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Advanced praise for Rock Hard, Chord Brothers, Book 1

“Rock Hard is ultimately a harmonious tale of friendship, family, and love. It is, in turns, sensual, poignant, sweet, and seductive, anchored by strong leads and an even stronger supporting cast of characters. A quintessential escapist read, this book will hit the right note with readers who like their love stories with an extra helping of spice along with the sugar and everything nice.”

-  Book Review Directory

“Rock Hard is a moving, funny, white-hot sexy romp that fans of Lauren Blakely, Nora Roberts, and Janet Evanovich will love. This book has crackling sexual tension, an immersive view of band life, and addresses deeper issues. Great leads and a cast of supporting characters you'll want to take home with you, this book introduces you to a band that will make you want to read the whole series.”

-  Smart Woman’s Steamy Novel Reviews

A note to my readers:

As many of you know, I’m married to a well-known rock and roll drummer. This provides endless accurate and sometimes crazy material. My husband gigs five to seven gigs a week.

As far as I know, I’m the only rock and roll romance writer who’s actually married to a musician. I’ve seen everything from double booking, bathroom hookups, groupies getting their boobs signed, drunk fans throwing up onto the stage, to a jealous girlfriend biting the bassist’s ear off (he doesn’t need it, he doesn’t listen!). I can tell you I have enough truth is stranger than fiction material to write 30 books or a hundred Netflix episodes.

I originally planned the Rock Hard series to be a trilogy. As of the last update, I’ve written eight books (Holy writer’s cramp, Batman!) and have detailed outlines for a total of twenty books! As long as you continue loving and reading about these guys, I’ll continue writing them for you.

From the very beginning, I’ve named some of these characters after my favorite writers. You’ll notice three of my favorites in this book, funny, talented, generous New York Times best sellers who I am happy to honor by giving them a shout-out. If I could laud them on every page, I would. (I’ll let you know who at the end of the book if you don’t recognize them.)

After this book came out, I often heard my husband say some of the exact things in this book. I would say, “Ryder said that!” My hubby would say, “Where do you think you got these things from?” As I often say, “Everything you say can and will appear in print. Names will be changed to protect the guilty.”

While on tour and at local gigs with my husband, I’ve seen and heard some pretty wild things. They all end up in this series.

It’s sex, drama, and rock and roll.

Enjoy.

Rock Hard: Chord Brothers, Book 1

If I let down my walls, what good’d that do?

When the hole got you, it got me too.

- Ryder Chord 

Drummer and composer, Hard Chord

Song – “Rising To Whole”

––––––––
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CHAPTER 1
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RYDER

I'm not going to bitch. Not now, not ever. Just like any time there's a moment in the day where there's some major suckage, I tell myself that this will make good fodder for a song later. That's what I tell myself now. I've got Jase's bass strapped to my back and eighty pounds of metal bars that hold up my drums in my beat-up, ready-to-break trap case. I put my boot up onto the back of the tour bus to start the load out, and I see red rope stretched between the door handle and the side-view mirror.

That’s the sign Hit Man uses as his sock-on-the-knob, do-not-disturb sign when he’s fucking.

The gig has been over for less than five minutes. 

The drizzle is mild, but the night has turned cold. It’s three-thirty in the morning. 

Usually, this wouldn't be a huge problem, but tonight's different. We're in east Detroit, in a bad neighborhood, and the club has been rolling up its sidewalk and hustling us out of there. Jase took off early. I've got his bass and my usual few thousand dollars worth of gear and I'm frozen, a sitting duck imitating an idiot.

“Oh, ugh!” Lexi says, when she sees we’re locked out, while bumping into me from behind with Jase’s large amp. “No. No way. No fucking way.” 

A female moan comes out of the van.

“Yeah, fucking, fuck way,” I say.

“The blonde or the brunette?” 

As if on cue, two different female moans come from the back of the tour bus.

“Really?”  Lexi says. “Really?” 

The skies open up and dump rain on us.

“Waaaaaaahhhhhh,” her beautiful voice sings from behind me and echoes my sentiment. It could have come out like a whine, but it doesn’t. It just sounds like this is the part of gigging life that we hate; it’s oh so typical.

I turn around to look at her. In one second, her caramel locks with the huge pink streak are drenched, clinging to her delicate face. It should make Lexi look disheveled, but instead, she looks even more beautiful. She sneezes and then frowns like she's going to die. "Screw this." She motions to the amp. "This monster is freakin' heavy. I'm getting a hotel room. Ryder, you coming?" 

“Yeah,” I say. 

Taxis whiz by but don’t slow, maybe because of the neighborhood. I juggle my gear to get my phone out, about to call an Uber.

Then Lexi takes off her jacket. Her white tank top plasters to her body, instantly soaking it to almost see-through. A cab screeches to a halt in front of us. Thank God it’s a van-style cab or our screw factor would have crescendoed to beyond what I want to deal with.

An old black man helps us pile our gear into the back and we get in.

“Where to?”

“A hotel in a safe neighborhood,” Lexi says.

He laughs. “You know this is Detroit, right?”

“Well, safer neighborhood.”

Lexi takes out her phone and begins searching for hotels.  She starts mumbling under her breath. “Damn. Double damn.” The streets begin to look better and her curses get creative. She makes phone calls. 

“What?” Lexi says into the phone. She hangs up, again looking dejected.

She turns and looks at me. “Yeah, there are three conferences in town this weekend, a big tech show, a car trade show, and the MFA.”

“Mother Fucking Aggravation?”

"Manufacturing and Furnishing for Aviation, believe it or not." She stifles a sigh. "Even the Airbnb's are booked up; it's not looking good." 

“Try the Comfort Suites,” the driver says over his shoulder.

Lexi calls them. Bingo.

We get there, wearily load our stuff —which is whatever Lexi throws into a small duffle, and my custom-made bass drum and crazy expensive cymbals that I always take in every time we sleep somewhere, just in case someone breaks into the bus— onto a big luggage cart and roll up to the front desk. 

A frumpy but still cute and sweet old lady helps us. "It's a queen and a twin, is that okay?"

“Fine,” Lexi says. 

Now it’s closer to four-thirty in the morning. Usually not a problem, but we’d played twelve gigs in nine days without a break. Hit Man’s hitting it was the last straw. Lexi’s so tired she’s practically swaying on her feet. 

Of course, our room is at the end of the hall.

We get in there and both stare.

One bed.

“I’ll sleep on the floor,” I say.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I can fix this.” She calls the front desk.  “Well, can you bring up a trundle bed?” There’s a pause. “No, no, I understand.”

She hangs up just as I whisper, “Extra blankets,” thinking I’ll be crashing on the floor.

“Thick as manure and half as useful,” Lexi says.

"Listen, I can sleep on the—"

“I’m too fruck-er-nuttering tired to argue.” She peels off her tank top, revealing a skintight pink push-up bra. Holy shit. 

