know what I’m talking about.  Either way it pisses me off.  

“It doesn’t matter, Roxy.” Blaze says.  “We’re using their amp for the show, anyway.  He’s probably right though.  We had a few things to adjust just before the shit hit the fan during soundcheck.” He points out honestly.  “How about you let me worry about it, okay?”

I hate it when these guys patronize me.  Talk to me like I’m a child.  They think I’m all about coke, sex and screaming, but I just want the best…for my audience.  I want them to have the best of me, the best of my band, the best of my crew, and the best show that we can muster.  I stop at nothing to give my fans what they want, and goddammit if sometimes I try too hard to do that.  That’s why I scream a lot, because otherwise nobody listens, and that’s also why I do half the things I do, because that’s the only way.

Blaze looks as pissed off as me, and it infuriates me that he regards me like that.  I mean, I’m the lead singer in this band, I’m the one who put this band together and made it what it is.  I’m not saying that the guys don’t pull their weight, but sometimes I feel like I’m the only one who is as passionate and caring about the details.  It’s because of me that these guys were put on the map, and I hate it when they forget that sometimes.  The look on Blaze’s face says that this is one of those moments.

We’re in the eleventh hour.  We go on in three.  The stage needs work but only I agree to that.  The boys look like if they could carry me off the stage and lock me in a room, they would.  “Now, wipe those ugly fucking mugs off your faces and make this stage sizzle, before I lose my cool and do something that I regret.”

Blaze looks at me and says the one thing you never want to hear come out of a bandmate’s mouth three hours before you’re on.  

…”I quit.”
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Chapter 3


Jett





I’m standing with Trey, one of my guitar technicians, tuning up another one of my guitars for when we play a particular song on our set list, when I see Cruz, Roxy’s lead guitarist, storm through the back room. He looks pissed as hell, and one of their roadies is in his wake. All the roadie does is grab him by the back of the shirt, and Cruz rounds on him. “Don’t fucking try to stop me, asshole! She’s bought this shit a long time ago and you know it!” he says, raising his fist. 

The roadie recoils, like Cruz is going to hit him, and I grab Cruz’s hand, before it strikes him.  “Hey, dude, cool it.  What’s going on?” I ask.

“I fucking quit, man.  That’s the end of it.” Cruz says, pulling his hand from mine, dusting himself off.  “She’s been pissing me off for years, and I’ve had it.”

“You can’t quit two hours before she goes on stage, man, that’s just cold.” I say honesty.  “She’ll be sunk.”

“Then you can play for that bitch, man, I’ve had it.”

I laugh without a trace of mirth.  “I get it.  I had it out with her myself earlier.  But do you really want this?  Sure, walk out, fine, but don’t leave her hanging, too, man.  That’s not right.”

Trey is watching the exchange.  “Be careful, too, man.  With her temperament, she’s liable to sue you or get the record company to pull you out so you get shafted on your share of the revenue.”

The roadie lifts his arms, defeated, and walks away.  I wait until he’s out of earshot.  “Yo, Trey.  You mind giving us a minute?” I ask my guitar technician.

“Sure, man.  I’ll be in the green room.”

I nod.  “Thanks.”

Cruz’s jaw muscles are still working.  

“Hey, man, I know she’s a handful.”

“That’s putting it mildly.  You know I was in love with her when we first started out.  That’s the only reason why I took this job.” He explains.  “Now she’s been fucking Stix for years and treating me like a sack of shit for just as long.  I can tell you one thing, man, and that’s that I don’t have an ounce of feeling for that chick anymore.”

“That’s a lie.” I say without hesitation.  “If you didn’t love her, you would have walked out a long time ago.”

He ignores me.  “She doesn’t give a shit about me anymore.”

“She doesn’t give a shit about herself anymore, either, man.” I point out.  “For her to be all bitter like that, she can’t love herself.  You know she’s fucking flying high now, right?”

He gives me a ‘how-stupid-do-you-think-I-am?’ look.  “No shit, Sherlock.  That’s all she fucking does, if she’s not hitting the bottle.”

“You ever talk to her about it?” I ask, using a gentle, ‘level with me’ sort of voice.

“What the hell for?  It’s Stix that she’s fucking, not me.”

“So, you’re not her friend?”

He scoffs.  “Dude, in her eyes, nobody is her friend.  None of us are.  Stix is just someone she fucks and gets her coke from.  The woman is a heartless bitch.  She doesn’t even write good music.  That’s why her shit doesn’t hit the top anymore.  Roxy lost her groove after the first album, man. It’s classic.  I’m surprised she’s not a fucking one hit wonder.”

“How do you guys put your music together?”

“We jam most of the time.  Roxy makes up lyrics as we go.  But what she says goes, man.  There’s no room for interpretation.  No time for opinions or anything.  If she doesn’t like it, it goes.  End of story.  She stifles the creativity all the time, and that’s when she’s sober.  When she’s high or tanked, she just yells and throws shit.  It’s a waste of my life.  I can join any other band I want to after having this gig for so many years.”

“You want to go ahead and do that, go on, but don’t leave tonight. Just stay with her for this festival and then jump ship.  Trey’s right, man, it’s too much of a risk.  If she’s the loose cannon you say she is, she’ll try to get you out of your money, man. I’ve seen it.”

“You got a hard on for her?” he asks, his eyes dancing.

“Dude, I wouldn’t touch that lady with a ten-foot pole, and I’ve told her as much myself.”

“Then why are you so hell bent on getting me to stay?”

“Because I can.  You ran through here and it took me a half a second to figure out what was going on.  If I were in your shoes I would have told her to shove it, too, man, but I know what’s going to happen if you do.”

“Why the fuck do you care so much?”

I smile.  “To tell you the truth, I thought you guys might be good to tour with, you know?  I haven’t said as much to Roxy yet, but I think it would be the shit.”

“You want to tour? With that thing out there?” he practically screeches, pointing in the direction that he came from.  “You must be out of your fucking mind.”

“She can’t be any worse than some of the assholes I’ve toured with.” I say, stretching the truth.  We’ve had our share of good luck on the road so far.  I figure if I give him more reasons to stay, he will, and I will have done my good deed of the day.  I believe in paying it forward. I believe that’s how I got to where I am now.  

“You’ve had a really nice taste of her today, my friend.  And you’re about to see even more.” He points again.  “It’s probably taking the whole crew to hold her back from coming after me and tearing me a new one.”

“What if I go talk to her?”

He chuckles mirthlessly.  “You really do have a hard on for her, don’t you.”

“I told you, man.  I have nothing for her.” I say, getting irritated. “Listen, you can go, it makes no difference to me, man, but I think you’re just fucking yourself sideways.  I can go smooth it over, you can stay, keep your money, and if all goes well, we’ll see about touring together.  Maybe with a change in company, she’ll mellow out some.”

“I doubt it.” She smirks.  “The only thing that’s going to mellow that bitch out is if she lays off the stimulants. I mean, I’m no prude.  I’ve done my share of shit, but it’s only when I’m partying. I don’t mix business with pleasure, and I think that you’re the same, man. That’s why you guys have some killer tunes.”

“Hey, thanks.” I smile.  “And give yourself some credit, too, man.  You guys have rocking tunes.”

The left side of his mouth twists up into a smirk. “Yeah.  We used to.”

I clap him on the back.  “Come on, buddy.  Let’s go play nice.  I’ll show you how.”


      [image: ]The audience is roaring, and we’ve ripped into our number one hit, and that’s when Cruz, Roxy’s lead guitarist, runs onto the stage, naked, making the crowd scream and laugh at the same time.  The cameras nab a shot of him, from the front and back, and I’m laughing so hard my cheeks start to hurt.  I’m the only one who can maintain some sort of composure, as Slick has just lost it, he’s almost on the floor laughing so hard. And I realize that this is as good as it gets.  Pranks.  Lots of them.  And since they come on after us, we have to hit them with one, too, and I start thinking of one as we go into a lull, and eventually have to stop the song.

“Did you see that shit?” Slick says into the microphone, laughing.  He looks over to where Cruz disappeared to, behind the stage, shakes his head and says.  “Whatever that was, it needs ironing.”

He’s still shaking his head, face red from laughing.  “Okay, we’ll start over…when I can fucking sing again that is.” He’s still chuckling.  “Why couldn’t Roxy come out like that.” He adds, gesturing backstage.  “Then I wouldn’t be laughing.”

The audience is whistling, wooting, calling for Roxy.  “Ay, she’s coming out next, man, pipe down.” He laughs.  “Okay, you guys wanna hear that shit again?”

More roaring.  “Alright then.  Hit it.” We rip back into Fuss, and I’m kind of glad that we got another start to it.  As a perfectionist, I feel like the first attempt wasn’t our best, but this one has more adrenaline after the streaking.  I find my focus again, and tear into the tune just like I did in the recording studio.  My axe is like part of my body as I shred like my life depends on it.  I’m one with my instrument when my solo piece approaches, and it comes out perfect, making me smile all over, as I play to a crowd that is happily cheering me on.  Best.  Feeling.  Ever.

The next song is more of a grooving tune, getting the audience involved, and me and Zane singing backup, while Crush beats the drums perfectly in time.  We have a real feel for the vibe tonight, and it’s such a rush, it’s better than being high, and almost as good as sex.  Slick’s voice is the perfect combination of high pitch yet screamy enough that he can make rocking sounds akin to a bobcat, to give the perfect edge to the lyrics at the right moment.  And with mine and Zane’s voices balancing Slick out in the crux of the tune, it sets the stage for greatness.  

I’m thankful that some of the performances are being recorded, because sometimes our live shows are even better than the tunes on our albums.  We’ve discussed doing a live album before, and after tonight’s show, I’m really feeling it.  Next, we break into our softer ballad, and this is where Slick lays on the charm thick with the ladies.  He goes to the apron of the stage and touches the fingertips of some of the audience.  They scream and some of the ladies climb on top of each other, just to get closer to him, and he reaches further out, making me cringe.  Slick has never been pulled in before, but once a girl grabbed his pants and nearly did the deed, but instead just managed to show most of his ass, which might have been what she was going for.

When I go to the apron, I never go without slick or Zane, and I never go right to the edge, either.  Once, I was bending on one knee, shredding so my axe would scream, using my whammy bar during a solo, and this chick literally reached up and grabbed my balls.  Scared the shit out of me so bad I fucked up my solo.  Never again.  Chicks can be crazy.  The chicks that come backstage are even worse.  But then, I don’t mind it backstage.  Models, actresses, some of the most beautiful women have come to meet us, and it’s thrilling to say the least.

Speaking of which, this really hot blonde chick, in the front row, is checking me out.  I throw her a guitar pick and give her a wink.  She must have paid a fortune to get that seat.  I have no idea how much front row tickets cost for this shindig, but for some of our concerts, it can cost upwards of fifteen hundred dollars, and that’s if you’re on the V.I.P. list.  If you’re not, it can run twice that much.  Hell, I don’t make the prices, the record company and the promoters do.  We’re just told where to show up, rehearse, and our crew does the rest.

I’m watching Slick from the corner of my eye, as I strum the tune out, matching Zane and Crush’s rhythm, and I feel like I’m in a zone.  Slick’s voice is great tonight.  He drinks this honey tea before a performance.  Lubricates the vocal cords and soothes his throat, so he can roar, hit the high notes, and stay in tune for the whole show.  Only a few times has he struggled with his voice, and once was because he was getting a throat infection but he didn’t know it.  The other time was when we performed in Arizona, in the goddamn desert, and the wind was so dry, it knocked his Larynx out for a few days.  We had to cancel a couple of concerts, but we made up for it when he got his voice back.

We’ve only got three more songs left in our set, and it makes me sad.  The crowds at these festivals are fantastic.  Full of energy and here for the long haul.  It makes me tingle with anticipation for tomorrow’s show, and then the next day.  This is our first music festival, and it’s growing on me.  During our last song, the crowd is going nuts, just tearing the roof off, if there were a roof, that is, and I can’t help but feel the positive energy. I want so badly to do an encore song, but that’s not allowed in a festival, especially with Roxy, the woman with the least known patience, is coming on next.

