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Chapter 1:  A Challenge for Brothers

––––––––
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The engine sputtered beneath him and the shiny tons of metal roared with life within seconds. The speed had long become his epitome of freedom – the definition of who he truly was – a reminder that he would always cherish what he had hidden deep inside his heart. 

The darkening lights of early evening matched his mood perfectly. The wind was not gentle to him, but that was perfect – exactly what he wanted to sober his thoughts. Not that he ever allowed himself to get on his bike drunk: never. Alcohol was the last thing that could get him drunk tonight – some thoughts were heavier than liquors and more toxic than drugs.  

The heated road rushed towards him: it brought him closer to his destination, where Kay Wilson would finally find a piece of freedom – a place where he could hang out, relax and feel like he belonged. But most importantly, the burning gray road meant for him the celebration of putting more and more miles between himself and the house of his parents – a place which still keeps a piece of him. That piece that should always remain locked in darkness. 

Weekend dinner gatherings at the Wilsons’ palatial home in the exclusive residential area at the edge of town, were a family tradition that none of their three sons dared to break under any circumstances. Truth be told, none of them even wanted to break it – their mother’s homemade delicious meals was something they did not ever want to miss. 

For those treats, the three brothers, adults in their own right, were ready to politely listen and nod every time their parents reminded them that it was past time for them to settle down and produce little Wilsons. His two treacherous younger brothers would immediately direct their gazes towards Kay – the eldest, expecting him to set the example for his younger siblings. 

Each time the argument comes up Kay has to resist the urge of reminding them that he had been made a ‘bad example’ for his brothers during this reckless, teenage years. He would not step on that minefield even now.  He is now an adult of thirty-two years and had the track record of producing most of the multi-million-dollar platinum albums released by Wilson’s Records - the music recording corporation started by their father.

Kay knew his mother could still see the long-haired heavily tattooed rebel, that he had been, whose only love was his guitar. There was a time when he was determined to never part with his guitar – his curvy lady. 

“You look very presentable, darling,” Maya Wilson would say every time she looked approvingly at her oldest son wearing long sleeved shirts buttoned up to his throat. He had promised to save her from the view of his colorful ink that covered most of his chest and both arms. Luckily, he had not made any tattoos on his fingers or head, otherwise, he would have to wear gloves and hat when visiting his parents.

His left hand had released the handle of the bike and moved to touch the left side of his chest where he had his first tattoo - a flaming hummingbird. It had been the very first ink he had gotten at a time when no words were enough to ease his pain and he was convinced that the wounds would never heal. They still had not and perhaps they never would. The piercing pain had eased, though, unable to stand against the unforgiving challenge of the passing time, but it would always be a part of him - raw and burning just like that day when... Kay shook his head – the road was not a place to delve into those memories.  

Better to think about the family dinner which ended a couple hours before and which his father had successfully turned into a corporate meeting. The patriarch – Wilhelm Wilson had a special talent of using every single opportunity for the benefit of the family business. If not for that very quality and his endless persistence, he could not have grown the Wilsons’ Records business into one of the country’s leading music recording companies and one of the most successful corporations in the industry.  

The years of hard work had not dared to dim the piercing precision of his mind and excitement still sparkles in his eyes every time CEO Wilson discusses new plans and sets challenges for himself and his sons. While Maya Wilson was busy performing her dinner magic in the kitchen, the family patriarch called his sons together for a company briefing. 

“Nathan’s report on the performance of our recent releases indicates that the numbers are going down at a rate that we could not have predicted in our worst estimations. We have always - always- been able to be one step ahead of the general market and have been able to feel the vibe and the right rhythm for our audience.” His father’s hands ran along the surface of the table as if he had the last performance report spreadsheet in front of him and the mere thought to look at it made him scowl. More than anything else Wilhelm Wilson hated predictions of decline. 

Though Kay secretly suspected that deep in his heart he loved them, as those numbers were an indication that it was the time to take action. “We need new talent – the next big name. Now.” His father spoke tugging at the imaginary report sheets with his index finger as if answering Kay’s thoughts. 