"I'm going to take a hot shower. That bed is plenty big; pick a side. If I were any more wiped, I'd be a dishrag." 

She turns away from me, and not a moment too soon because I've been keeping my facial expression blank, but as soon as she turns away, my jaw hinges open, because holy hell, her beautiful, perfect, full, pink-covered breasts are now forever burned in my brain.

F.........fffffffuck.

Rule number one of band-dom: You never sleep with anyone in the band.

Rule number one of bro code: You never sleep with anyone’s little sister.

Rule number two of bro code: You definitely never sleep with your best friend’s little sister.

Rule number it’s so obvious it’s a one-two-three count even a deadbeat drummer can keep: You never. Ever. Sleep with your best friend’s little sister when she’s in the band...and he is too. 

She is the hottest thing ever in a hot pink—no, now naked and hot and wet —and less than fifteen feet away from— I rub a hand over my face. I am so screwed.

*
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Lexi comes out twenty-five minutes later wearing just a white bath towel. Because she's so small, it covers her completely from armpits to knees. She tucks it in firmly near the top of her left breast. She looks up at me. "Your turn."

I'm too tired to shower. Being nailed like someone smashed an amp over my head when she —without a fucking thought, thank you— peeled off her tank top, blender-fucked my brain past standing up capacity. A second after she closed the door to the bathroom, I'd sat down on the edge of the luggage cart, just barely nudging my bass drum out of the way before I'd planted my ass down. I would've flopped down on top of the covers on the bed, but I'm soaked. 

Now, she comes out, fresh-scrubbed. I hang my head. The constantly playing jukebox in my head decides that Stevie Wonder is going to be my new best friend. Stevie’s “Baby, Don’t You Do It” crawls up my frontal lobe.

Lexi comes over and runs her hands through my long, brown, still-drenched, and probably snarly hair. 

She's so short and I'm so tall that with me sitting on the edge of the low cart, her face is only a few inches above mine and her breasts are way too close.

And way too far away.

Fuck.

“What’s up, Missin’-a-nut?”

And just like that, I have a little burst of energy.

“Debating if I have it in me to shower.”

“Fuck it.”

“No,” I say firmly and shake my head, “if I’m going to sleep next to you, even on opposite sides of the bed, I’m going to dig deep and muster the strength to drag myself in there and get as clean as a baby’s... well...”

“Nothing on a baby is clean.”

“Okay, as clean as a piece of sheet music written by a drummer.”

“That’s just dumb.”

“They don’t call us dumbers for nothing,” I say.

*
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There’s still hot water, which is good. I want to wash my sweat from the stage lights and the grime from the dirty rain off of me. I’m planning on turning the water to cold and then to frigid. I’d friend-zoned Lexi long ago. I’d been so good about keeping her in the friend zone. Honestly, I didn’t think tonight would test that. I didn’t even think I’d have to test that when we were at the counter downstairs and I heard we’d be sharing a room. Hey, we’re in a band; we’re used to being packed into small spaces. We’ve been in tight quarters before. 

It was that moment when we opened the door to the room and there was only one bed. It was like someone punched me in the throat. I’m a guy. That’s a bed. 

Even a beginning drum student can see it’s a problem.

All right, most drummers don't take lessons because they're stupid, but anyone can see that’s a problem. Add in Lexi’s hotness, and that she doesn’t realize she’s hot. Then add in how tired we both are. It’s like a recipe for a hit song. One you want to play over and over again.

One that gets louder and louder and has been on instant repeat since she stepped in the shower.

Time to turn the water on cold.

Because now the only thing in the world I want is for Lexi to come in here and step back into the shower, with me.

Not gonna happen.

*
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After a few minutes of ball-shriveling blast, I get my head on straight. I’m dead tired, that helps. Twelve gigs, twelve, without a break. The stage lights in the sucky club we played were hotter than usual. The drive there was longer. The night air afterward, colder. Because Jase was subbing for a friend and had a double gig, Jase had to cut out early without helping with break down, which is a rarity. Jase is always the pillar for the band, the best of all of us. Having him cut out fast just added to my rocker on-edge factor. Yeah, Hit Man was getting busy afterward, which, granted, is par for the course, but usually it's in a restroom, hotel room, or often at the chick's place, not in our bus in under two minutes, for God's sake. 

Of course, I had a moment of weakness seeing Lexi like that. Totally normal.

When I come out of the shower, I'm calmer. Lexi is curled up on one side of the bed in the fetal position, facing the wall. She's a tiny bump under the blanket with just the top of her hair showing. The minute I slip under the blankets, I'm Hard Rock Café again, which means even though I'm a dead man not walking, I'm facing an infinitely long night.

Well, shit on a drumstick.

I lace my hands behind my head and stare up at the ceiling.

Water spot the size of a bass drum.

My eyes are gritty. I let them drift closed and start counting measures of old drum exercises to help me space out. About ten minutes later, I feel the tips of tiny fingers touching the edge of my elbow and cool toes touching my knee. Lexi is out cold, on her back, spread out like a starfish. I give her a little nudge.

"Hey, Nemo Encroacher Poacher." I give the mattress near her foot a gentle kick.  "You're violating my boundaries. No molesting me, or I'm going to put you on the sex offender list. Do I have to put a wall of pillows between us?"

She lifts her head and looks around with cute, sleepy eyes. "Hhmm. Sorry." She wipes her mouth and checks for drool. 

“There are no extra pillows to build a wall,” I say. “If you continue to be a bed-hogger, I’m going to make you sleep on the floor.” I smile at her. “Or in the tub. No wait, you fit in the sink.”

She gives me the middle finger, scoots back to her side of the bed and turns away from me. Just for good measure, she gives me the bird again over her shoulder. I have a feeling she's doubling it with her other hand, but it's tucked in front of her; I can't see it well enough to tell.

To show her there are no hard feelings, I ruffle her hair.

“Good night, beautiful,” I say.

“Hhhhhmm,” she says sleepily with affection in her voice.  “Muck off to you too, dumber.”

*
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Around 5:30 a.m., I fall asleep.  At 6:10, I wake with a start and immediately my body is on high alert. It takes less than a second to realize there is no danger, and only a moment more to realize what woke me up. Lexi's body is draped over mine. I'm all the way on the edge of the bed. If I were just a tiny bit more to the right, the side of my body would be hanging off. Lexi has her arm across my chest, her body pressed up against my side, and one of her legs bent, flung over both my thighs. What woke me up was her elbow, forearm, and wrist drifting downward. As she was relaxing into a deeper and deeper sleep, her arm was descending down my chest and her leg was hiking even further up. I freeze, worried. I'm torn between not wanting to wake her and desperately needing to. 

The animal in me is saying, 'God, don't wake her,' but with the siren song her body is slowly singing in her sleep, she's beats away from landing a note at the top and bottom of my microphone.