At the end of our last song, we all gather at the apron of the stage, hold each other’s hands in the air, and take a few bows.  It feels great that the audience is just going out of their minds.  We each have the biggest smiles on our faces, and I actually feel like I’m glowing.  Slick speaks into the microphone, saying that we’ll see everyone again tomorrow, with an even more kickass performance, which sets them all up again.  Wails, roars, screams, you name it.  They love us.  We love them.  It feels great.

As we head down the tunnel at the side of the stage, letting our crew do their work, so that Roxy’s crew can show next, we’re directed to the green room, but on our way, I see Cruz.  He’s, of course, dressed now, and we each high five him.  “That was brilliant, man.  Loved it.” Slick says.  

“You like that, huh.  Not feeling intimidated seeing that much meat in your face?” Cruz teases.

“Not at all.” Slick smiles.  “I almost pissed myself that was so funny.”

Zane chimes in.  “Dude, I saw you, man.  Slick almost fell over.  Well played.” He gives Cruz another high five.

“Hey, where’s Roxy?” I ask Cruz.

“Bumping a line out back with Stix.” He says, none-too-pleased.

I shake my head.

“It’s what they do before every performance.” Cruz shrugs.  “Don’t let it bother you.  I don’t anymore.”

“It doesn’t bother me a bit.  Their business, not mine.” I say pointedly.  We hang inside the green room, while our crew and Roxy’s crew ready the stage, and Jim, my roadie, brings a tape back, so we can hear a sample of how we sounded.  “Hey, make sure you get a bit from Roxy’s show, okay?”

“Will do.” He nods, before leaving us.

We relax and start listening to the tape, pulling out little nuances that we detected while we were playing.  There are no fan meet and greets right now, so we’re taking advantage of the down time.  The tape sounds great other than the spot where Cruz bombed when he ran across the stage naked, which we all laugh about again, shaking our heads.  That was fun.  “Hey, we have to do something back, man.” Zane says.

“Totally.” I agree.

“What do you think, man?  Roxy’s going to flip out if we pull a stunt like that.”

“She’ll flip no matter what.” I scoff.  “At least this way her band will get a laugh.”

Slick frowns.  “True.”


      [image: ]We sneak a peek at Buying Time’s set list from their road manager, who is on some important call in the office backstage, as he covers the phone while evidently on hold.  “There’s a copy in the green room.” He answers.  I don’t know him from a hole in the ground, but he looks super intense, and I wonder if he always has that expression.  

“Okay, so we know what tune is their last one.” I say.  “So, at least if we make them fuck up, they’ve already done their show.”

“Exactly.  Good plan.” Slick agrees.  After we decide what we’re going to do for a prank, we get set on it.  “And that way if Roxy blows a gasket, it doesn’t blow the show.”

We nod at each other and set out to get the job done.  Crush alerts us when he knows it’s the second last song in their set.  “Shit, you guys!  Time’s up!” 

We’re doing last minute things to pull this prank.  Even our stage and road crew are helping with the finishing touches.  

“Quick! Get in!” I say to Crush, almost hissing.  We’ve never pulled a stunt like this, and we’re almost giddy with anticipation.  When the four of us are inside the makeshift costume, which is four cardboard boxes, with plastic strapping from the cardboard cartons that carried some of our equipment, stapled to the tops.  We’re wearing the cartons like overalls, using the strapping as shoulder straps…oh yeah…and we’re all naked underneath.

The four of us walk on the stage, starting from behind Cruz, being careful to come out after his solo, and he sees us.  The grin on his face is priceless.  We hear the audience laughing, catching on, as we weave in and out of their stage equipment and each band member, including Roxy, who I stay well away from. I can’t see the expression on her face, but Blaze, Roxy’s bassist and backup singer, makes a comment.  “At least they wore cardboard boxes.”

As we weave our way around to the other side of the stage and exit, I’m laughing so hard, I can barely trot quickly off.  “Holy fuck that was wild!” I’m laughing.

“We nailed it!” Slick chuckles.  “Best sixty seconds I ever spent naked without a woman!”

“Did you see Roxy’s face?” Crush asks, snuffling.  “She looked like she was going to slice us in two just with her gaze.”

“Yeah, if looks could kill.” Slick adds.  “But she’ll get over it. At least we waited until the end of their set.”

“I hope the camera dudes caught us, man.” Zane says. “That was epic, and it’ll go great on video with Cruz’s prank, too.”

“Oh yeah, they caught us, I’m sure.” I agree, as we head into the green room and get dressed. We decide to keep the boxes, just in case we ever want to pull another prank. “What do you guys think about asking these guys if they want to tour with us?”

“You mean when our album gets released?” Slick asks.

“Sure, yeah.  I mentioned it to Cruz earlier, as sort of an incentive, so I thought I’d bounce it off you guys.”

“I’m game.” Slick frowns.  “So long as Cruz sticks around.”

“What if he doesn’t and they get some hot chick to take his place?” Zane teases.

“Tour with two chicks?” Slick clarifies.  “That could get real.”

“You wouldn’t fuck them though, man, that’s a bad idea.” Crush suggests. “What if it doesn’t work out, and you end up stuck with the chick for the rest of the tour?”

“Yeah, that’s true.” Slick agrees.  “But chances are Cruz will stick.  And Roxy…hell, I wouldn’t sleep with her if she was the last chick on the planet.”

Crush high fives Slick.  “Here here.”

Zane frowns.  “She’s pretty hot. I’d do her.”

“You’re out of your mind, man.” Slick scoffs.  “You can have any groupie you want.  Stay away from that psycho.”

“She’s not a psycho, man.” I argue, good-naturedly.  “She just needs to lay off the coke and the sauce.  Not unlike anyone else.  She just doesn’t handle it well.”

“I don’t do any of that shit unless it’s a wicked party.” Slick says.  “I can’t sing worth a shit if I’m on any of that.”

“I hear ya, man.  I’m the same.” I say, clapping him on the back.  I don’t look at Crush or Zane, because I know that they’re guilty of dabbling sometimes when we’re performing.  But they keep it on the Q-T and can handle it, so I never say anything.  It is, after all, a way of life for most rockers.  Fact is, Slick and I are exceptions to the rule.

Roxy’s road manager comes out of the office. His face is still set like stone.  “Hey, man.  You need a beer or something?  You look fucking pissed off.” I say, taking a risk, since I don’t know the guy.  But what the fuck…what’s the worst that could happen?

“You got any?” he scoffs.  “Roxy and Stix drank our entire stash before they went on stage.”

Slick goes into the cooler by the table in the green room, where we’re hanging around, and checks.  “Yeah, we’ve got a few in here, man.” He takes one out and tosses it.  “Hey, I don’t even know your fucking name, man.” 

“It’s Ron.” He says, catching the beer.  “Hey, thanks.”

“No problem.” Slick sees Jim and whistles, grabbing his attention as he trots by the green room.  “Yo, Jim!”

Jim’s head appears at the door. “Yo!”

“Hey, man, go grab us some more beers.  Seems we’re out.”

“Sure.  Give me ten.” He says, patting the doorjamb.

I grab a plastic cup from on top of the cooler and fill it with water, downing it in a matter of five gulps.  When I’m done, I put the cup down on the cooler.  “So, what’s the deal, dude?  You looked like your best friend died when you were on that phone call.”

Ron’s gaze lowers.  “Ah, politics and shit.  You know how it is.”

“All too well, my friend.  All too well.” I agree.  “Anything we can help with?”

“Nah, not really.” He admits, looking in the direction of the stage.  “I’ve got my hands full with this bunch.”

We hear a raucous coming in from the back.  “Shit, we better get out of here, before we’re trampled by the next band.” I say.  “This place is about to become a zoo.”

Ron waves.  “Na, these guys show up and leave.  They zipped through their soundcheck like it was a race.  They’ve been around the block a few times.” He chuckles.  The band has been around since before I was born, so they know what they’re doing.  “Hell, I think they were goddamn airlifted here if I’m not mistaken.”

We hear the next band in the dressing room, and it sounds like they’re already warming up.  Ron wasn’t kidding.  “Hey, Roxy and the guys really nailed it tonight, huh.” Zane says, changing the subject.  “We were listening while we were getting ready to go on.”

Ron lifts a brow.

“You disagree?” I ask.

Ron draws in a deep breath.  “It’s not what I agree on or disagree.” Buying Time is with Crass Records, the same recording company as us.  “You know that with Crass, it’s all about sales, man.”

“What, so, they’re not up to snuff?” I ask, and he’s about to answer, when Roxy and the guys come into the green room.  They don’t have any meet and greets, either.  We have some before the second show, but not tonight.  I think the promoters worked it that way to keep a nice flow to the performances.  Cruz high fives Ron while Stix grabs a beer from the cooler, and Blaze takes his soaking wet shirt off, changes it, and grabs a beer.  Roxy takes the beer that Stix tosses her way and downs it.  

“Chas is on his way.” Ron says to Roxy.  “Should be here any minute.”

Roxy lifts a brow but is otherwise nonplussed.  “What’s he want?”

“Who’s Chas?” Slick asks.

“Our manager.” Cruz answers.  “And the guy is always such a fucking ray of sunshine.” He says facetiously.

“What does he want this time?” Roxy asks again, draining her beer.

Ron just lifts his hands in the air and walks away, not saying a word.

Despite the rock concert that awaits, you can hear a pin drop in the green room.
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Chapter 4


Roxy





The set went great, except for when those idiots from Wired decided to sabotage our last song. To make matters worse, our asshole manager is on his way here. He’s never here. The guy is like the dude from Charlie’s Angels. He has only ever shown up to one show, and that was because one of the chicks he has a hard-on for was opening for us. It’s amazing how quickly a dude will show up when he has even a minute chance of getting tail. I’m not in the mood to deal with his attitude, but Ron says that he’s on his way, so I best paste on my happy face and keep my tongue in my mouth, so I don’t spit on him. 

We’re in the office when he makes his appearance.  He smells like a cheap taxi driver with his cologne that probably costs less than a dollar.  You would think that with the money he makes, that he could cough up some dough, so he at least smells decent.  His haircut matches his cologne.  Looks like one of his whores chopped it with dog clippers.  “Hey, Chas.” I say, rising, giving him the half second of manners that he deserves.

“Roxy.” He says perfunctorily, giving me a nod.  The guys shake his hand, looking like chastised schoolboys.  

Ron shakes his hand, too, and invites him to take a seat at the desk.  We’re all sitting in the cheap metal chairs scattered around the room.  Cruz sits back-to-front in one, the way that he always sits.  He leans his chin on the back of the chair.  “So, what’s shaking, Chas?  What brings you here?”

Chas declines the seat being offered, preferring to stand, which makes me nervous.  It’s like he’s about to drop a bomb and run.  He draws in a deep breath and crosses his arms over his chest.  Then he says something that makes me want to puke.  “The boys over at Crass want to drop your deal.”

My eyes widen.  “What?”

He lifts a hand.  “Yeah, I know, it’s a shock.”

Cruz rises.  “But our contract isn’t even up yet.”

“I know.  Look, this was just as much of a shock to me.” Chas says.  

“Can they even do that?” Stix asks.

“Break the contract?” Chas nods.  “Yeah.  They can do anything they want.  You can sue them, if you like, but with the revenue that you guys are earning, good luck with that. You can’t compete with a huge record company when you’re only earning what you are.”

I sigh, feeling tears prick the backs of my eyes, but I swallow them.  “Why…why do they want to dump us?  We’re out here, our records are selling…what’s the problem?”

Another deep breath.  “Your sales have dwindled more and more with each release, Roxy.  You all know that.” He reasons.  “I’m surprised that they haven’t said anything until now to be perfectly honest.”

“But chick rock stars are hot, man.  That’s our edge.” Stix says, and Cruz nods his agreement.

“Not a chick with a huge booze and coke habit.” Chas says honestly.  “It doesn’t look good.  With artists like Cyndi Lauper, Madonna, hell, even Alannah Myles is clean.  You don’t fit the bill anymore, and it shows.”