“I was the one to discover Lana, your turn now,” said Christian proudly crossing his arms against his chest, leaning back in his chair and looking directly at Kay. 

Kay could not resist rolling his eyes at his youngest brother. True – Lana was a talented singer, but he knew all too well that his baby brother was more interested in her supermodel looks and their romantic dates which were the source of rumors and curiosity of the whole company. Chris was a talented composer, however, he had yet to prove he could fight his raging hormones and compose a worthy verse without having the ulterior motive of seducing the singer into his bed. 

“Sadly, the business cannot always depend on your love life,” teased Nate. He knew better than anyone that those two, love and music, combined. could be an explosive combination. Perhaps all the three Wilson brothers knew – perks of working in one of the leading companies in show-business. 

“I was merely saying I can’t always be the one to carry the company burden on my talented shoulders,” Chris spread his arms theatrically so that nobody missed the glitter of his unmistakable talent. At the age of twenty-six, he still craved for praise and a pat on the head from his older brothers. 

“I’m in charge for numbers only,” Nate raised his both hands in defiance. His gaze, as well as their father’s, was still directed towards the invisible report sheets on the table – the two of them shared their eternal love for numbers. 

“So, what? That leaves me to save the company single-handedly...” Kay mused. Not that he would mind the honor, but where was the fun of competition in that? “How about a fair challenge –let’s see who can raise the next star in Wilson’s Records.” 

Christian straightened his back; Nate finally tore his eyes off the invisible reports that his father was involuntarily straightening out on the table and three pairs of identical blue eyes were fixed on their father. 

“And the winner gets...” Chris cocked a brow prompting their father to announce the reward all of them were so much looking forward to. 

“Oh, I know those shark-like stares!” Exclaimed Maya Wilson as she entered the smaller of the two dining rooms in the house, with a platter of roast chicken and vegetables which smelled as so good. Christian rushed to help her and all thoughts about work vanished as they got seated around the already set family sized dining table.  The seating was for twelve because, of course, Mama Wilson expect that her sons will soon find love and would be taking someone with them to these gatherings. She was always “hinting”.

“You will see each other at work on Monday” She chastised them. “Not a single word about business at this table,” declared Maya Wilson and with the smell of the food wafting in the room, the four men nodded in unison. 

The intent gaze of their father’s narrowed eyes, though, confirmed that the challenge was still on and he was going to come up with a reward that would leave all the three of them drooling. 

Deep down, Kay was just as competitive as his brothers.  Secretly, he decided that he was going to move mountains or bring down the skies to make sure that the new mega star for Wilson’s Records was his discovery. 

The rest of the dinner was peaceful - filled with great food and pleasant talk. They generally enjoyed each other’ company and today was no exception. The only small incident occurred when Kay changed into his t-shirt and leather jacket, which was a more appropriate outfit for the underground club he was heading to. A tiny piece of the tattoo on his forearm was revealed, which of course did not escape his mother’s gaze. 

“I have not given birth to my beautiful firstborn son to see his perfect skin marred with that ink,” she shook her head in disapproval. It had been fifteen years since Kay got those tattoos – fifteen years of hiding from his own skin. 

Now, rushing towards the club on his bike, Kay thought that it was more than his tattoos that he has been hiding from over all these years – something that went much further than his skin and flesh, which was buried in his bones. Kay pushed the thoughts away - some memories were better left intact under the thick cover of dust. 

Seriously?

Chapter 2:  A Night to Sing

As if being late was not enough, the security guards had to check her thoroughly.  Metal detectors at the entrance to a rock club! Seriously? This place is supposed to have more metal than any freaking mine! Nell had absolutely no tolerance for such games. 

“Boys, boys... If your goal is to undress me to my panties, I wouldn’t mind, but you have to wait until I go in and play that goddamn gig first!” Nell couldn’t believe she was being checked by the security guards for wearing spiked boots. The truth was – every garment she was wearing to tonight’s show, including her underwear, had metal spikes or rings on it. She was a freaking punk-rocker chick for god’s sake! 