"Lexi?” I wait for her to respond, but she’s too far under. “Lexi?” I whisper, louder and more urgently.

“Hhmmm?” she asks in her sleep, not really waking.

“Lexi!” I say firmly.

“Hhmmn? What?” she says, her torso jerking up a few inches as she comes totally awake in a no-pick-up, heavy-bang-on-the-one start. 

“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.” She moves back to scramble away, but I still her against me with a firm hand to her back.

“It’s okay,” I say, my voice slightly lower than usual. “I had the best sleep I’ve had in ages, and judging by how far under you were and how hard it was to wake you up, I’m guessing you did too. So, you don’t need to move, but...” and I wait a beat, “you absolutely need to tell your leg not to move up.”

"Eh-ah!" She says, suddenly realizing how high her knee is.

“And you need to firmly tell your arm not to wander.”

Lexi notices her arm and freaks. “Oh my God.”

“Because if you hit my drum head and make me sing Michael Jackson instead of Luther Vandross, I will never forgive you.”

“I’ll move.”

“No, it’s cool. You’re Jase’s sister. I’d never do anything. I’ve friend-zoned you. You’re totally in the friend zone, right?”

“Right,” she says firmly.

“Okay then.”

She moves her arm and leg some, and my semi deflates.

Somewhat.

*
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At 8:50, I drift partially awake. The jukebox that is always playing in the back of my mind is like a radio alarm clock that's slowly getting louder. I hear two bars of Latin-flared guitar, two measures of Ooo, ooo, then Anna from Anna-tomic, her rich, powerful voice singing, "Just Friends”.

Don’t be freakin’ crazy, Lazy / You’re like a brother, never be my lover/ You want me under cover? / Never, not you; I’ve known you since we were two. / You want me to spell it out for you?  Just friends.

When I wake up fully a little after nine, Lexi is even farther on top of me, her torso slanted deliciously across my chest with her head tucked under my chin. One arm is around my waist and one leg is hiked up high around my hips, so, so close to my balls. Damn. I smell the top of her hair.  She smells like... a bunch of drink names fly through my head —screwdrivers, sex on the beach, fuzzy navels, mimosas, lemon lickers, and yeah, definitely sex on the beach. 

I realize what all these drinks have in common, freshly squeezed orange juice. Fuck... she smells like a cross between a Christmas tree farm and an orange grove.

Fuck-God-damn I’m-so....

I groan, and she rolls off me, not waking up.

Most hotels stop serving their free breakfast at about 9:30 or 10:00 o'clock, so I carefully get out of bed, zip up my jeans, put on my now smelly T-shirt, my leather jacket, my combat boots, and my shades. Yeah, big black sunglasses probably look a little suspicious indoors first thing in the morning. They shouldn't be necessary, especially after-despite the turned-on moments and waking up a few times- I feel well rested, like maybe it’s the best sleep I’ve had in years, but I need a minute.

I look at the continental breakfast. It’s pretty standard cheap to mid-level fare. Danish, almost-danish, fugly bagels, almost empty fruit basket, half-melted chocolate muffins, a waffle maker, hot pans with bits of overcooked scrambled eggs, and oily sausage. They’re running bare-bones, low on everything but danishes.  

I find the stack of flimsy plates and snag a few. I grab the last half bagel and a sad, slightly shriveled apple for Lexi. I put a plate on bottom and one on top and take it up to her.

She's still asleep when I get back to the room.  Normal.  We don't usually wake up until about eleven o'clock. When you go to sleep around three, three-thirty, four, then eleven a.m. is an early riser, hard-working mega-star. 

I go back down to get some eggs before they run out of that too. And coffee. Lots and lots of coffee. I put my haul down on the table and go back to the all-that’s-barely-left-there buffet. Hhhmmmnnn. Oooo. Orange juice. I pour myself a glass and then smell it. 

Crazy-perv-bastard.

Not as good as Lexi, but at least I can slam it back, suck it down, lick—

‘Stop right there!’ The main hook to the old ‘70s Meatloaf, “Paradise by the Dashboard Lights” blasts into my head.

I sit down, take off my wraparounds, tuck them in the neckline of my T-shirt, and take out my phone. There’s a text from Jase that came in less than four minutes ago sent to all of us. 


Outside club. Bus not here. Where are you?



Hit Man. Rat bastard. He went home with the blonde or the brunette or damn, both, or some redhead as an encore and didn’t even have the decency to text us.

I think for a minute before I text.


Hit Man set world record to the land of orgasms and tied the tour bus shut in less than a measure. Lexi and I are at the Comfort Suites.



I text him the address.

Jase arrives twenty minutes later. His hair, the exact same shade as Lexi's, is tied back in a low ponytail. We bump fists. He's dressed basically identically to me with a biker's leather jacket, holey black jeans, and black combat boots. The only differences are he's wearing Ray-Bans instead of wraparounds and a worn-out gray Sex Pistols concert T-shirt as opposed to my worn-out black T-shirt from The Ramones.

He gets coffee from the counter where they’ve rolled up the “oh-so-luxury until ten on the dot” carb extravaganza.

“Yo,” Jase says.

“Yo,” I answer back.

“Lexi still in her room?”

I grunt. I let it be an affirmative sound. I’m very glad he said it, and I didn’t have to say a her room vs. our room lie.

“Figures, my sister sleeps like the dead.”

Don’t I know it.

“I got an email this morning. They got Billy Keehan for the workshop.”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

I high-five him.

“That’s incredible.”

“Yeah. He’s still the best and he hasn’t done anything like this in years. I’m ready to watch the master.”

I spend a minute taking that in and realizing what that means.  Jase will be breathing, thumping, living, eating, heart pumping, whole-being-beating, learning at the bass clinic for a week and a half while we’re in San Diego. He’ll be living on campus at the university while the rest of us camp out somewhere. Hit Man probably has a couple of honeys somewhere in San Diego and, holy shit, his favorite woman, Candace, the woman he has a son with, lives in L.A.

Ohhhhh, I am so, so screwed.

Or... not.

“You all right, man?”

“Yeah.” I nod.

Just then, Lexi comes down. She looks well-rested and fresh. Which reminds me of how good she smells. God. Not good.

She nods at me and gives her brother a warm half-hug, wrapping her arms around his shoulders while he’s still sitting. She backs up a small step and remains standing. 

“When’d Hit Man say he’d meet up?” Jase asks.

Lexi and I simultaneously check our phones. 

“He still hasn’t texted,” I say.

"He tied the tour bus, left us in the rain, never called, never texted, never showed up, and left us totally stranded with no place to go on a weekend when almost every hotel in the city was booked for a convention," Lexi says.

“Hit Man, Hit Man,” Jase growls.

As if on cue, Hit Man appears from behind the check-in desk wearing a Comfort Suites polo shirt.