“What the fuck…Joan Jett’s not clean.” I argue.

“One artist.  And she’s got it under control, and it works for her for some reason.  It doesn’t work for you and your sales prove it.  Joan Jett is racking in shitloads more than you, Roxy.”

“Fine.” I spit.  “So, we’re out.” I scoff.

“Not…necessarily…yet.” Chas stammers.

We all look at him.

“Spit it out, Chas.  What sort of dance have we got to do for these assholes over at Crass.” Stix demands.

Chas looks at me.  “You got to get cleaned up.” He licks his lips, pacing his words.  “And you’ve got to produce a hit record.  If neither of those two things happens, you’re out.  I had to all but give these guys my first born and get on my hands and knees and fucking beg, so that’s it.” He cuts the air with his hand.  “You got to go to rehab. Like…now.  And you guys need to grind out a hit album, better than the first one…or you’re done.”

I laugh without a trace of mirth.  “How the fuck am I supposed to make a hit record if I’m drying out, man?  And we haven’t had a hit record since our first album.”

Chas looks at me pointedly.  “You think I don’t know that.” His tone is direct.  “Look, you’re in rehab for thirty days, Roxy.  Then you have a month to work on your album.  And you haven’t had a release in a year, so by their calculations, you should be ready to go.”

My palm hits my forehead. “A month!  Shit, we worked on that first album for three months!”

“Yeah, but we had a lot of those songs already written, Rox.” Stix says.  The boys exchange a look, like they’re all in agreement of something.  Sure, we’ve been dicking around for a while, not jamming or practicing much.  And fine, we’ve been partying a little too much, but we were never given a fucking deadline, so how were we supposed to know?”

“Go ahead.  Point the fingers at me.” I say, nodding, goading them.  “I’m the problem.” I can see Cruz’s jaw muscles working.  He’s dying to say something, so I spur him on.  “What?” I bark at him.

“Roxy, Crass is right.  We can do a lot better.  Take it or leave it but the problem is you and your fucking lack of focus.  You don’t like that, you don’t accept that, I’ll walk.”

“You’ll walk?” I ask snidely.  “I fucking made you, you asshole.”

Stix lifts a hand.  “Rox, look, we’re all shocked over this.  Let’s not make it worse.”

“Since when do you have an opinion on this?” I sneer.  “You’re the one in there bumping up the fucking lines for me, you asshole!”

“So you’re saying that this is my fault.” He asks, nodding, jaws working like Cruz’s.  “I’m not telling you to snort it, telling you to down the booze, am I?”

“Like you’re so fucking innocent.” I hiss.

“Guys.” Ron lifts a hand.  “We’re just making it worse.  Roxy, we’ll get you into rehab, and these guys will start pounding out tunes.  I’m sure you have some already worked on, don’t you?”

Blaze nods.  “Yeah, we have a few, but nothing solid yet.  We haven’t really jammed them out entirely.  Just some licks from Cruz and I, and a little bit of lyrics peppered here and there.  It’ll take some doing, but we can put something together.”

Chas nods, jaws still working.  “Make sure it’s not just something…make sure it’s something else.”


      [image: ]I’m sitting in the dressing room, given the warning from my bandmates to keep my nose out of the snow before the show, and I look at Stix.  “Are you going to bail on me…bump out a line or two?”

He frowns, shaking his head.  “I don’t need to.  I’ll miss doing it with you, but it’s cool.  It was always one of our things.” He smirks.  “Feel like doing another one of our things before the show?”

I scoff, knowing that he’s teasing, trying to lighten things.  “Yeah, sure.  Fuck me up against the wall.”

He tousles my hair.  “I’ll be out at soundcheck.” He lifts a finger.  “Behave.”

“I have to. You have my stash.”

He smiles and kisses my forehead.  “You good to warm up in here?”

“Yeah.” I nod.  It feels weird.  I’m ready to break something I’m so hopped up on…what, I don’t know.  I haven’t had a hit today and the adrenaline is pumping through my veins.  I want a beer to loosen up, but I’ve been warned about that, too.  They emptied the fridge, refilling it with non-alcoholic home brew shit, and just the smell of it makes me want to heave.  The guys like it, so I’ll live with it, as much as I feel like taking a bottle of it and throwing it against the wall.

“Hey,” I hear from the hallway.  It’s Jett, the guitarist from Wired.  They’re on after us this time, and they just finished their soundcheck.  “Aren’t you supposed to be in soundcheck?  We just wrapped up, so you’re good to go.”

“Yeah.” I answer, wanting to punch him. Why, I don’t know.  He’s too fucking nice, and I feel like he’s one of those guys who is nice until he gets you in the sack.  

“You cool?” he asks, leaning on the doorjamb.  His faggot roadie is behind him, and he gestures that he’ll be on stage.

“Yes, I’m fucking cool.” I sneer.

“Man, do you have a temper.” He sighs, exasperated.

“Yeah, well, so do a lot of people.”

“Hey, what did your manager want?  Ron…your road manager seemed pretty unsettled that he showed up.”

“If I told you I’d have to kill you, loser.”

“Anything serious?”

“You just don’t give up, do you?”

“No, not really.” He plays along.  “But that’s why I’m in a successful band.” 

The way he says it, it sounds like he’s poking fun at me, and I lose it.  I get up off the table that I’m sitting on, and I lunge at him.  But I don’t get far.  Jett is a full head taller than me, and he’s got about a hundred pounds on me.  All he does is grab me by my middle and pull me close to him.  “There.” He says.  “That’s more what you need.”

“Fuck you.” I sneer, pushing him away.  “You and your little performance at the end of our show was a dick move.” I say, punching him in the gut.  But he expects it, so he flexes his muscles and grabs my hand.

“Oh, are you still angry about that?” he chuckles, releasing the hand that I pull away.  “I figured you’d be a little upset, but the audience loved it when Cruz bombed through our performance, so I thought maybe we’d return the favor.”

My eyes are slit.  My voice is a hiss.  “You’re such an asshole.”

“I bet you think everyone’s an asshole.”

“Yeah.” I scoff.  “Pretty much.”

“All this anger…you know where it comes from?” he asks, going to the fridge, grabbing one of those disgusting non-alcoholic beers that some idiot made with a cheap kit in his basement.

“What are you, a therapist?”

“No.” he tilts his head, almost playfully, making me want to hit him.  Everything is a goddamn joke to this asshole. “How about a friend?”

“You’re no friend of mine.” I scoff.

“Who is?  Who is Roxy’s friend?” he asks, almost jokingly.

“Nobody.” 

“Is that what you think?  Really?  How about the coke and the booze?  Are they your friends?”

“Fuck you.”

I notice that he hasn’t opened the beer.  He’s holding it in his hands. He takes a step towards me and hands it to me.  “I don’t want that.” I scoff.  “It’s that fucking non-alcoholic shit.”

“What’s that doing in there?” he chuckles.

“None of your fucking business.” I say, anger dripping from my voice.  He picks up on how much that bothers me. He divides his glance between both my eyes.  I look away.

“You’re off the sauce.” He says.  “So that’s what your irises look like.” 

“Fuck you.”

“God, you’re angry with or without it, man.” He observes, handing me the beer.  “Here.  Throw this shit against the wall.  You’ll feel better.”

My chest heaves as I stare at the bottle.  He’s right.  I’m so fucking angry I could skin the sonofabitch alive.  I take one more breath and chuck the bottle against the wall, listening to it smash, watching the brownish shards of glass land on the floor, as the yellowish/brownish froth and liquid oozes down the wall.  It’s satisfying.  Very satisfying.  As I stand there, watching the mess, he’s getting me more bottles from the fridge.  “Here.  Have another go.”  He says, offering me another bottle.

I chuck it against the wall, listening to the smash, and I feel a smile come across my face.  Jett hands me a third bottle, and I heave it against the wall, as my chest heaves up and down.  As I stand there, feeling a weird sense of relief, I look over at Jett, and he gives me a warm smile.  “Feel better?”

I shake my head in disbelief.  I answer breathlessly.  “A hundred times fucking better.”

We’re silent for a beat.  Then he says fairly.  “You want to tell me what happened with your manager?  He tell you to cut the sauce or else?”

I nod. Not sure why, but I do.  “Yeah.” I lick my lips, catching my breath.  “If I don’t, we walk.”

“Jesus.” He says, with as much shock as me and the rest of my band felt.  “Can they even do that?  When is your contract up?”

I shake my head.  “Doesn’t matter.  They’re a huge record company.”

“Bull fucking shit, Roxy.” He argues.  “You have rights, goddammit.”

“Not enough.  Not when we’re not selling enough records.” I explain.  “And if I don’t come out on the other side and give them a hit record, we walk, too.”

“Classic Crass.” Jett says.  “That’s why we didn’t want to sign with them.”

My eyes dart to his.  “You’re with Crass, too?”

“Yeah.” He nods.  “That’s one of the reasons why we didn’t want to sign with them, but they offered us the best deal.  We had an offer from Blue Records, too, but Terry and Roy, our producer and engineer, they’re with Crass, and we just…didn’t want to risk going with someone else.”

“You had two recording companies give you an offer?” 

“It’s a long story.” He says humbly.

“Yeah, I’m sure.” I scoff.

He changes the subject after a beat. “So, what are you going to do?”

“What else can I do?” I pause.  “Go to fucking rehab, dry up, and then make the most kickass album I can, so I don’t let anyone down.”

“And I think with your voice and drive, you can totally do it, Roxy.” He says honestly.

I stare at the floor. 

“You know Storm?  From the band Daniel’s List?”

I look up at him.  “Never met the guy, but yeah, I know who you’re talking about.”

“He was real fucked up with the drugs…like…bad.”

“Really?  I never knew that.”

“How the hell he managed to keep it quiet, I don’t know.” He explains.  “But he and I are really good friends.  He made it.  Got through the rehab.” He pauses for emphasis.  “He’s one of the reasons why I stay away from that shit.  I saw what he went through.  I went to see him almost every day while he was in treatment.”

“How do you two know each other?”

“He was best friends with my older brother in high school.  I knew him from going to see him when he used to do local gigs and stuff.  He used to sneak me in when I was underage.  Used to put me on the V.I.P. list under an alias.” He smiles.  “Good guy.”

“How come you said ‘was’?  Is your brother not best friends with him anymore?”

Jett looks at me.  “No.  No, my brother stopped talking to him when he started hitting the drugs hard.”  He licks his lips.  “It’s right around the time when he stopped talking to me, too.”

“Your brother?”

“Yeah.”

“How come he stopped talking to you?”

“Because he didn’t want to associate with anyone who associated with drugs like that.  And I figured he was being an asshole.  It’s a flaw.  Everyone has at least one flaw.”

“So you don’t talk to your brother still?”

“It’s more like he doesn’t talk to me.  I’d never turn my back on him. If he called me tomorrow and wanted to come see me or come see a show, I’d get him in.”

“How come?”

He looks at me.  “Because I don’t believe in throwing people away like that.  You know.  Humans aren’t built to be perfect, and if you keep treating people like they’re disposable, you’re going to end up alone.  That’s a huge fear of mine.  That’s one of the reasons why I love being in a band, and one of the reasons why I love traveling and doing shows, and meeting people and fans and cats in the industry.  I don’t ever want to be alone.”

I’m silent, digesting what he’s just said.  “Most of the time I just want to be alone.  Most of the time I want to tell people just to fuck the hell off and leave me alone.”

“Between you and me I think that’s just because you’re going through some shit right now.  I don’t think anyone ever truly wants to be alone.  We all need support for different things.  We all need to have people around us, especially in this industry, where you have to basically have a team to crank out hit tunes professionally.”

“No, I just want to be alone.  Like a-fucking-lone, all the time.” I say, feeling irritated again.  “Especially people like you.” 

“How come?”

“You come off all friendly and helpful and shit, but at the end of the day, people like that always want something from you.  They want to fuck you literally or in some other way.”