Swearing is not going to help a girl, she reminded herself and switched to plan B – playing nice and backing that up with threatening to call the club owner. She would have time to feel bad about her unladylike behavior after the gig, for now, the goal was simple – to get in. None of her plans worked.

“I’m sorry, but you are not on the band’s guest list, lady,” spoke one of the guards who was apparently too busy searching her for metal to pay attention to what she was telling him. 

“I. Am. From. That. Frigging. Band.” Nell shouted in frustration.  “Wait, hold on a minute. Aha!”  She found her band’s poster and pointed at her own face on the poster. “Look.  That’s me.  Shall I scream a few lines of the opening song to prove my identity?”  Understanding finally dawned on the huge bodies of perfect six-packs. 

“Oh...” was all that the first security guard could manage to say to her in reply. 

“Why didn’t you take the artists’ entrance?” asked the other guard. They looked so guilty, that it lightened Nell’s mood immediately. She could even give him a bear hug. 

Nell did not waste time on explaining that she was late and, instead of making a circle around the building, had decided to park her scooter right in front of the main entrance. She smiled to herself as she imagined their faces when they discovered the wrongly parked vehicle that they would have to move somehow. 

As she started walking towards the dressing room, Nell turned, feeling somebody’s stare burning through her skin. 

There were many fans gathered at the entrance, but she immediately located the owner of the piercing gaze – a guy wearing an expensive leather jacket with extraordinary blue eyes was looking at her with wry amusement. He smiled at her. 

If it were any other day, Nell would graciously ignore the pretty rich boy, but the security guards had consumed all of her patience, so Nell, foolishly, stuck out her tongue at her stubborn admirer before turning her back to him and rushing backstage with her burning face.  She heard the laughter behind her.

She found her bandmates at their usual pre-gig ritual – filling the dressing room with thick clouds of smoke and alcohol stink. On any other day, she would not let it get under her skin, but this particular day had been screaming with the portent for trouble from the moment it had started with the opening of her sleepy eyes. 

“I know I’m late.” She announced in her defense. None of them said anything, but the silent exchange of stares spoke volumes. 

Simon – the drummer shouldered their bassist, who had chosen a very mysterious-sounding stage name by calling himself Bad Bass. The charged atmosphere of the room was oozing with anticipation of some kind of upcoming talk, but bassists were never carved out for heavy conversations. Dylan aka Died Pistol – their lead guitarist was the one to eventually sigh and start pacing in the room as he spoke.

“We need to talk, Nell. I mean seriously talk, you know,” he started and looked at her with his deep dark eyes. 

By the way he had pronounced the word Nell knew he meant the talk – the very talk, she had been avoiding for so long. This was not the time for it. Never was the proper time for it. She felt nauseous and convinced herself that it was because of the thick clouds of smoke in the room.

Nell felt her legs getting wobbly and her knees about to betray her. Some words were meant to be told only once and could never be taken back. She knew she was about to hear some of those words now. Bad Bass and Simon avoided her gaze, as they kept themselves busy playing with the drumsticks, but Dylan firmly held the cold determination in his voice. 

“We have all been in this together – you know we love you as our baby sister, Nell, you know it, but we are all tired of working like this. You’ve been rejecting every record deal offered to us for years.” Dylan paused. Nell supposed he was expecting some reaction from her – anger or surprise or maybe even disappointment, but Nell gave none of it to him. She swallowed his words with a lump in her throat. 

“There might be some guys from record companies even now – you know that Bobby always invites some guys to check out the bands” Simon continued. “So-—We thought – we’ve decided – if there is a deal tonight, we would want to...” He was now drumming nervously on Bad Bass’s knee. 

“Enough beating around the bush,” Dylan cut him abruptly. He had resumed his pacing around the room again, “We all know she is going to refuse - no matter what a deal there is. Nell, we get that entire “urge” for remaining independent and unsigned – true punk spirit and all, but that pays no bills for any of us. So, it is a simple decision for you to make – either you agree to get a record deal or we disband after this gig.” 