“Speak of the devil and he shall appear,” I say.

“Don’t say it a third time,” Lexi says softly. “He’s like Beetlejuice; you say it a third time and he’ll materialize next to the table.”

Hit Man saunters over.

“Douche-workers,” Hit Man says happily.

A redhead comes out from the back room behind the check-in desk, looking disheveled. Hit Man doesn't even look. "That's Mary. Marah. Maria."

“Mariah?” Lexi says helpfully.

“Yes!” He snaps his fingers.

I point to his polo. The word is on the nametag on his shirt.

He twists around and blows Mariah a kiss.

He looks back at us. Something behind me catches his eye and he flashes a megawatt smile. I turn slowly to find a Hispanic maid with a mop frozen in place, staring at Hit Man like he's a mountain of diamonds. I shake my head. I don't know if it's the combination of the chocolate skin with dark green eyes, or the charisma, or some unnamed X-factor. After all these years, the deer-in-the-headlights reaction shouldn't surprise me, but it always does.

Hit Man’s voice lowers until it sounds like a cross between Barry White and the Transformers’ Optimus Prime. “Hola, Mamacita. Ven conmigo.”

There’s a high-pitched squeak from the maid and she says, “Casada! Married!” and runs away.

“Man-whore,” Jase says softly.

“Slut,” Lexi coughs into her hand.

“Judgmental bitches,” Hit Man says. “I’m just appreciating the local finery.”

Lexi makes a gurgling, ‘I’m disgusted’ noise in her throat, and I roll my eyes.

“Ya’ll’z just jealous. You’re all fired.”

Jase’s stomach rumbles. Hit Man looks around. 

“Where’s the food?” Hit Man asks. “Mariah said there was a breakfast buffet laid out until ten.”

"It's ten-fifteen," Jase says.

“Same thing,” Hit Man says.

“Not to a drummer,” I mumble.

Hit Man eyes the coffee pot, then looks at me. “You want me to load down your gear?” 

I know he’s trying to make up for being a douche-bucket. I almost say yes before I remember that my drum and cymbals are in our shared room with one bed.

“Nah. I’ll get it. You three enjoy some coffee. I’ll make quick work of it.” 

When I come down, Jase’s stomach is rumbling again, louder.

“Diner,” all four of us say at once. Jase lopes out in the lead, then Hit Man, then Lexi, and I pull up the rear. We march past the checkout desk.

Hit Man blows Mariah a kiss, and she immediately turns redder than her hair. "I took care of the bill," Hit Man says. I hear him quietly sing the word "Free" under his breath. Then he turns around so he's facing Lexi and me and flashes a "Complimentary night stay" certificate against his chest. Hit Man mouths so only Lexi and I can see it, "Problem with the bed?" and then wiggles his eyebrows.

I see Lexi's left arm move in a gesture which could only mean she was giving him her middle finger, followed quickly by her right, surely giving him the double bird. I make the slightest 'whatever, you're an ass' sneer with one side of my mouth, but other than that give him complete blank face. 

Hit Man taps the extra free hotel-night voucher he’d scored against his chest again, shoots one more lewd look toward Lexi, and turns around to walk forward just as we reach the tour bus.

Thank God Jase misses all that. We pile in exactly the way we always do first thing in the morning; Jase in the driver's seat, Hit Man in the passenger's seat, Lexi in the middle space between them. I stretch out in the back. When you've been together as long as we have, every downbeat, upbeat, rest, every grace note, has its template that you automatically fall back on so that your creativity can spring up from a solid base. Part of our solid base is our regular habits, no matter what city.

I'm glad that one of our habits meant morning groove —front-men in the front, drummer in the back.

I don’t want Hit Man, with his constant crude innuendoes, to see me. I don’t want Lexi, with her beautiful innocence and smells-like-fresh-oranges hair, to see me. God forbid, I don’t want Jase to see me.

Because my whole life has changed.

*
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CHAPTER 2
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The next night we play a small-for-us bar in Lansing, Michigan. The following morning, we roll into Chicago.  Aside from our home bases, Los Angeles and Atlanta, Chicago is our biggest fan base. That’s one hundred percent because of Hit Man. Two years ago, he fucked a girl named Brandy, and he must have made an impression. She made it her life mission to make sure we had a following in Chicago, and she did a damn good job. The fact that she worked for marketing at WGN, Chicago’s largest T.V. station, didn’t hurt. The fact that she was a barfly with over twenty thousand friends on social media didn’t hurt. The fact that she was willing to pour her own money into promoting us year-round didn’t hurt either.

Hit Man is no dummy. He actually returns her calls. And after a few months from when he first met her, we hit a tipping point where we could play big arenas instead of bars.

I love, love, love that.

Don’t we all.

He may be a man-whore, capitalize-on-his looks, indiscriminating douche-bucket, but he’s a smart douche bucket.

Brandy has moved up in the world since we came through last year. She looks like a million bucks. She takes us to her new house, which is at least 4,000 square feet of extravagance, so we can crash and unwind for our day off before the gig. “Lap of Luxury”, by Jethro Tull, falls off my mental shelf and onto the internal record player.

Brandy has a personal chef who has stocked her fridge. We eat the best meal we’ve had in months. Then we sit around. We shoot the shit for fifty-seven minutes, then watch episodes of The Shannara Chronicles, a lame fantasy series that Lexi likes that we all put up with because the girls are hot and wear tight leather. Then we watch Altered Carbon, which Jase likes; Lexi thinks the lead guy is hot, Hit Man likes because there's a lot of violence, and I put up with because I'm ouT.V.oted.

After a while, Hit Man takes Brandy's hand, and they go up to Brandy's room.  Usually, Jase and Lexi share a room, but Brandy has three guest rooms, so we all have our own space. 

I relax in the guest room Brandy has given me, the one between her master bedroom and the bedroom she gave to Jase. After I do a few sit-ups as a half-ass concession to exercise, I lie down on the comfortable bed, knowing that Lexi is in a bed only two rooms over, alone for the rare occasion, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Nothing I would do about it. Yet. Oh, yet. I have a mental flash of her peeling off that soaking wet tank top and revealing that bra, and I have to put a mental slam on my brain.

I close my eyes and try not to think of Lexi. I know I’m not going to get a lot of sleep.

I hear the slamming of the headboard coming from Brandy’s room.

It’s going to be a long night.

*
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I come down for breakfast around eleven, and Lexi's already there. She's wearing Wonder Woman pajamas, has her hair up in a high ponytail that has mostly come unraveled. Lexi is eating Lucky Charms out of a big plastic glass with Ren and Stimpy on it. The combined effect makes her look more like she's in her late teens than mid-twenties.

“Ain’t That Asking for Trouble” plays in my head. So, my brain is still on the Stevie Wonder track. A shaft of light comes through the window and shines rays on Lexi’s hair.

I groan.