“Well, I don’t want to fuck you.” He says matter-of-factly.  “And I don’t think any of my band members or yours want to fuck you, either.”

“Stix does.  He always wants to fuck me.”

“And do you let him?”

“That’s none of your fucking business.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

I look at him and smile mirthlessly. “See?  Now you’re being an asshole again.”

“I’m not being an asshole, I just read you right, and that pisses you off.”

“You don’t know me.  You don’t know a fucking thing about me, you asshole.”

“I know that your lead guitarist is ready to walk.”

“Fuck you.”

“See?  You knew that, too, didn’t you.”

“No, I didn’t, asshole.”

“But you do, now, and I suggest that you stop being so fucking stubborn and start realizing that your bandmates fucking love you, and they’re your friends.  And the sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be, sweetheart.”

“Fuck you.”

He lifts his hands, walking away, but he doesn’t leave before adding.  “And whether you like it or not, me and my bandmates are your friends, too, so take that.”

“Fuck you.”

“Have fun in rehab, Roxy.”
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Chapter 5


Jett





She’s tough as nails. She’s got the chops to do what needs to be done here. She just needs to refocus. Get back on track. Get her head back on straight. And I believe that Roxy can do it, too. The fact that she’s willing to go to rehab, and the fact that she doesn’t want to let anyone down, is telling. As much as she comes off like she doesn’t give a shit, she does. A whole lot. I can hear her performance as we hang in the green room, doing our warmup, and I know that that woman is a fighter. 

I remember when Storm went on stage right before he went to rehab.  Couldn’t focus to save his life.  He forgot half the lyrics to songs that he wrote, and his tone was completely off the whole time.  Told me he’d never perform again sober.  He’d never known anything else.  And one of his bandmates caught him snorting up halfway through the show, too.  He was a hot mess, and he knew it. But even after all that, he still got through rehab and made it back on stage. 

“Alright!  Are we ready to rumble!” Slick shouts, revving us up to go on stage.  He’s the best at this part.  We do something cool to get pumped up, whether it be singing a song we all know that boosts our adrenaline, doing hand gestures and games, cheers, chants, you name it, Slick comes up with something super energy-inducing, and we do it.  Tonight, we’re in a makeshift ring, playfighting.  It’s great.  When we’re all sufficiently energized, our stage manager calls us up.

I know that Roxy’s band did well because of the energy in the audience.  They always put on a great show, but tonight, we didn’t pull any stunts.  Of course, that doesn’t mean that Cruz won’t disrobe and dance across the stage again, but we’ll see what happens.  It’s nighttime for this round, so we’ve got the added bonus of lighting to accompany our performance, and it’s fantastic.  We include a little bit of fireworks at the back of the show, right before we do our last song and then another huge bang before we gather at the front of the stage to join hands and say goodbye.  

It’s bittersweet.  We won’t be on stage again until our next tour, and that’s kind of up in the air at this point.  But I really do want to tour with Buying Time.  I think that chemistry between bands is important when touring together, and we seem to get along great.  We get backstage to meet some fans, just like before the show, and I look around for Buying Time, but I don’t see them.  “Hey, where did everyone go?” I ask when we finally get to the green room.

“You mean Roxy’s gang?” Jim, my roadie, asks.

“Yeah.”

“They left already.  Just their crew is here for teardown.” He explains.

“Shit.”

“What’s up?”

“I just…I wanted to get in touch with them.”

“Call Crass.  They can hook you up.” He frowns.

“Sure.  Yeah.  I’ll ask Ron to reach out.”
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I frown. “She’ll pull through.”

“That’s quite a gamble, man.” Zane says.  “What if she doesn’t?  Do we not want to have a backup plan?”

I shrug.  “Well, sure, we can have a backup.  That would be stupid. We always have a backup.”

We’re at my place, winding down after rehearsing some of our new tunes, while we wait for the record company to give us a date when we can go on tour.  

“But we’ll have to push our date out some.” Slick reminds.  “If Roxy’s going to rehab, we have to wait until she gets out first.”

“Yeah, and then I heard that she’s on a deadline for a new album, so we’ve got to wait for that, too.” Crush adds.

“Where did you hear that from?” I ask.

Crush waves.  “I fucked around with one of her press reps a couple nights ago.”

I chuckle.  “You are something else.”

“What?” Crush shrugs.  “She was fucking hot and she wanted me.”

“And you didn’t want her?” I tease.

“Hell ya, I wanted her.” He admits, growling.  “I’m seeing her again tonight.”

Slick changes the subject.  “We have to tell Crass that we’ll need to push our tour date back.  You think they’ll be cool with that?”

“I think so.  If not, we can always start with a newer band and then ditch them when Roxy and her crew are ready to roll.”

“Won’t that fuck with the promoters?”

“No, not really.  Lots of bands do that.” I shrug.

“Any word on Roxy?” Crush asks.  

“I don’t know.” I say honestly.  “I talked to Ron yesterday. He told me where she’s staying.”

“You going to go pay her a visit?” Slick asks.

“Yeah, I think so.” I nod.  “You guys cool with that?”

“Totally.” Slick says, and the rest of the guys nod.

Zane smirks at me.  “Wear the cardboard box.”


      [image: ]As I pull up to the rehab center, I grab the bouquet of flowers from the passenger’s seat. It’s cheesy, I know, but I hate showing up anywhere empty-handed.  My mother instilled in me years ago to always bring something, no matter where I’m going.  Hell, I even bring cigars or little treat items when we go to the recording studio.  Poor Jim is always running around grabbing shit for me if I’m not throwing on my baseball cap and sunglasses, picking up things myself.  Ron told me that Roxy’s only been in rehab for a couple of days, so I know that she’ll be as bitchy as ever, and she may even be sick.  So I know what to expect.

The place looks like a hospital, only a little more institutional, like a library.  There are two floors, and the second floor has windows with bars across them, even though they’re done in such a way that it looks decorative, I know the difference.  There are nurses at the front desk, in smocks, and one of them takes me to the room where Roxy is.  The hallways are lined with industrial grade carpeting, and the walls are painted institutional white.  The doors look like those you would find in a high school, only they’re metal, and they have a tiny window cut out of the upper half.

I knock first before entering, but Roxy sees my face from the other side of the door, and I open it.  She doesn’t get up.  Roxy is wearing a pair of grey jogging pants and a white, v-neck t-shirt, with fluffy white socks, and her long black hair is tied up in a messy bun with tendrils hanging out the sides.  She’s sitting on her bed with her knees up to her chin, and her face is so pale it looks like she’s recently puked or something.  Even her lips look pale and dry.  Her bed is tucked into the left-hand corner, and she has a television hanging on the wall by a metal bracket.  The room is so tiny I think prison cells are bigger.  A small t-shaped table is rolled to the side of her bed, with remnants of whatever breakfast was, still sitting on it.

“Hey.” I say, giving her a tight smile.

“Didn’t expect to see you here.” she comments, and I detect a quiver in her voice, like she really did just puke moments ago. The tiny two-piece bathroom is at the bottom of the room, and sure enough, the toilet lid is up, so unless they were just in to clean, she was sick.

“Ron told me where you were.  Thought I’d pay you a visit.” I say, placing her flowers on the table.  “How are you doing?”

“Fucking wonderful. You?” she asks snidely, smoothing her hair, and I see that her hands are shaking.

“Anything I can do to help?”

She scoffs.  “What the fuck is it with you?  No, there’s not a fucking thing you or anyone can do to fucking help me.”

“I’ve got some shitty beer bottles in the car.” I joke.  “Feel like tossing some against the wall?  Looks like it would be an improvement.”

She just scoffs, playing with a tendril of hair.  Then she sniffs.

“Were you sick?” I ask gently.

“Fucking food here sucks.” She answers.  “I can’t eat it.  Every time I do I puke.”

“You want me to go get you something better?”

She closes her eyes tight and sticks her hand out.  “Please. No.  Please don’t talk about food.” It’s the first time she’s ever spoken to me without that cutting tone in her voice.

“No problem.” I say, giving her knee a rub.

She flinches. “God, and whatever you do, don’t fucking touch me.  My skin is on fire.”

“Okay.  Sorry.” I say gently, noticing the beads of sweat on her forehead.

“Man, you really are burning up.  Did you have your temperature checked recently?  Maybe you are sick.”

She waves.  “It’s just the fucking withdrawal.” She explains.  “It’s doing heavy shit to my body.  Now I know why…oh…fuck, never mind.” She says, irritated. Her hands are shaking so bad she can’t seem to get comfortable.  She’s jittery and…almost nervous.  

I notice a notebook on the table.  “What’s that?” I gesture with my chin.

“Oh, that.” She sniffs and reaches, with effort, to grab the book.  “I’ve been writing some song lyrics. It’s the only thing I can fucking do without going out of my mind.” She explains, and then she looks at me pointedly, with the ghost of a smile on her face.  “Did you know how much television fucking sucks?” 

I smile. “Why do you think I play guitar?”

She opens the book to a spot and shows me the page.  I read through it and look at her.  “This is fucking awesome.  Are you thinking a hard tune or something acoustic maybe?”

“I’m not sure yet.  I’d like to flesh it out on a keyboard first, or maybe a guitar.  Guitar works best for me first.”

“I can relate.” 

She smiles a little.  It’s nice to see.  Roxy’s got these little dimples in her cheeks.  Never noticed them before. Then, this is the first time I think I’ve ever seen her smile.  Then I read through the lyrics again and look at her.  “This thing about ‘his gaze’…it’s not about a lover, is it.”

“No.” she shakes her head.  

It takes me a minute.  “This is about your father.”

“Yeah.” She nods.  

“Is he…?” I trail off.

“Yeah.” Another nod.  “I was sixteen.”

My voice is a whisper.  “Fuck…off.”

She doesn’t respond. Her eyes are on the paper.  “That part about the shadow…you think it’s not subtle enough that it’s him and his little girl?”

I look at the paper again and re-read it.  “No, I think that’s good.”

She scratches her head.  “Too bad you didn’t bring a guitar.”

“Next time.” I nod once.

She looks at me. “Yeah.  Like you’ll come back.  Not after seeing me like this.”

“It’s just you, Roxy.” I say casually.  “You want me to come back, I will.”

“Stix was by yesterday.” She says, then she turns her head, and I’m not sure if she’s stifling a laugh or trying not to cry, or maybe she’s going to puke again.  “I begged the motherfucker to give me a hit.  He wouldn’t.”

“I told you they’re your friends.”

“If he was my fucking friend, he would have given me something.” She blurts, but the tone in her voice says that she knows that I’m right.

“You’ll get through this.” I say, and then I change the subject.  “What else have you been working on?”

That seems to help.  She flips the page, and I notice that the book is old and tattered, and almost out of sheets, so I make a mental note to pick her another one up.  “Read this one.” She says, patting the page.  “This I think will make a heavier song, with serious screeching vocals.” She says animatedly, like she’s picturing it in her head right now.  The passion in her voice is palpable, and I love it.

After reading through it, I shake my head.  “You are so fucking talented I’m almost jealous.”

“Fuckoff.” She says, but with a smile, and the tone is more mellow, like she’s saying, ‘get outta town’.

“I’m serious.  There’s a reason why your first hit went to number one, Roxy.”

“Yeah.” She says, but I sense that she only believes it halfway.  Then she swallows and gets this weird look on her face.  “Fuck.” She says, covering her mouth. She scoots quickly off the bed and heads into the washroom.  When she doesn’t close the door, and I see her going headfirst into the toilet, I go to her.  After a few quick retches, she’s done.  Her chest is heaving from exertion. I grab the facecloth from the sink and wet it under the tap.  Then I place it on her neck and drape the tendrils of hair from the sides of her face, over her ears.

“You okay?”

“No, I’m not fucking okay.” She says, her voice quivers.  Her body is trembling, and then she does something I don’t expect…she starts to sob.  “I feel like shit, I look like shit, I’m alone, I’m dying for a hit, I’m starving but I want to puke, and I want like hell to go home but I can’t. I’m stuck in this fucking hell hole for twenty-seven more days, and I think I’d rather die than be here.”