The silence hung heavily on the silver clouds of smoke. Nell was thankful that those clouds hid the tears that suddenly threatened to run down her face and not only show her vulnerability but also mar her makeup. Nell was not sure which of the two was more unacceptable to her. 

She had dozens of reasons why she refused to be signed to any label, but then there was that only one major true reason, which she knew she was not ready to talk about. Instead, she hid behind her mask of indifference even when that meant losing her only true friends – her brothers that had played next to her for years. She could not blame them.

“Time to get on stage,” she grabbed her guitar and rushed out of the room as if the air was poisonous and another moment spent inside was going to harm her dear life. She could see Bad Bass sigh and shake his head.  She heard him mutter something about all of this being so unfair. “Simon would probably drum his anger on the coffee table and hurry to beat out his rage on the drum skins during the gig and Dylan would rub chin as usual and hide his disappointment”. 

Nell refused to see any of it, she could not deal with all of that before the gig. She let her legs take her to the only place where she felt safe – the stage. 

“Hey pretty girl, I was just talking about you,” she heard Bobby – the club owner called out to her. 

“Hey Bobby man...” and then whatever she was going to say froze in her throat as she noticed the man next to Bobby – the same person who had been staring at her at the entrance. He was exactly the type that irritated Nell the most – a rich handsome man having fun playing at being a bad boy. “I should probably go. My gig is about to start,” she hurried to add.

“Indeed. You might even need to get your band on the stage first,” Bobby’s friend remarked drily as his gaze turned toward her band mates. They had left the meeting room were effortlessly chatting and giggling with some female fans as if it was not their band that had to play a gig on the stage right now.  Arrogant Mr. Handsome was enjoying poking at Nell’s wounds apparently. He also managed to cock his brow unknowingly highlighting his deep blue eyes. He was too attractive, and he knew it.

“All I need to sing is my voice,” Nell spat determined to end this brief exchange of pleasantries. 

“Aren’t you one brave little piece then?” He challenged, inviting Nell towards the stage in a very gentleman-like manner and with a very apparent un-gentleman-like ulterior desire to see her fail, it seemed. 

A good challenge was all Nell needed right now. As she climbed the three steps taking her onto the stage, she promised to herself to rock this club as never before. She could already feel the storm inside her unleashed by the big and small incidents of the day, the rage accumulated inside her like magma ready to burst out. As she stood on the dimly lit stage all alone Nell declared to herself to sing as if it was last the time she would ever sing.  

Chapter 3:  A Girl to Conquer

Some bodies were made to host voices so powerful that one feared they could explode the moment that vocal volcano erupted. Those were the voices made to enslave the listener from when the very first notes get poured into their ears – the toxic sounds invaded human bodies making their way into their blood vessels and eventually reaching for their hearts. 

Those voices would be branded there and never gets swept away. 

Nell’s was a voice of such magical quality that Kay proclaimed himself doomed the moment he watched the girl bravely step on the stage, plug in her guitar and started singing before anyone realized what was happening; before her band made their way to the stage, before the stage lights washed over her tiny body which had been hiding from his curious stare. 

She was a brave tiny thing, but Kay felt in his bones there was so much more to her. He could hear that special quality in her voice, in the way she sang the rebellious words, in the angst that fueled her body and kept her going. Nell was so petite that one could mistake her for a little girl, but her voice was so mature and so full of patterns that only a life full of hard experiences could’ve forged. She had large gray eyes, which she tried to enhance with brightly colored purple eyelashes. Her dark shoulder-long hair also held bright purple stripes. Kay was amused to observe the similar black and purple pattern of her long stockings running all the way to the hem of her short black skirt and her spiked belt. 

One could’ve taken her for an average punk-rock chick, that is until they heard her voice, which held the power of shaking the ground around Bobby’s little underground lair. This girl held that tiny flame inside her, which only an expert ear could tell apart from a thousand other voices and know the true force behind it. With the right producer on her sight, she could turn into a platinum-record star in a blink.
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