“Didn’t sleep well?” she asks.

Jase comes up behind me. "Bro," he says to me in a deep, sleepy voice. "Sis," he says to Lexi in the same sleepy tone and rubs the top of her head. He plunks down next to her, and she passes him the Lucky Charms box. He goes to stick his hand in but thinks better of it.

“Don’t,” Lexi says.

Jase probably forgot he wasn’t in his own house for a second. He’s the only one I know who wakes up sleepier than me. Lexi and I both go to get him a bowl at the same time. She gets there a half-second before I do, her body stretching as she reaches toward the shelf in the cabinet. Then I’m right behind her, so close, but not touching. The riotous smell of wild oranges assaults me, Lexi’s recently-roused-from-sleep body, her ass so close to my front...

“I’ll get it,” I say, my voice throatier than usual.  I have to brace one hand on the counter to center myself.

She ducks away from me and scurries back to the table. I get a bowl and spoon and put it in front of Jase. I search until I find the blue and red cardboard Quaker canister. I’m an oatmeal guy myself.

After breakfast, we do our normal morning routine. Jase sits on the couch looking at news on his phone. Lexi sits on the floor near his feet. She loves it when fans email us, so she always checks that first and answers each letter individually. Today there must not have been any because she's reading a novel with a guy dressed in duds from a thousand years ago hugging a woman while trying to rip her clothes off. 

I look through a music trade magazine and scribble music and lyrics in my notebook while mumbling, humming to myself, and thumping my hand alternately on my chest, arm, and stomach to mimic different drum sounds.

At one o'clock, Brandy and Hit Man come down to the living room looking very satisfied. Brandy offers to buy us all lunch and take us to her friend's art fair.

Lexi stands up first, then in a British accent, she says her new favorite expression. “Well, that’s better than bangers and mash and a kick in the teeth.”

Brandy looks at her.

“That means yes,” Jase says.

The thump-heavy "Ain’t No Future in Yo Frontin’”, by MC Breed hip hops its way into my internal beat-box.

*
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Chicago in February is cold. That’s pretty much all I have to say about our day.

The blazing hot stage lights of the Chicago Allstate Arena, well, I could wax poetic about that all day, all night, and into next week, which is saying a lot coming from a drummer, as we are not generally known for our conversational skills. 

There aren’t many towns where we play in venues that can hold more than ten thousand. L.A., Atlanta, New York, sometimes Miami, and now, Chicago. I don’t care if it’s as cold as a witch’s tit, because this is the shit. We stand in the wings after the main part of the show is over, and the crowd chants our name and the lights swirl. We’re all sweating and taking a moment to catch our breath before going on for an encore; I let the high rush through me. 

Drummers don't ever get the acknowledgment or the recognition frontmen get. People don't see drummers behind the drum kit. They don't know how we drive the band and keep them together, so no one gets ahead or behind. Audiences don't know that they are hearing a driving bass drum, thumping their hearts into the rhythm that's making them feel the music on a deep level, making them emotionally attached to it. Because humans are eighty-five percent visual, what usually draws them in to a band is how hot the lead chick is, how much the lead guitarist moves and swings his hips around and does cheap tricks to draw visual attention. It's like a pretty girl on the cover of a magazine or a flashy captivating book cover. That's the first step to drawing the eye in. But if the drummer and the bassist aren't good, if they can't lock up, you can't keep an audience coming back, loving you, because you have no substance.

The chanting, and cheering, and clapping get louder. Lexi bounces on her feet. 

This is what we live for.

This is what makes all the hours and hours of work, the living, breathing and obsessing music, the endless travel, the standing in the rain, the danger of being out until the shit-hours of the night in bad neighborhoods, the foregoing a normal life, this, this is... well... I don't have words for it. 

Tonight, just for tonight, we’ve made seventeen thousand plus people stand up and forget their bills, their shitty bosses, and did they fertilize their lawns. They’re not thinking about the hopelessness of their student loans, and whatever else their problems are if they’re not doing what they love for a living. We’ve given them a chance to have a great moment of escape and pleasure, and hell yeah, we’re the family that put it together and gave it to them.

I bow my head and say a prayer of thanks to the rock and roll God.

Amen.

The stagehand tells us it's time, and we all run out on stage.

Someone throws a pair of red lace panties on stage, and Hit Man snatches them out of the air with one hand.

I get behind the kit and tap my sticks to count out the beat to our closing song, “The Party Never Ends”. The roar is deafening.

The energy of the crowd helps the song kick over from awesome to mega-magic, and I close my eyes. The high rolls through me- a euphoria that’s flying and grounded all at once. Lexi and Hit Man’s voices sustain the last note as the lights blast a blinding flash, then there’s the stark all-go-dark for a second before the house lights come up.

We go to the front edge of the stage, raise our hands high and take a bow. Lexi blows them all kisses, and we run off. The audience calls for a second encore, which is the biggest confidence booster I've had, maybe ever, but our policy is we only do one. We go to the green room to change our T-shirts, because we're sweaty. Luckily, they have a second dressing room for girls because my heart, jaw, and poker face definitely cannot bear a repeat of Lexi's tank top strip.

We wait ten minutes, hydrate like camels, and head to the merch table.

Hit Man is a great entertainer and show-off who loves the limelight, but here he really shines. He sells T-shirts, CDs, download cards, and other merchandise faster than Jase and Lexi can sign them and I can ring them up. He smiles and convinces every girl to buy an extra one or two to give to their friends just to make up for the fact that their friends must be jealous of their pretty looks. He makes every girl under forty want to date us and every guy want to be us.

In record time, we're sold out, and we were well stocked. The crowd clears as the arena empties. Three young girls stare at Hit Man, their body language a semi-cross between hoping, wishing, and slightly nervous. Hit Man calls them over with a crook of his finger. They come closer. They're barely out of their pre-teens, and from the way they're dressed, I guess they're not from here. 

The leader of the girls approaches Hit Man. She holds out her program to him. In a shaky voice with a very heavy French accent she says, “Would you sign our programs?”

“Oui,” Hit Man says. “Un honneur. Pour belle.”

Figures Hit Man would know how to charm in multiple languages. The girls titter a little as he signs all their programs and, without breaking eye contact with them, hands the programs back to Jase for us to sign. Hit Man talks to them, patient with their broken English. He asks them about themselves, how long they are in the U.S. for, until they go from star-struck to awed and thoroughly charmed. He tells them to "like" our band page on Facebook and promises to look them up when we do our first European tour, which he cleverly includes is scheduled a few years from now. 

I smile to myself. He’s a douche-bucket, but he’s also a great guy. He kisses the air near both cheeks of each girl, European style.

They go off with dreamy smiles on their faces. 

“Well done, player,” Jase says. He makes the last word sound like “play-yah”.