I’m scared to touch her, based on what she said earlier, so I go for safe and place a hand on her shoulder.  “Hey, you said that you’re alone. Don’t you like being alone?”

Another sob. This time with her eyes tightly shut. “No.”

“But I thought you said that you wished everyone would just leave you alone.”

“I lied, okay?” she shouts.  “I fucking lied!”

“It’s okay.” I say, trying to sound as soothing as I can.  My hand goes to her back, as I give it a gentle rub, and she doesn’t flinch, so I think it’s okay.  I keep rubbing softly, and she seems to calm.  “It’s okay to lie sometimes, Roxy.  Hell, I lie all the time. ‘Yeah, you look good in that pleather pants suit, Slick’, or, ‘no, she doesn’t look like she just broke out of the whore house, Crush’, or better, ‘I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole, Roxy’.” I add, giving her a wink, rubbing her back with obvious vigor.

She scoffs, but this time, with a smile.  “You’re such an asshole.”
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“Yo, it’s Stix, man.  Lemme in.”

“Sure.  Come on in.”

I push the button to open the electronic gate and walk outside.  Stix drives a truck, relatively new, and very shiny from a recent buff and polish.  He exits the truck and walks over.  We shake hands.  “How’s it going, man?” I say to him.

“Excellent.” He says.  “Been working on some musical shit with the guys while our Roxy convalesces.”

“Sounds great, man. Come on in.” I say, gesturing to the front door.  My house has a triple car garage and is large enough for a small recording studio. We don’t record much here, but it’s nice to have for recording my licks.  It makes the album creating process all that much easier and faster.  I’m always trying new things on my axe, and I try to record as much of the good stuff as I can.  “I’m just going to visit Roxy in an hour or so.”

“Yeah, I was there a couple of days ago.  I’m going to go back tomorrow, I think, but it’s causing me some problems with the old lady.”

I look at him, confused.  “I thought Roxy was your old lady.”

He waves.  “Nah.  We fuck around every now and then, but not since I met this chick I’ve been seeing for about a month.”

“Oh yah?  Cool.  Does Roxy know about her?”

He nods.  “Yeah.  She doesn’t like her, but then, Roxy doesn’t like anybody.” He chuckles.

I smile.  “Hey, did she show you some of the shit she’s writing?”

He nods.  “Yeah.  I just wish like hell that we could jam it out.  Roxy’s always got great ideas.  It’s just getting her sober enough to fucking work on it seriously.”

“I get it.” I nod.  “Hopefully that won’t be a problem anymore.”

He tilts his head slightly.  “Yeah.”

“Hey, that tune she wrote about her dad, what’s the story there?”

Stix rests his chin on his interlaced hands.  “Oh, she’ll never say.  I found out by accident when some fucking reporter asked her about it.  She nearly fucking punched him, but I caught her before it happened.”

“What happened?”

“Roxy’s dad and she were real close.  Best friends.  He was a fucking awful alcoholic.  Used to beat her mom and all.  Then he got arrested for something stupid and was told that he had to go to rehab.” He pauses, and his voice softens.  “He offed himself a week before he was supposed to go.”

“Holy fuck.” I murmur, shaking my head.  “And she was sixteen when this happened, right?”

He nods.  “Yeah.”

“Jesus.”

“What made it worse…her mom remarried a year later.” He shakes his head.  “Roxy and her mom don’t speak.”

“So addiction runs in her family.”

“Yeah.  Roxy moved out when her mom remarried.  Started playing in high school.”

“When did she start using?”

“Oh, she’s been using for a long time, man.  It’s just snowballed.  Got worse when the second album didn’t live up to the first and so on.  I saw this coming if I’m being honest.”

“And were you and Roxy ever serious?”

He cranes his neck.  “What, are you, nuts?  Roxy doesn’t let anyone get that close.  We just fucked around when she had the appetite for it.  But that always came after the coke and the booze.”

“And this chick you’re with now…does she know about you and Roxy?”

“There’s nothing to know, man, but yeah, she knows I used to fuck her.  It’s not a problem.” He shrugs.  Then he changes the subject.  “It’s crazy about this record deal, huh.”

“Yeah.  But you guys will pull through.”

He looks at me.  “You think so?”

“You don’t?”

He shakes his head.  “I don’t know, man.  It’s hard to say.  I want it to.  But the problem is time.  We haven’t got a lot of it.”

I look at him pointedly.  “Then you’ve got to work with what have.”


      [image: ]Her hair is in a ponytail today, and her lips don’t look all dry and chapped, but she’s still pale as hell.  “Hey,” I say as soon as she gestures to me to come in.  A smile comes to her face when she sees what I brought with me…a guitar.  “Well, that sure is nice to see.”

“What?”

“A smile.”

She waves.  “Oh, man.  I never thought I’d be so happy to see one of those things again.”

“I figured you’d say that.  I thought we’d flesh out some of these tunes for a while.”

“Let’s do it.” She says, grabbing her notepad.  I have a bag in hand, and inside, is a new notepad, a few pens, a tape recorder, and a box of anti-nauseant ginger chewables that came highly recommended by my pregnant sister-in-law.  My brother might not talk to me, but my sister-in-law does, and always has.  It was because of her that I attended their wedding.

I hand her the new notepad and pens.  “Figured you could use another one.  That other one is almost finished.”

“I’ve had this one forever.  I’m never throwing it out.”

“I wouldn’t suggest it.  Just, you’re going to run out of room, and if you’ve got a creative bug, that’s going to be a problem.”

She opens the notebook, and I notice an inscription on the inside cover.  It was a gift from her dad.

“No, you’re right.” She chuckles, showing me the inside of her palm.  “I thought of some stuff this morning and I had to write it on my hand.”

I chuckle.  “Jesus, Roxy.  Get that down here now, before it gets smeared the next time you take a shit.”

She snorts a laugh. It sounds amazing.  I don’t think I’ve ever heard her laugh before.  I sit on the bed next to her and start with a simple lick, since it is an acoustic guitar, not an electric one, and she tells me how to adjust it, so it fits with the sound of the song that she had in mind. When we’ve got it, I hit record on the machine, and she starts to sing.  The passion in this woman’s voice and face is unreal.  Roxy loves to sing and it’s so evident.  She’s almost glowing.

I love how her voice is rough in the spots where it fits, yet soft, like a child’s, in other spots.  Angelic but with an edge.  It’s beautiful.  When we finish the song, I realize that we’ve both had our eyes closed almost the entire time, and when I stop the recording, a look is exchanged, like we both know that that was it.  It’s perfect.  “Fuck, that was awesome.” She says.  “It was like…so clear…so on the money.”

“It was, Roxy.” I lick my lips.  “When a song hits the spot in me, I get goosebumps.” I explain, and then I show her my arm, which is covered in tiny bumps, with the hair standing on end.  She looks, and then she runs her hand along, as if she wouldn’t believe it unless she felt it.

“That’s fucking wild.” She says, rubbing her hand along my skin.  Her hand is warm, not clammy, the way I imagined it would be. Her fingers are soft, too, like a child’s.  It’s like inside is a tough interior, but outside, she’s just a little girl, with the voice of an angel and a devil at the same time, and with a Jekyll and Hyde temper.  Although, I’m growing more and more convinced that her temper is thanks to the drugs and booze, since she seems much more level-headed today.

“You want me to play it back?” I ask, reaching over to the recorder.

“No, not yet.  I want to do a couple more, and then we can listen back.” She says, and I nod.  We run through two more songs; one a harder tune, and the other, another softer ballad, and I’m convinced that these songs will make it on their next album. 

“What are these?” Roxy asks, taking a break, noticing the ginger pills.

“Oh, these will help your stomach.”

She inspects the box.  “Is your girlfriend pregnant or something?”

I smile, snorting a laugh. “Sure. Yeah.  No, my sister-in-law recommended them.”

“So you have more than one brother?”

“No, just the one.”

“But you said that you don’t talk.”

“Yeah, my brother and I don’t talk, but I talk to my sister-in-law all the time.”

“How does that work?”

“Easy.  I go over to visit or talk to her on the phone.  He pays attention when he wants to, or he walks away.  I’ve known Nancy since elementary school.  We were in the same class since her surname starts with the same letter as mine.”

“And your brother never has a problem with that?”

I frown.  “Nope.  He’s a stubborn asshole, but it’s all in the past.”

“And do you still talk to Storm?”

“Oh yeah.  Not every day, but often enough.”

“And does your brother know that Storm is clean?”

I nod.  “Yeah.”

“So, why does he still have a problem with you?”

I shrug.  “Hell if I know.  A small part of me thinks that he’s a little ashamed of what I do for a living.  Sometimes I think it’s not all about what happened with Storm.  My brother’s a by-the-book, Dudley Do Right kind of guy, and when I started coloring outside of the lines and got into music, instead of going off to college, like he did, he didn’t like that too much.”

“But it’s your life.”

“Yep.  It is.  But I think he’s a bit jealous because I was the one that retired mom and dad, and I’m the one who pays for their retirement trips and stuff like that, when he wanted to do that.”

“What does he do for a living?”

“He’s got a master’s degree in biology.  He teaches at a University.”

“So, he’s a nerd.”

I smile, chuckling.  “Yeah.  Jason wanted to conquer the world.  He wanted to become some big-time doctor, but he couldn’t get past his master’s.  He didn’t realize how difficult post-secondary education would be.  Not that I claim to be better than him, because I barely made it through high school, but he wanted to be the dude that made all the money and had all the success, I think.  I’m sure that his detachment from me isn’t all because of a mutual friend.”

“Sounds like your brother is a little green with envy.  You think maybe this Nancy chick has the hots for her rock star brother-in-law?  Maybe that’s the real reason why your brother hates you.” She says with a chuckle.

I tilt my head, a ‘v’ forming between my brows. “I never thought of it that way.  But I don’t think so.  Nancy adores Jason.  She once used me to get to my older brother.”

“Classic.” She laughs, laying back on the bed.

“Tired?”

“Kind of.  This shit beats the body up.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you still look like shit.” I tease, chuckling, gently shoving her leg in jest.

“Fuck you.  What’s your excuse?” she scoffs, laughing.  I could hear her laugh all day.  

…and then I get a brilliant idea.
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Chapter 6


Roxy





“So, is Jett your real name?” I ask him, as he sits on my bed, strumming his guitar. 

“Yeah, actually.  What about you?”

“It’s Roxanne, but nobody’s called me that since middle school.”

“If I told you all my band member’s real names, I’d have to kill you afterwards.”

“Same here.” I scoff.  “I gave Stix his name, though.  His real name is Bernard.” I laugh out loud.  He looks at me and we both break into laughter, until we’re both almost crying.

“There was no way in hell no dude named Bernard was joining my band.” I say, wiping the tears off my face.

“My parents had a heart.  They gave us all non-nerdy first names.” He explains.  “But I love it when bands have wicked last names and use them for the band name…like Van Halen.  I couldn’t see calling a rock band ‘Hornswaggle’.”

My jaw drops, but my eyes are dancing.  “Your last name is not Hornswaggle!” I shout in disbelief.

He laughs, nodding.  “Yep.”

“It sounds like one of them fucking characters from Fraggle Rock!” I’m laughing, dying.

“Uh huh.” 

“Oh my God!” I’m still dying.  “Well, at least they gave you a cool first name.  It’s not like they could choose your last name.”

“Yeah.  Maybe that’s why my brother never became a doctor.  Can you imagine a proctologist named doctor Hornswaggle?”

I flop my head back on the bed, dying.  My stomach hurts I’m laughing so much.  My face hurts. My head hurts.  But I haven’t felt this good in a long time.  “Your brother wanted to be a proctologist?”

He shakes his head, laughing.  “I don’t fucking know. Maybe a gynecologist, or maybe one of them foot doctors…who knows!” 

“That’s fucking hilarious!” I’m giggling.

“You sure you’re not going to break something over there?  I didn’t think you could laugh.”