"You'z just jealous because I got panache and you ain't got jack." He turns around and looks at us. "And that performance was smack." He says it drily, but one corner of his mouth twitches. "Slacker-bitches. You're all fired."

*
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Life on the road is triple servings of Groundhog’s Day mixed with occasional bursts of high-octane espresso. After the better-than-crack high from last night, I come down for breakfast at around twelve-thirty. Lexi is already sitting at the kitchen table. She's wearing an extra-long T-shirt with Spiderman on it. I've seen it a hundred times before, but today I wonder what she has on under it. 

Stevie Wonder’s “Get It” plays for two measures and switches quickly to “Be Calm, Be Cool” as if there are two competing DJs in my head.

I can’t stop staring at Lexi. Her legs are bare. One foot is tucked up under her. Her hair is up in a low messy bun that has mostly come unraveled. She’s eating Lucky Charms out of the same big, plastic glass with Ren and Stimpy on it. She looks delectable.

I groan.

“Too wound up to get to sleep before sunrise?” she asks.

I shake my head.

Jase comes up behind me. "Bro." As usual for first thing in the morning, he sounds like he's half-asleep from the fact he sleeps so hard and wakes up slowly, yet is totally available should anyone need him.

“Lexi.” He rubs the top of her head. He sits down next to her, and she absentmindedly passes him the Lucky Charms box. He starts to stick his hand in.

“No,” Lexi says without even looking at him.

“Sorry. Extra sleepy.”

Lexi and I both go to get him a bowl at the same time. I should either back off or say something before she gets there, to avoid a repeat of yesterday, but I can’t make myself. She gets to the counter a second before I do, reaches up, and I step in very close behind her.

Wild blooming oranges.

“I’ll get it,” she says. This time she pauses and then turns and smiles at me.

I’m blindsided.

Time stops for a fraction of a second. Time never stops for me. Never. There’s always a count, a click, quietly beating the time down to the millisecond in the back of the jukebox metronome part of my mind.

Sun shines up at me. Time doesn’t stop; it freezes. I’m pretty sure I beam back. She reaches up farther, gets the bowl, and moves away.

Gah.

I get a cup of coffee and plunk it down in front of Jase. 

After breakfast, Jase watches news on his phone. Lexi sits on the floor, reading her novel. For the first time ever, I wonder about it. I mean, obviously from the cover, it's some kind of sappy love story, but is it a sex story? She’s not reading something where there’s an explicit description of fucking, is she?

I look at her face. Her expression doesn’t give anything away.

I’m too fried to do much, so I open a copy of Modern Drummer and stare at an article, not reading it.

Lexi stands up. I wonder again if she’s wearing underwear. Of course she is. Dumb question. I’m a fucking perv. She’s probably wearing short pajama shorts under there too. Probably. Maybe.

“We’ve got that hospital thing at three. I’m going to get ready,” Lexi says.

Both Jase and I lift our heads up and stare at her.

“I swear. You two.”

“I remember,” Jase says. “I knew that.” He’s clearly lying, but she lets it go.

Lexi takes a few steps away and stops. I was staring at her backside, subconsciously looking for panty lines, which of course I can’t see through her big, loose nightshirt. I give myself a quick mental slap and bring my focus up to the back of her head a millisecond before she looks back at us.

“Do you think I should knock on Brandy’s door and make sure Hit Man’s up?”

We hear a loud female moan from above. 

“Oh, he’s up,” Jase says.

I roll my eyes.

As soon as Lexi leaves the living room, Jase leans in toward me and whispers, "What hospital thing?"

“We’re going to do visits with seriously ill kids in the children’s center at U Chicago Medical. You know the drill. We’ll probably sing to a small group, visit rooms individually, etc.”

“Huh. Cool.”

“Jase, Lexi sets something like this up in a big city every tour.”

“Yeah, but we haven’t done a hospital in over ten months.”

“And she reminded us about it last week.”

“I forgot.”

I roll my eyes again. 

"You keep rolling your eyes that way, they're going to stick up in the back of your head."

I ignore him and look at my magazine. He says that all the time. Jase is my best friend, but memory isn’t his strong suit. Protective responsibility, yes. Loyalty, yes. Memory, no.

*
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CHAPTER 3
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LEXI

I stare out the window on the drive to the hospital. I can’t stop thinking about the night in Detroit. Specifically, about Ryder in Detroit. I remember exactly when I fell in love with Ryder. I was seven and he was fourteen. My cat had gotten stuck in a tree, her nails dug into the trunk, her hair stuck up on end, her poor eyes terrified. I was a wreck. Ryder stuck his drumsticks in his back pocket, grabbed me around the hips, and lifted me up high. I grabbed Fluffy to my chest and Ryder lowered me gently.

I looked into Ryder's brown and gold-flecked eyes, smiling and happy then, and I was lost.

I know I was only seven. I know it was silly hero worship. But my jerk-face brother Jase said the cat could get down by herself, but Ryder had immediately done something. Helped me.

I spent the rest of the school year drawing little hearts around Ryder’s name in my notebook.

Yeah, maybe it was stupid and I was too young to know much about boys, but when Ryder lowered me and looked into my eyes, I felt there was something special, something magical. If it were a Disney movie, birds would be singing and making me a dress.

Then, two years later, when they were sixteen and Jase all of a sudden took Ryder away to go on the road, I felt like someone ripped my heart open.

I felt a little better years later when I joined them on tour when I was eighteen, but to Ryder, I was just the kid sister. A band member who was practically invisible.

Until Detroit.

Something happened when we were sleeping. I know it’s crazy, but I feel like my soul called to him while I was asleep, like I bonded even more to him without trying to. Without even knowing it. I woke up... changed.

Even more smitten and needy than I was before.

I have no idea if Ryder felt anything at all. A few times, for just a second, I thought maybe... I don't know, maybe I felt an energy, like when he was behind me reaching for Jase's bowl, or when I was walking away from him and I could have sworn I felt like he was staring at my butt. No. I'm sure I imagined it.

Wishful thinking.

Very, very wishful thinking.

Practically my whole life, I've been head over heels for a guy who doesn't even know I exist.

*
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CHAPTER 4
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RYDER

As great as the packed arena was, the hospital visit is even better. We sing one song a capella with four-part harmony. Then we break off to visit kids too weak to get out of their rooms. I’m assigned to the cancer ward. I have a minute to wonder if Hit Man got himself assigned to the hot nurses’ station.

I stand in the first door, and the girl flinches for a second when she sees me. This is one area where my height and bulk work against me. I long for Lexi and this time, it's not sexual. She and this kid in the bed are about the same size, and I know Lexi could put this girl at ease.

I think it takes her a minute to catalog my long hair, black clothes, black biker jacket over my arm, and wonder if I'm a danger or not before her eyes land on the small drum I'm holding. 

I hunch a little, trying to make my body less intimidating. 

“Can I come in?” I ask softly.

She nods.

I show her my Bodhrin, a small, shallow drum I bring on tour just for this reason. Mine has an ink design of a dragon on it, looking like it’s trying to fly off the drumhead. I take a while teaching her how to play it, and she looks happy, and then sad.

“What?” I ask.

“I’d like to be a drummer like you, but I don’t think I’m going to make it through this next round.”

I grab her hand and squeeze, and again I wish Lexi were here. I just stare at the kid. I don’t look away. I don’t pretend to know what she’s feeling. I don’t say ‘Oh, I’m sorry’ or ‘Sure you will, kid.’ I just continue to squeeze her hand, stare into her eyes, and sit there.

After a while she says, “You probably have other kids to see.”

“I do,” I answer, but I don’t move. 

“Listen,” I finally say after a while. I take her hand and put it on my bicep and tell her to squeeze. “I taught drums while I was in studying in college. You fight. You make it to eighteen and come find me. I’ll teach you. A hundred percent. It’s a shit-hard-balls-to-the-wall” —too late I think cursing to a minor probably isn’t great but I continue— “life, but if you want it, you find me. I’ll teach you.”

Taking a figurative music sheet page out Hit Man’s playbook, I give her an air kiss.

I say one last goodbye, grab my drum, and walk out into the hall.  

I lean against the wall for a few minutes before moving on to the next room.

We do this for hours.

Brandy scheduled a radio interview for Hit Man, so they go off to do that, and the rest of us go back to her house to nap. Again, the fact that Lexi is only two rooms from me haunts me. I picture her with some of those amazing sick kids, and I’m sure she did a bang-up job. Probably as good as the three of the rest of us put together.

I’m a champion napper. I can nap in any space. The back of the tour bus, cheap hotel room, holding up a wall while waiting for the stage-hogging band before us to wrap up.  But today, it takes me a minute.

My mind drifts back to Detroit.

‘I’m too fruck-er-nuttering tired to argue.’ Pink push-up bra. White towel wrapped around her. Her scent in my nose, kick-starting some deep primal craving I can’t turn off. Her body draped over mine.

I’m semi-hard. My hand drifts down my chest. Down my abs.

Fuck.

I grit my teeth and slam the brakes on.

I lift my head and bang it back against the pillow. This is Lexi I’m thinking about. I have to cage my desire away when I begin to wander toward spank bank territory. I slam my head back against the pillow again. That feels right. I turn to my side, sqwunch the pillow up and give the middle of it a few hard punches.

Better.

For the first time in my life, I might not actually get any nap in my nap.

“I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” by The Rolling Stones throbs repeatedly through my simpleton playback organ.

*
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CHAPTER 5
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The next day we're in Madison, Wisconsin.  We park the tour bus in a big parking lot. Hit Man did most of the driving this leg. Now we know he's still sleeping because we can hear him snoring softly. 

Lexi hangs her head over her bunk above Jase’s and looks at him and then across at me. “What are you two wearing for the wedding?” 

Jase gives her his ‘Huh?’ face.

“My all blacks,” I say. “I figure because I’m behind the drum set and people won’t be able to see me well, I can forgo the jacket and tie.”

Lexi looks at Jase.

“Ah... my gray suit?”

Lexi flips off the top bunk in the practiced half somersault roll she always does, but this time as she does it, I notice how toned and beautiful her legs look. How can someone so short have legs that look so long?

Lexi flounces off to go to the small bathroom in the bus, and it takes all my willpower not to turn and watch her go. 

Jase leans in toward me. “What wedding?”

I stare at him for a minute because the Madison wedding is the whole reason we are touring northern states in the winter. He’s serious.

“Vanessa’s little sister’s wedding.” I make a gesture toward Hit Man’s bunk to indicate that Vanessa is one of the cast of thousands who have been on the receiving end of Hit Man’s private performances. 

“Which one’s Vanessa?” Jase asks.

“Blue hair. Big tits.”

“Ohhh yeah.” He makes a gesture with his palms in front of his chest facing in about a foot out in front of him. “Huge tits. Of the red, white, and blue sisters.”

“Red, white, and blue?”

“Yeah,” Jase says and gestures to his own head.

I think about it for a second.  Vanessa had shocking, bright-blue hair. The middle sister had dyed her hair a silver-gray, which I know was fashionable when we went through a year and a half ago, but I never got it, the chicks dying their hair gray thing. The youngest sister, Brittney, the one who was getting married, I'm pretty sure her hair was a fake burgundy last time.  Red, white, and blue. 

“Clever,” I say.

Jase puts his hand over his chest solemnly. “I’m patriotic. If Hit Man couldn’t have serviced the whole trio, I would have taken one for the team.”

Lexi picks this minute to come back from the head. “Taken what for the team?”

“Nothing,” we both say in unison.

I busy myself looking at the Berklee alum magazine. 

“Hey, Lex-Mex, what are you wearing to the wedding?”

I know Jase doesn’t give jack shit what Lexi wears. He’s trying to distract her from his last comment.

"Same thing I wear for most fancy shindigs, the red sparkly dress. I figure it's twice as appro today because it's Valentine's Day."

My head snaps up. I see similar shock on Jase's face.

“Surely you know it’s Valentine’s Day.”

“Of course I do,” Jase scoffs, over selling it.

“Augh. You two.”

She walks away from us to the front of the bus to stretch.

"Hey! I remembered," I say loudly. Or should I say, I lie loudly. My lie wakes Hit Man up.

“What time is it?” he asks.

“About eleven forty-five,” I say automatically.

“No,” Jase says, checking his phone. “Eleven forty-six.”

“I rounded off.”

“Sure you did.”

We do this, double-check, bust my balls. I have an internal clock so solid that if you wake me up even from a dead sleep, I can usually tell you what time it is to within a half a second. When I’m a little off, one of the others makes hairy giraffe balls about it.

“Yo.” Hit Man’s bunk is in the back and his voice is deep with sleep as it reaches us. “You good with everything on the list?”

“What list?” Jase says and I say, ‘Oh shit’ in my head. Of course there’s a wedding song list. My question is, why hasn’t anyone produced it before now?

Everyone else thinks Jase is kidding, but I know better.

Hit Man staggers into the middle aisle. He stops and grabs hold of the edge of Lexi’s vacated bunk on one side, and the junk bunk above me, where we store all the emergency junk we might need. He stares at Lexi. “Little Girl?”

She nods back at him. “I’m solid.”

Hit Man looks down at Jase. Jase just blinks.

“You never gave us the list, man,” I say.

Hit Man’s gaze swings from Jase to me and back to Jase again.

“Sure I did.”

“No.” Jase draws the word out into a growl. Now he’s with the program here. He’s fully awake, and his brain has just caught up to speed. “You didn’t.”

“I must have. I gave y’all the list.” Hit Man looks at Lexi. She shrugs.