I draw in a deep breath and let it out with a little mewl.  “Bet you didn’t think I could cry, either, but I did that the last time you were here.”

“Getting clean is an emotional thing, man.  Let it happen.” He says, patting my leg.  “Hey, I’ve got an idea.  I’ll be right back.  Keep playing.” He puts his guitar next to me and walks out.  I can play just about any instrument, and I learned how to play acoustic guitar in middle school.  Piano I learned when I was seven.  Those are the two I play best.  Stix once let me bash on his drums and it turned him on so bad, we had sex right under the risers.  That was the first time we fucked.  

As I strum through another of the songs that I wrote, this one years ago, I hear Jett re-enter the room, but I don’t stop.  He sits down and presses record, so I take it from the top, and he sings some harmony with me, giving another dimension to the ditty.  It’s a catchier tune to balance out some of the other stuff, and when we get through it, we’re adding another verse and tweaking some from the first verse and a little bit of the chorus, since I’d left out a couple of beats.  “That’s another good tune, Roxy.” He says.

“Hey, where’d you go?” 

“Well, since you’ve been busting your balls on these tunes, and the guys are dying to jam some of the material out with you, I managed to get you a conditional temporary leave.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“If you want to go to my little recording studio for a couple of hours next week, I’ve been given permission to take you, and bring you right back afterwards.”

I’m impressed.  I mean, the windows have fucking bars on them in this place.  “How the fuck did you manage that?”

“I told them it was better for your mental health.” He shrugs.  “That, and I promised her a V.I.P. seat at my next concert…and a tossed her a douce for keeping her mouth shut, too.”

“But Crass, man.  They’ve got me under lock and key here, Jett.  I’m sunk if they find out I busted out of here.”

“Well, I gave her my first born for that.” He frowns.  “Anyone from Crass calls and she’s to tell them that you’re in therapy and not to be disturbed.  Technically, you will be in therapy…musical therapy.”

“How did you…seriously.”

“Don’t sweat it.” He insists.  “I paid her off to take care of it.”

I can’t help the smile on my face.  “Why…why are you doing this?”

He smiles back.  “Do you know how many fucking hoops some people jumped through to get me to where I am today, man?  We’re all one big motherfucking family here.  The boys have your back, and I’ve got your back, too.  All we need you to do is to get well and make a kickass album, and so far, you’re almost halfway there.”

The thought of letting my band down has been crippling.  That’s part of the reason why I was using, and part of the reason why I failed, because I was so goddamn worried about letting people down, the pressure was too much.  

“Nobody ever gets to where they are on their own, Roxy.  We all need a little help along the way.”

I sniff. “But I look like shit.”

“Yeah, but you sound fucking amazing, man.”

I smile as he smirks, both of us picking up on the fact that he’s agreeing that I look like shit.  “So when do I get to do this?”

“You’ve got to get through your first two weeks, so just another few days.  That way all the withdrawal is done, and it’s just rebuilding and therapy.”

“And they trust you?  With that face?” I poke, getting him back.

He smiles.  “Fuckoff, Roxanne.”


      [image: ]Why I’m so nervous, I have no idea, but I am.  Jett is coming to pick me up in an hour, and I can’t seem to focus.  I’ve changed what limited outfits I have like five times, and I can’t get my hair right.  I look…different.  I feel like I’m in someone else’s body. Someone else I like a whole lot better, that is.  I still feel like having a hit really bad, but it’s getting better, and I finally stopped puking a couple of days ago.  Food tastes better.  Even the shit they serve me here.  Sure, if I see a beer, I’m a goner, but at least I don’t want it so bad it feels like I’ll die if I don’t get it.

I’m excited about jamming.  Aside from performing, that’s my favorite part about being a recording artist.  Jamming is like witnessing a new baby being born, without any pain at all.  Not that I can compare, since I don’t have kids, but you get the picture.  It’s like creativity at its best.  It’s the crux of creative energy, and when you get that synergy between your bandmates and yourself, when you’re all experiencing that synergy, it’s magic…pure fucking magic.  I love it.  Nothing else except performing compares to it.

Best part is, Jett has his own recording studio in his house, so we may be able to start some rudimentary tracks, which puts us more behind the eight ball with our deadline for Crass.  That makes me feel a whole lot better.  I don’t want to let any of these guys down.  I never want to let anybody down.  When I see Jett’s face on the other side of the door, I feel my stomach do a flip.  I’m so excited to get the fuck out of this place, even if it’s only for a couple of hours.

“Hey there.” He says, giving me a smile. 

I find myself smiling back.  “What do you think…do I still look like shit?”

“Not with that smile.” 

“I’m so pumped to get out of this place.”

“Yeah, just remember, you have to come back.”

“Shit, I know that.  I’m just excited to finally get back into music for real again.”

“I hear you.” He licks his lips.  “You ready to roll?”

“Ready to rock, too.”


      [image: ]“Heeeyyyy!!” Stix calls to me as he walks into Jett’s place.  “Look who’s back from the dead.”

“Fuckoff.” I scoff.  “I’m a figment of your imagination, and if anyone asks, I wasn’t here, or both mine and Jett’s asses are on the line.”

“I got it, man.  My lips are sealed.”

“Where are the rest of the guys?” I ask.  “I never thought I’d say this, but I’ve missed them ugly motherfuckers.”

“Right behind me.  They’re all in Cruz’s car.”

“How come you didn’t carpool with them?” Jett asks, setting up in the living room.

“In case my old lady bitches and I have to split.” Stix shrugs.  “I gave her your number, man. I hope that’s cool.” He says to Jett.

“As long as she doesn’t start calling me up asking me what the fuck to get you for Christmas and shit, I’m fine.”

Stix grins.  “Hey, you haven’t been fucking around with my kit, have you, man?”

Jett shakes his head.  “No, sir.  But I did manage to booby trap it.”

“Fuck you.” He laughs, sitting on the stool, picking up his drumsticks.  

“Yo, it’s too bad we couldn’t get Chuck over here.” Stix comments.  Chuck is our producer.

“Na, it’s too hot with Roxy being out, man.  We can deal without him.” Jett reasons.  “This is my shit, anyway.  I’ve done tracks before.”

“Cool.” Stix nods, satisfied.  “You ever think about producing your own shit?”

“Na, that would piss Crass off, man.  Better to stay out of trouble.  Besides, Terry and Roy are the best, man.  I’d never part with them. They were the reasons why we signed with Crass.”

“Do your boys know about all this shit going on?” I ask, standing by the microphone stand.

“Yeah, and they’re cool.” He nods.

We hear the buzzer on the intercom sound, and Jett goes to answer it.  The boys are shouting into the speaker like idiots, joking around, so you can’t hear what they’re trying to say. Jett just shrugs and pushes the button to let them in.  Two minutes later, they’re in the house, and I feel my adrenaline pumping.  I make no small talk, I make it clear that I just want to get down to business, and they’re right in there, feeling the same vibe as I am.  

Jett’s behind the soundboard as we jam, catching tracks as they come to fruition, and we run through the slower ballad, and decide that it has a better punch with the electric guitar, so Cruz switches from his acoustic.  He nails the solo part, giving it an edge, and I add a screechy yet poignant climax, that Jett grabs, and I can tell by his face that it hit the mark perfectly.  I love it that he shares the same passion for music as we do. I also love it that he’s helping when he doesn’t have to.  I just hope that there isn’t an ulterior motive, as there often is, especially in this industry.

We’ve basically recorded the song as it would be played live, without any of the overdubbing, but I feel like that’s what this song is…raw, from the heart. It’s an emotional piece but at the same time it’s one of those songs that can be viewed in different perspectives.  It can be seen as a love song, but also as an inspirational ballad, depending on how the listener feels.  Never written a song like that before, and I love it.  I just hope that our listeners feel the same way, and at this point, that the guys over at Crass do, too.

It’s painful to leave, but Jett reminds me that I’m only allowed to be out of rehab for three hours, and we’re approaching that.  “Hey, Rox, don’t sweat it.” Blaze says. “Maybe Jett can work them over again and get you another pass.”

“I’ll try, man.  That’s all I can say.” He admits. “I may have to give out a block of tickets, but I’ll do what I can.  You guys did awesome today.”

“You think we can send some of this over to Crass?” Stix says.

“No, Stix, that’ll blow my cover.” I say, shaking my head.  “We can’t release anything to them until I’m out, or they’ll know.”

“Yeah, she’s right.” Jett agrees.  “Besides, this is just rudimentary stuff. You’ll need your producer and engineer’s approval for this first.”

“But I love that first track we did, man, that was great.” I whine.

“Then we can submit it to them after you’re out.  That way it doesn’t look suspicious.” Jett explains.

Cruz is looking at me strangely. “What’s up, man?”

He smiles.  “You just…I don’t know. I can’t explain it.”

A ‘v’ forms between my brows.  “What?  Do I have a bat in the cave or something?”

“No, you’re just…different.  It’s like a new you.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you’re the same ugly motherfucker you always were.” I smirk, but my eyes are dancing.

He smiles and takes a step towards me.  I think he’s going to cuff me on the shoulder for the caddy remark, but instead, he pulls me into a bear hug.  For the first time ever, I let him hug me.  There’s a lot of history between me and the boys.  “I’m proud of you, man.”

I pull back, giving him a playful shove.  “Hey, don’t go getting all soft on me, huh. We’re rockers.  I’m not turning into any fluffy pop star here, man, so don’t bail on me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I high five my boys and say goodbye.  And when I leave, I feel a lump in my throat, but I swallow it down.

Jett and I don’t say two words on the way back to the center.  When he drops me off, he stands in the doorway, setting his acoustic guitar on the floor, leaving it with me to practice my tunes.  “You’re awfully quiet.  Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I say, not looking at him. 

“You having one of those moments where you want to be alone?”

“Yeah.” I lie, feeling another lump in my throat.  My eyes start to water, but I turn my head, making it look like I’m perusing through my new songbook.  

“I’m just going to go check and make sure everything is cool at reception.  Be right back.” He says.  I nod but I don’t look at him, or I’ll lose it.  I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  Never have I been an emotional person, and I don’t know how to deal with it.  I miss the guys already and it’s only been like twenty minutes since I saw them.  I know it’s only a couple more weeks until I’m out of here for good, but I already miss that togetherness.  That camaraderie that I don’t even remember I had, not since that first album, when I was last sober.

And it’s like a floodgate opens.  A song flies out of my head, and I write it down voraciously, like I’m possessed.  It’s about best friends and brothers, and good friends, and it comes out like a polished goddamn song.  Like something I’ve been working on for months, but it literally takes minutes to get down on paper.  The tune is even in my head, so I write down some notes, scrawling so fast I get a cramp.  I’m not even aware that Jett is back in the room I’m zoned out so bad, and when I’m done, he’s standing in the doorway, quiet as a mouse.  I look up at him.  “Sorry. I…got another idea for a song.”

He smiles warmly.  “I figured as much.  You want to jam it out?”

“Yeah, sure.” I nod.

He comes, sits down, and I give him a general idea of how I want it to sound.  He presses record on the player and we start.  The song starts like a catchy one, and then turns into a chant in the chorus, something that listeners can sing along to, especially in concert, and then it goes catchier still, but then slows down towards the end, giving it a unique closing, with a touch of emotion, punctuating the importance of the way we treat our friends and brothers, when the chips are down.  And when the song comes to a close, Jett looks at me.  “Fuck, Roxy, you did it again.”

“You think so?” I ask, unsure.  It’s a really unique tune, and I’m not sure if listeners will like it.

“I know so.  I wish I had written this one myself.  It’s one of those songs that everyone can relate to.  Young or old.”

“I think so, too.  I love those songs. Never written one before.”

“Yeah, well, I think the boys are going to love this one, too.”

“How was it?  You know…while I was gone?”

He nods.  “Good.  No calls.  Quiet as a church mouse.”

“You think they have someone staking the place out maybe?”

A ‘v’ forms between his brows.  “I don’t think so.  I paid the other chick out front to keep watch.  Not just for Crass but for reporters and shit like that.  So far so good.”