“I was standing over your shoulder when you opened Vanessa’s email to you. I took a photo of it.”

Hit Man reaches into the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out a folded paper. He stares at it. "Sorry about that. Well, you got plenty a' time. We don't play till seven."

“But we’ve got to be loaded in by four-thirty so as not to disturb the guests,” Lexi chimes in from the front of the bus as she reaches down to touch her toes. I look away.

Jase shoots up and bangs the ceiling.

“Hit Man!”

"Don't sweat it. You still have five hours to learn what's on the list."

“Four hours and forty-two minutes,” I say.

“Minus the time it takes them to get beautiful,” Lexi chimes in.

“Four hours and forty minutes,” I say.

Lexi laughs. Good. She thinks I’m funny. As soon as I catch myself thinking this, I stop myself. I want Lexi to like me more?

“Well, you’re a bassist, that should be four and half hours more than you need.” Hit Man probably realizes he’s being beyond his usual douche-bucketery. “I... meant that to be funny.”

Hit Man smacks the paper against Jase’s chest. The paper drops to the floor. I pick it up and quickly scan the list of wedding songs. Ninety percent of it is the classic wedding song list: “At Last” by Etta James and “I’m Yours” by Jason Mraz for the slow tunes and “Uptown Funk” and “Single Ladies (Put a Ring On It)” as some of the faster tunes. Most of the songs are old and somewhat dated, but that works in my favor. The other ten percent is stuff from the last two years, all of which I’ve heard, but none of which I know well enough to tell where the drum stops are before they come up.

Hit Man obviously knows he’s messed up and wisely decides to make himself scarce.

Jase sits next to me and we break out our phones. We split the list of the songs we don't know well, put our headphones in and YouTube up. Jase takes notes. I don't. After an hour we take a break, confer, switch lists. After the second hour, we go over the ones together where Jase thinks there might be problems. 

Jase gets his bass out but doesn’t plug it in. He sits on his bunk with the bass tucked in close to his chest and plucks the metal strings hard enough to get a soft sound out of them, even un-amplified. I get my sticks out. We run through eight of the songs.

“Now that’s seriously unplugged,” Lexi says, staring at me playing drumsticks on my thigh.

“Fuck off,” Jase says pleasantly.

She blows him a loud smacking sound, somewhere between a kiss and a raspberry. Then she puts one foot on his bunk, steps on his shoulder, and pushes up into her own bunk. “Found it!” she says and steps on his shoulder and then his thigh on the way down. She’s holding lipstick in one hand and her stage make-up kit in the other.

“Either of you need to pee before I completely monopolize the bathroom?”

We shake our heads.

“Okay. Time for me to get beautiful.”

“You’re already beautiful,” I say. Damn. My voice sounds heavy with infatuation, almost smitten. 

Lexi shoots me the finger. I smile at her in understanding. She took the deep emotional timbre in my voice as sarcasm. She steps on Jase’s thigh, reaches up onto her bunk, pulls down a garment bag and sashays to the back of the bus.

I make myself look at my phone because it's a struggle not to look at her.

“I think that covers me,” Jase says. “You?”

I nod.

“Lip break,” Jase says. He grabs his pack of cigarettes and walks out of the bus. Jase doesn’t smoke anymore; he quit when we were teenagers, but he still takes a cigarette and puts it between his lips until it pretty much deteriorates. Hence, “Lip break”. He usually goes outside to take his breaks. I think the cigarettes are more of a prop to get a moment away from the constant close quarters than anything else.

A few minutes later Lexi comes out of the bathroom. Holy hell is she a knockout. She’s wearing a red dress that has a high neck, but from the collar down to her cleavage is some light red, see-through material. The rest of the dress looks like a thousand sparkling rubies, fits her curves perfectly, and stops mid-thigh.

Holy, holy hell. Jaw please don’t drop. I know she said she’s worn this dress before, but it’s like I never really saw her. I’ve always known her as the impossibly nice kid. When did she go from sweet kid, to cute girl, to drop-dead sexy affects-me-more-than-she-should woman? 

Lexi is holding the dress near her shoulders. She looks around. 

“Jase’s out on a lip break?” Lexi asks.

I just nod, because I’m speechless.

“Oh, okay.” She looks around again and realizes it’s just the two of us in the bus. “Ryder, will you zip me up?”

I hear the words. I know they’re in English, but I’m having trouble processing them. 

She turns around. She sweeps her hair out of the way, and the dress's zipper is wide open. That revealing gap shows a huge expanse of the beautiful, creamy skin of her back past her waist and down until it's showing just the very top of a turquoise panty.

Turquoise.

Lexi twists her head and looks over her shoulder at me. “Ryder?”

“Right. Zipper, right.” My voice is steady. Thank God.

I zip her up, letting the knuckles of my left hand brush the fabric as I carefully pull the two halves of the dress together, going as slow as I can, trying not to linger on the sight of the tightly stretched fabric of the back of a beige strapless bra that was so close in color to her skin I didn't notice it until I gently moved the zipper over it.

“There’s a little hook at the top,” Lexi says.

“I don’t see it,” I mumble.

“It’s small,” she says and reaches behind her to try to find it.

“I’ll get it,” I say. 

She pulls her hair higher off her neck. I have to lean way in to see the hook and eye. 

“Damn, this would fit on a pinhead,” I say. My nose is so close to her hair now.

"Well, it may be small, but it's necessary. Otherwise, while I move around, the zip could unzip, and the last thing I want is for the dress to come down."

I close my eyes against the thousand giant timpani that make a roaring tsunami sound. Now that is the only thing I want.

She reaches up and makes sure it’s secure. “Thanks,” she says cheerily and walks back to the bathroom.

I sway toward her; I'm sure of it.

Jase comes back into the bus.

“Are they going to feed us at this wedding?”

I shrug but then think about it. “If Hit Man left Vanessa as happy as he did Brandy, then yeah.”

“Awesome. Wedding food rocks. You know the only thing better than wedding food, right?”

I know where he’s going with this and I smile.

“Bridesmaid hookups,” Jase says and puts out a fist for me to pound, which I dutifully do.

“And I’ll be way ahead of you, considering I’ll be wearing the suit.”

I roll my eyes.

“Douche-bucket,” I mumble.

*

[image: ]


The wedding is at a nice hotel. The stage is set up on one side of the ballroom, under a huge chandelier. Over to our right is a view of the pier, which is nice, and huge windows, which is not. All that glass means shitty quality: sound reflection, bouncing, and sound transmission loss. I go over and examine the windows. Double-paned, double the pain. Got it.

I do my quick calculations, re-tune all my drumheads down to accommodate for the large windows, and I’m ready to go.

People start arriving. Lexi plays very softly on her keyboard as people begin to wander in. I see Vanessa. Her tits still precede her, noticeably. Her hair is a very dark blue now, subtle. The gray-haired sister is light blonde now. 
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