This guy thinks of everything.  I look at him and there’s that fucking lump again.  For the first time in my life, I don’t want to be alone.  Normally, I can’t wait until people get out of my face, so I can use or get tanked, but now that that’s all behind me, I don’t ever want to be alone again.  Am I afraid to be alone?  Afraid that I’ll use?  Maybe.  But it’s too early to tell.  It’s not like my roadie is waiting on the road to go run and get me something.  He never did that, anyway, it was always Slick calling our dealer.  And all guests here have to be signed in, so sending someone to go get me some hooch is out of the question.  I’m sure they checked Jett’s bags before he came in.

“You want me to stay, or do you want some time alone?  You look a little tired.  It was a busy afternoon.”

“Yeah.” I answer, but I’m not sure what I answered yes to.  All I know is that if I say another word I’m going to bawl.  I have no idea why, but I just am.  Maybe all this therapy stuff coming my way is just what I need. I start tomorrow.  If I make it that far.  My eyes seem to be like storm clouds.

“Okay.” He nods, rising off my bed.  “I’ll see if I can arrange another escape if you’re up for it.”

I just nod, trying to look busy, looking through my songbook.  Jett walks towards the door.  “I’ll see you later.”

I don’t want him to go.  I give in and let the tears flow. “Jett.” I gasp, trotting to him, with my face already scrunched with emotion.  He’s surprised, almost confused, as he turns around, and I come at him, with my arms wrapping around his neck.  It takes him a second, but he buries his face in my neck and tucks his hands into my sides, pulling me close.  His hand grasps the hair at my neck as I feel the tears pour down my face.  Years of pent-up emotion come flooding out of me.

I cry like I’ve never cried before, letting go.  It’s something I’ve needed to do.  It’s something I’ve wanted to do.  It’s something I’ve never allowed myself to do.  But now I’m weak and can’t fight it any longer.  Drugs and alcohol gave me the strength to fight back and not let anyone in.  Now that that shield is gone, I’m vulnerable, and it’s scary.  It’s so fucking scary, but I need it all the same.  Jett holds me close, almost rocking me, saying nothing, just letting me lean into him, letting me have that support that I’ve never allowed myself to have.  My breathing is ragged as my face wets over and over again, and I sob painfully, like I’ve just been told that I have six months to live.  

It isn’t until my nose is too stuffed to breathe that I pull back.  “Fuck, I’ve snotted all over you.” I gasp.

“Like I fucking care.” He scoffs.  “I am your fucking tissue, Rox.”

I laugh/cry at that.  “You’re such an asshole.”

“I get that a lot.”

Another laugh/cry.  “I don’t know why I’m crying, Jett.”

“I don’t know why, either, honey. But sometimes we need to.” He says, cradling my head into his shoulder again.  This time, I turn my head sideways, laying on his shoulder, while he rubs my back.  It feels so good it makes me want to cry some more, but somehow, it soothes me until I just about fall asleep standing up. It’s not until I feel him lift me up into his arms, that I realize I’d fallen asleep upright.  He carries me over to the bed and lays me down, tucking me in.  He pulls a tissue out of the box on the table and dabs my eyes.  I’m too exhausted to open them. I feel him kiss my forehead and tuck a loose hair over my ear.

…and that’s all I remember until morning.
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Chapter 7


Jett





Poor kid. She cried herself to sleep standing up. Her legs nearly buckled and then I realized what was going on. Roxy is emotionally and physically exhausted, and now I understand why they dry you out and then keep you for two more weeks. You’re spent. It’s a huge undertaking to get off the sauce. She did great work today, though, and I think the guys are feeling it, too. This album is going to rock the charts. When I lifted her to the bed, she didn’t budge. Not a flinch when I tucked her in. Nothing. The drugs had her so fucked up she couldn’t as much as handle human contact. 

I felt bad leaving her.  But she’s so exhausted, she’ll sleep until morning.  No doubt in my mind.  Two weeks are going to fly by, and she’ll be a better person for having made it through the long haul.  I’ll go see her every day if it means she stays clean.  Roxy is a hell of a person sober and now I can attest.  The talent literally drips from her.  And as I pull up to the house, I see Slick’s car waiting for me at the gate.

“Hey, buddy.  I didn’t know you were stopping by.  Sorry, man.  You been waiting long?” I ask, pushing the key into the gate.

“No, man. It’s cool.” He waves.  Slick’s like that.  Nothing offends him.  For all I know he’s been out there all night and he wouldn’t as much as bitch about it.

We get inside the house and he sees all the instruments and equipment set up.  “How’d it go with Roxy and the guys?”

“Good.  Solid.  They should have some good material for Crass when she’s out.”

“Yeah?  I’m so pumped.  I think you’re right about them being ideal to tour with.  Cruz is fucking way cool.”

I smile.  “Yeah, he is.”

“So, how’s Roxy doing in rehab?”

“Good.” I nod.  “The first few days were fucking horrible, but that’s what you would expect.  Now, man, she’s like a changed person.”

“Still a bitch?”

I frown, shaking my head. “No.  Not anymore.”

He smiles, but his eyes are dancing.  

“What’s on your mind?” I ask, a ‘v’ forming between my brows, but I’m smiling.

“Doesn’t take a genius to figure it out, man.  You’re falling for her.”

“Like hell I am.” I bark, incredulous.  “She’s a hot mess, man.  Not even thinking about that.”

“Bullshit.  Why else are you over there all the time?  Why else are you helping her out so much?  You’re in love with her, man.  Admit it.” He says, shoving my leg playfully as we sit on the couch.

“I am so far from not being in love with her, that being in love with her would need its own zip code.  Trust me, I am more in love with you at this point.”

He chuckles. “Okay, I believe you.”  He pauses.  “So, you just want to help out, like you’d want to help a baby duck whose ducklings fell down the sewer kind of thing.”

I laugh out loud.  “God, I love it how you come up with these comparisons, man. It’s golden. It’s why you write kickass lyrics.”

“Thanks, man.  Am I right though?”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.  It’s like us, you know, how many times did someone lend us a hand, right?”

“Right.” He nods.  “So, you know that hot blonde that was checking you out at the festival?”

“Uh huh.”

“I got her number.”

I look at him like he just said he has three balls.  “Bullshit.”

“I’m serious.” He insists. “She’s some big exec. for some marketing company or something.”

“And how did you get her number?”

“She gave it to Jim, man.  He gave it to me.”

“Yeah, right.” I guffaw.  “Unless she paid him big time, Jim would screw her himself.”

“I’m telling you I have her number.” He says, chuckling.

“Fine.”

He looks at me, lifting a brow.  “You want it?”

“I thought you said she gave it to you.” 

“She gave it to Jim, but I told him I was seeing you first, so I told him I’d give it to you.”

“Okay.” I snuffle, confused but also amused.  

“So, do you want it?”

I’m looking at him like he’s changing color as we speak.  “No.” I chuckle.

“Why not?”

“Because…I don’t know…I’m not interested.”

“But she was checking you out.  I saw her.  You saw her.”

“So?”

“So, would you have taken her number that night, if she gave it to you?”

I lift my arms.  “What are we talking about here?”

“Answer the question.”

“M…maybe…I don’t know.”

“So, why don’t you want it now?”

“The moment has passed…I don’t know.”

He’s silent, but the smirk on his face is pissing me off.  “What?” I blurt, finally, after a beat.

His voice is a murmur.  “Why don’t you want her number, Jett?  She’s hot, single, she’s got money, and she wants you. I’d take it.”

“Then you take it.” I’m irritated now.

He nods, satisfied.

“Happy now?  Jesus Christ.  If you wanted her so bad, why didn’t you just say so?”

“I didn’t want her.”

I look at him, craning my neck.  “What the fuck…I think you need to go to rehab next.  You’re fucked up.”

He looks at me.  “Did you kiss her forehead?”

“Who?  The blonde chick?”

“No, stupid.  Roxy’s forehead.” He practically squeals.

“N…y…what does this have to do with anything?” I ask, chuckling, without a trace of mirth.

“Because everyone knows that you only kiss a forehead when you love the owner of said forehead.”

“Fuckoff.” I whine.  

“You know I’m right.”

“Fuckoff.”

He chuckles.  

“Fuckoff.”

He chuckles more.  

I punch him in the shoulder.  

More chuckles.

I mess his hair.  And that does it.  He grabs me by the arm and tackles me to the floor, as we playfight, scrapping it out on the floor, by the equipment.  “Cut it out, you Roxy lover!” he teases after I mess his hair up again.

“Shut up or I’ll chop it off in your sleep!” I laugh, punching him in the gut playfully.

He pauses, meaningfully. “Err…just…what are we talking about chopping off here?”

I snort a laugh.  “Your hair, you pervert!”

“Oh…okay, carry on.” He says, cuffing me in the head.  I grab his arm and bite him on the forearm.

“Oh, you piranha!” he snuffles, giving me a noogie.  

I pull his hand away from my hair and force him to mess his hair with his own hand.  “What are you, a fucking ventriloquist, man?” he laughs.

“Maybe.  It’s a good look for you though.” I say, standing back, as if admiring his new do that I’ve just royally fucked up.  

He rises.  “Alright.  No more messing with the hair, man.” He goes to the powder room across the hall and fixes his hair, returning unscathed.  “Still in love with her, or did I fight it out of you?”

“I’m not in love with her, man.” I chuckle.  “I care a lot about her, sure, but I don’t see us getting together or anything like that.”

“But you kissed her forehead.”

“So what.  She was bawling her eyes out.  I felt bad for her.  Doesn’t mean I want to fuck her.”

“I didn’t say you wanted to fuck her.  I said that you’re in love with her.  There’s a difference. If you don’t know that, then maybe I should introduce you to the new kickass lyrics I was writing earlier.”

“Is that why you came over?  Jesus, why torture me then.”

“Because it’s fun.” He lifts a finger, pointing it at me.  “But I don’t care what you say, man, you’re in love with her. You wait and see.”

“Whatever gets you through the night, man.” I sigh.  “You want me to call up the guys and we can jam?”

“Yeah, sure.”


      [image: ]“Dude, if we want to tour with Buying Time, don’t you think we should talk to Greg?  I mean, didn’t he say he was going to work on coordinating the tour with promoters?” Zane suggests to me, after I bring up the idea again.

“Yeah, I suppose we should.”

We’ve been jamming for a couple of hours.  Slick looks at the phone on the floor by the drum kit. He walks over to it and gestures to me with his chin.  “You have his number, man?  I forgot it.”

“Yeah, give me a sec.” I walk over to the fridge, where I have Greg’s business card on a magnet.  I call out the number to Slick while he dials.

A brief conversation ensues, and then Slick hangs up.  “He wants us over there. If we can haul ass, he can see us now.  He sounded kind of pissed.”

“We better get over there then.” I say, concerned. “I hope the fucking rehab center didn’t squeal on Roxy and blow her cover.”

“What are you talking about, man?” Crush asks.

Slick fills him in.

Crush’s eyes widen. “You’ve got fucking balls of steel, man.” He scoffs, half impressed, half thinking that I’m a fool.

“You don’t understand, man.  This whole sobering up thing is really striking a chord in Roxy.  The creativity is like a floodgate’s been opened, and they’re on a stupid tight deadline, so I figure it was a risk worth taking.”

Crush tilts his head.  “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“He paid the chicks at the center to keep quiet, so chill out.” Slick says.

Crush shakes his head, irritated. “Fine.”

We get into my car and head out to see our manager.  He seems none too pleased to see us, and I wonder if touring with Buying Time is off the table.  “Come.  Sit, boys.” Greg says.  He’s like the tallest dude I know, and he’s always dressed in a suit, which makes me nervous.  I feel more at ease with casual attire, personally, and especially since Greg is one of those types who is all business.  He’s never once cracked a smile, and he’s very direct.  But at least he’s clean and straight, and he doesn’t fuck around, so I’ll take all the other shit.

“How’s the record production coming along?” Slick opens with, and I give him a wink for being professional from the start. Sometimes he comes off stupid when he’s more quirky, and I’ve told him that in front of Crass people, he needs to tighten his persona more.

“Very good.  It’s looking like you guys can go out on tour next month.” Greg says, folding his hands on the desk.  The place is dark, with a heavy mahogany desk, mahogany hardwood floors, and milk chocolate colored walls.  The only thing that keeps the room remotely bright is the overhead pot lights. “Have you started rehearsing?”

“We’ve done some jamming, but not so much rehearsing.” Crush says.  “But we did a bunch for the music festival.”

“You should get started immediately.” Greg says.  “Get your set lists prepared, and I’ve alerted your road manager, so we just have to come up with some ideas for who you’re going to tour with.” He slides his hand out, indicating Slick.  “I understand that you want to tour with Buying Time.”

“We hoped to, yes.” I answer, nodding.

“Unfortunately, with Roxy in rehab, that isn’t going to fly.” He says fairly.  “You’re welcome to add them on the list when she’s well again, but I’m sure you’re aware that they have a deadline for a new album.”

“What if we push our tour off for a month while they work on their album?” I venture.

He shakes his head.  “No can do, Jett.  You’ve got too much at stake to wait another month.  It’s best to ride the marketing wave at release time, or your numbers will suffer.  I’ve confirmed this with Crass Recording, and they don’t want you waiting any longer than necessary.  Two of your new singles are getting loads of radio play, and your album is scheduled for release already.  There is no waiting on another band to get their shit together; no disrespect implied.”

Greg’s a decent guy, and he’s right, but I feel so strongly about this, that I want to put my two cents in.  “Come on, man.  Look, I think Buying Time is going to crank out that album in no time.  It’s going to be kickass, and I think that fans will love the combo.  It’ll really help skyrocket both bands into the listenersphere.” I say, and I catch Slick’s face at my use of a new word.  He loves that.  And I know that he’s going to use it in lyrics at some point.

I watch Greg draw in a deep breath and let it go.  Not good.  “Sorry, guys.  No can do.”

I’m feeling really passionate about this, and sometimes I let my mouth run off.  This is one of those times.  “We know that Crass wants to ditch them, man.  I think it’s shitty, and I think that Roxy’s doing the right thing, so she and the band need to be cut some slack.”

Greg looks at me pointedly, steepling his fingers at his lips, nodding slightly.  “I had a feeling they let it leak.” He swallows. 

I interrupt before he says anything more.  “They didn’t let it leak, man.  Their fucking manager flew down special to dump on them at the music festival.  It was a shitty deal and they’re getting an even shittier deal now.  I think it sucks and I want to do something about it.  Our music and your pockets aren’t going to suffer one fucking cent if we put our tour off for a month, and I think it’s shitty if we have to bail on them, when they’re looking forward to touring with us now.”

“You shouldn’t have committed to them, Jett.” He says, chuckling mirthlessly.  “I’m not putting my ass on the line for them.  Do you have any idea what it takes to keep a band that’s slacking on the roster?  Especially with Roxy’s reputation?  Any idea at all?” he scoffs, angry.  “They’re lucky to be given the olive branch that they’ve been given, and I’m not about to stick my neck out for you or for them, and risk having Crass shut you both down.”

“But our sales are rocking, Greg.  I don’t believe it for a second that Crass would give us the boot.  There’s no motive there.”

Greg lifts his brows. “You haven’t had a platinum record yet, Jett.  You’re well overdue.”

“All of our albums have hit gold, and ‘Fuss’ hit number one, dude.” Slick reminds.  “So don’t discount our hard work, just to pit us against the band that we want to spend the next tour with.”

Greg lifts his hands in the air.  “I’m not the bad guy here.”

“Then why don’t you speak to Crass about us touring with Buying Time?” I ask.  Crush and Zane look like they want to crawl into a hole, and I feel like punching them for not sticking up for us.

“Because they already know that’s what you want, and they vetoed it straight away.”

“How the fuck did they know?” Slick asks, suspicious.

Greg lifts his hands again. “I have no idea.”

“That’s bullshit.” I sneer.

“Look, you can pick any other band you want to play with, and then, if Buying Time cuts the mustard, you can finish your tour with them, but not before.” Greg insists.  “Sorry guys, but I’m not budging with this one.  As your manager, I can’t fight with the record company anymore about this, or your butts and my butt are on the line.  It’s not worth it.  It’s the truth.”

“You fucking suck, man.” Slick says. I didn’t realize that he felt so passionate about doing the tour with Buying Time, but I guess that he feels the same cool vibe as I do with them.  “The second their album is released, they’re coming out with us.  Like it or not.”

“Fine.” Greg raises his hands in the air again, and it pisses me off that that seems to be his only gesture today.  “Who are you going to ask to go out with you to start out?”

“I was thinking about ‘Daniel’s List’.” I look at the guys.  I hadn’t mentioned my buddy Storm’s band.  We haven’t toured with him before, but he’s just released a greatest hits album, and it’s perfect timing for him to open for us.  The guys don’t seem to flinch at the idea.

“Daniel’s List is good.  I’ll run it by Crass and see what they think.  I don’t anticipate any problems with that.”

I’d spoken to Storm months ago about touring together, and he was all for it, so was his band.  “Cool.  Well, at least we can agree on something.”

“And those boys will be okay splitting off when Roxy’s out?” Greg asks.

“Yeah.  They’ve got plans to go with another band, anyway.” It’s not unheard of for bands to split up during a tour, planned or not.  Sometimes when extra dates are added, not everyone can accommodate, and adjustments need to be made.  Or else, sometimes it’s more favorable to move around with different bands, to keep the audience and the performance fresh.

“Good.” Greg nods, and I still want to punch him. I hate it that we’re powerless in all things Crass, but it is what it is, and if this album goes platinum, those motherfuckers will be eating crow.  Including Greg.  “Have any of you seen Roxy?  How’s she doing?”

I stare at the boys, hoping like hell that they’ll keep their mouths shut.  This is dangerous territory.  I don’t trust Greg like I trust Frank, our road manager.  Greg has his head so far up Crass’s ass you can smell the shit from a mile away.  “She’s good.” I say, but I don’t elaborate.

“And you’ve discussed this idea with them, I take it?”

“Yeah.” I nod, but I keep tight-lipped.

“When will we know numbers, man?” Slick asks.

“Soon.” Greg answers fairly, coming down off his rant.  “I should have something from Billboard in a couple of days.  Have you guys heard anything on the radio yet?”

“No.” I shake my head.  “But we haven’t really been listening.”

“Your publicist got you set up on any radio spots yet?  I let her know to get that going ASAP.”

“No, nothing yet.”

“I’ll follow up with her.” He nods, and I get the feeling that this meeting is over.  Greg isn’t about small talk.

“Okay, we’ll catch you later.” I say, getting up.  The boys follow suit.  Greg rises slightly to shake our hands perfunctorily, and I walk towards the door, not looking back.  As soon as we’re outside, I say. “Jesus Christ that was close.”

“What, about Roxy?” Slick asks. “Fuck, I thought you were going to blow a gasket when he said that we couldn’t tour with them.”

“I almost did.” I look at the guys as we walk to my car.  “I didn’t have any fucking idea that we were on the chopping block at Crass, did you?”

“No, man.” Zane says, shaking his head. “But if you ask me, he just said that to spook us.”

“Yeah, man, I think you’re right.” Crush agrees.  “Greg comes off all tough and shit, but I think deep down he’s full of shit.”

“If we were really up shit’s creek, I think he would have come to us personally, rather than wait until we came to see him.” Slick adds.

“Yeah.” We all nod.

But only time will tell how true that is.
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Chapter 8


Roxy





Iwake up and feel my eyes burn from crying last night. Other than that, I feel different. It’s the first decent night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time. Another thing…I’m starving. After eating, I have my first therapy session, and I once again find myself bawling. It’s like I’ve never cried my entire life and my eyes have stockpiles of tears from years of holding back. I cry about everything. About my dad, my failing career, all the people I’ve let down, and worst of all, I cry about my mom. 

Mom and I haven’t spoken since she remarried.  I moved out and never picked up a phone despite her efforts.  She tried to get in touch when my first album was released, but I had my manager take a message.  I never responded.  I’ve since moved a few times and never got in touch. Never missed her until now.  It’s weird.  I think part of me buried anything painful under the booze and drugs.  And I fought back with attitude, never letting anyone in.  This therapist is goddamn good, because I’m not even there five minutes, and she’s got me figured out.

It’s like I have a soft spot for older women who remind me of my mom. It’s been nothing but men in this industry.  Very few women other than publicists exist out there when you’re a recording artist.  But my publicist and I have never had a relationship, she just calls me when I have an interview and gives me the skinny.  I suppose I should have reached out to her and at least had her out for a drink or something, but that’s not my thing.  This therapist, though, she’s got that voice.  That soothing, empathetic, maternal voice, and I find myself emptying out everything in the short hour that we have together.

We part with a hug and a promise to meet again tomorrow.  Her name’s Emily, and I’m so grateful to be able to share with her in confidence, how I’ve been feeling for a long time.  After meeting with her, I’m emotionally exhausted, so I head back to my room and nap for a couple of hours.  It’s amazing how tired you get in this place.  I’ve never slept so much in all my life.  The only rest I ever got was after a drinking binge, once the coke finally wore off.  It’s like years of exhaustion have caught up to me.

When I wake up, I play around on Jett’s guitar some more, jamming out some lyrics, when I see his face peek in from the top of the window.  It’s like he didn’t want to disturb me, so he waited until the song was over, before knocking.  I see him and smile.  He smiles back before opening the door.  “Hey. Look at you.” He says, still grinning.

“Yeah, look at me.  Puffy eyes, red nose. Hell, if it was hay fever season, at least I’d have an excuse.”

“Everything okay?” he asks, concerned.

“Yeah, I just had my first therapy session earlier.  Then I managed to cry myself to sleep again.  God, I feel like a toddler.”

He snuffles a laugh.  “Nothing wrong with that.  Your body’s just voiding all the nastiness to make room for all the good stuff now.”

“Enough about all this shit, how are my boys doing?  I thought they would be coming by today, but you’re the first person to show up.”

“I haven’t talked to them today, but I can tell you that Crass is sniffing around.” He scratches his nose.  “I’m not sure if they’ve got Greg, my manager, as a watchdog, or if it’s purely coincidental, but he’s up to something.  They won’t let us tour with you to start out.  He was threatening us, saying that we’re up shit’s creek if we give him any trouble over it, and evidently our deal is one foot out the door, too.”

My eyes widen.  “You’re fucking serious?”

“Yeah, but me and the guys think that he’s bluffing.  Just the way it all went down, it seems bogus.  He just doesn’t want us to involve ourselves with you if you’re one foot out the door, but I told him that once you’ve met your commitments to Crass, we’re touring together, and that’s that.  They can fuck me sideways for all I care after that.”

“Jett, don’t do anything stupid, man.” I argue.  “We can find someone else to tour with.  It’s not a big deal.”

“It is a big deal.  This is what we want.  And your boys want to tour with us, too.  It’s happening, Roxy. Like it or not.  And when your album is right up there on the charts with ours, Crass can go fuck themselves.  You wait and see.”

Staring at my hands, I say.  “Look, I don’t want you to get in shit on account of me, Jett.  It’s bad enough that I may be letting my boys down. I don’t need to let you and your boys down, too.  This is a lot of fucking pressure on me, man.”

He slides his arm around my waist.  “You let us worry about that.” He kisses my temple.  “You just get well again, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

“But, Jett, I can tour with anyone.”

“Yeah, and you’ll be exposed to all the booze and drugs and shit again.  I want you to be with us, so you’ll stay clean.”

“So you want to babysit me.” I state flatly.  “Jett, if I’m going to stay clean, I have to do it myself.  I can’t shut myself out of the rock and roll lifestyle.  It is what it is.  There’s always going to be that shit around.  I just have to learn how to stay away from it.”

“I know.  And you will.  But I just want you to have a fighting chance, Roxy.”
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