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  ♪♫¨♫♪




  Dedicated to rock star readers of the series.




  Prologue




  The closet was symbolic of her life. Outwardly, she appeared fine. But if someone were to look beyond her cool facade—open the doors—the shambles of her life would spill out for all to see.




  Heaving a deep breath, Jules tugged at the louvered doors.




  The interior was a disaster zone. Clothing was strewn on the floor among shoes. Jeans draped carelessly over the rod or hung precariously from wire hangers. Shirts stacked the closet shelf among various storage boxes and miscellaneous items. Empty hangers lay on the floor. Unpaired shoes lay wherever they had fallen when tossed into this space from across the room.




  Tugging at her ponytail, she eyed the mess, wondering where to begin cleaning. Kneeling, she raked through a pile of clothing, folding garments she rarely wore for one reason or another, into a box.




  Stretching, she pushed aside the contents of the shelf above her head to make room for the box, and her eyes fell on the boots.




  If she were to go back to one life-altering instance in her twenty-four years, it would be those boots. They had set her on a new course, tacked her in a new direction, one in which she’d sailed—and failed.




  A pair of stolen boots had helped make her a renowned name for a time, and had eventually tripped her from that hated, but heady, pedestal. The boots could be named as the sole reason her closet and her life was in shambles. Sole… huh, another pun.




  The boots had once been as much a trademark as her long, flaming feathered hair, and she let herself dwell for a few short seconds on the boy who had continuously run his fingers through it.




  Book 1




  Rising Sun




  Rebellious Jules Breaux, daughter of two distant parents, does not know what to feel when the band she began as a hobby begins rising up in fame and ruining friendships. Is this what she wanted after all? A life of sex, drugs, rock and roll? Which comes first, her priorities? Or those of Matt? The sexy drummer with whom she has a very complicated relationship. Rising Sun, Half Moon, and Rock Stars is an epic three part novel about the reality of fame, the rivalry between siblings and associates, and the reliability of true love.




  CHAPTER ONE




  ‘Well my mama thinks anywhere is better than being home,




  Sometimes if I’m incorrigible, she calls us on the phone.




  My daddy is a music man, always on a plane,




  Never know when he leaves, or when he’ll come again.’




  “House of the Rising Sun”




  Improvised lyrics, 1974




  Jules Breaux




  FIVE FINGER DISCOUNTS




  Leather. The smell was an addiction. The feel sensual. The designer tag tucked away inside didn’t need to be seen to know the quality of the textile. An intricate design was faded onto the leather, so subtle that it did not detract from the classic black color.




  Jules wiggled her toes in the slightly square-toed sole, zipped up the side from ankle to knee, and then stood to test the medium height heels while appreciating the snug fit. Again, she rocked on heels that seemed stable enough to move around with no fear of falling on her face.




  And, despite the adequate cash amount in the hip pocket of her jeans, she wondered how the boots would fare in a test run.




  “Do you have these in a seven?” Offering a deceptively sweet smile, she phrased the inquiry to the helpful, hovering store attendant.




  Smiling back just as sweetly, the young woman, anxious to make the sale, bent and scooped up the nine-inch platforms that no longer interested her customer. The second the store employee disappeared through the curtained doorway, Jules grabbed her sneakers. Striding to the door, she pushed it with care to avoid irritating the bell above it. The sidewalk created a pleasant plunk against the boot soles as she made her exit and escape.




  The traffic was heavy, hindering any attempt to dash across Wilshire Boulevard in her getaway. In an exhilarated panic, she eyed the intersection a couple of storefronts ahead. If she could cross Rodeo Drive, she could easily hide in the deserted construction of the new plaza.




  Earlier, she and some classmates had wandered the skeleton structures while having a smoke. Bored with their hatched plans of seeing a movie, she had split from the group to shop. Secretly, she had hoped the hot guy from homeroom would forgo the movie to hang with her, but he hadn’t.




  “Yow, baby, need a ride?”




  “Hey! You! I’ve called the cops!”




  An angry female shout coincided with the flirt from the guy leaning from the passenger window of a glossy 280ZX, which slowed to cruise beside her. For a second, she considered that means of escape. Just jump in… She would be gone in a flash. However, common sense prevailed. Don’t take rides from strangers… remember Jane Doe 59…




  “Did you hear me? The police are on their way! Someone, stop that thief! That young girl with the boots there!”




  “C’mon, baby. We’ll get you outta here!”




  Both shouts spurred her to run.




  The heels clopped the pavement. Not good running shoes. The corner was just ahead.




  A terrified shriek pierced her ears, and she teetered as she danced around to avoid a baby carriage. Narrowly avoiding a head on collision with the infant, she offered a hurried but sincere apology to the wide-eyed mom.




  As she sidestepped around the little family, shouts from behind grew threateningly closer. A hand closed like a vice on her upper arm, and she was spun around. Stopping herself just before trying the boots out in a test kick, she went limp. This Good Samaritan should not experience the toe of a boot to the shin. He was in the right. She was in the wrong. She might be a thief, but she wasn’t totally without morals.




  ♪♫¨♫♪




  The ride to the downtown precinct in the back of a squad car was her second this year. The first had been the month after her seventeenth birthday.




  The irony of the colorful city bus in the next lane did not escape her. Painted up with waves on the side, the ‘Special Bus’ ran from various L.A. inner city points to the coast. Curious eyes around her own age peered from its windows into the police cruiser—kids on their way to the beach gawking at the kid on her way to jail.




  She dropped her eyes to the locked silver cuffs, which shared space on her wrists with assorted bangles and a sterling silver cuff. Biting the inside of her lip, she avoided the window and the traffic beyond its glass.




  The congested police station with the clatter of typewriters was exactly as she remembered. Instead of setting her down, like last time, beside one of the many desks crowding the room, the arresting officer handed her over to a female detective. Jules didn’t miss the meaningful look he shot the detective, a silent signal of sorts. The woman squared her shoulders, scowling as if Jules were a fly landing on the rim of her chipped coffee mug. With a last sip, the woman set the cup down, and after selecting a sheaf of papers, prodded Jules to a tiny private holding room.




  Unable to meet the intimidating eyes of this woman, who was likely someone’s grandmother, yet very non-grandmotherly-like in her disdainful manner, Jules focused beyond the matronly face.




  Pointing at her from a poster, Uncle Sam’s glare was equally condemning. ‘I Want You,’ the picture captioned. ‘I Want Out,’ an anti-war poster in her father’s den parodied this one.




  I want out. Damn, her eyelids were prickling. What have I done? Again.




  Rude grandma fired questions and wrote Jules’ answers into the forms. Then, with a last condescending snort, the woman stacked the papers and silently exited.




  Time seemed to warp, broken only by the occasional officer entering and leaving the room. She was offered water, soda, and coffee. Even though her tongue felt thick and cottony, she stubbornly refused, punishing herself.




  Avoiding any movement, which would further chafe her throbbing wrists, she shifted her spine against the uncomfortable, rigid chair. Hours had ticked by since her sprint from the ritzy shoe shop. The experience was no longer exhilarating. Her friends—and here she considered the word lightly—would be wondering why she had not rendezvoused with them for the ride home.




  “My wrists hurt.” Breaking the silence, she strived for a sullen voice when lodging the complaint to the next uniformed officer who entered. Although he didn’t loosen the handcuffs, the young man looked her over with a mixture of sympathy and poorly disguised interest. His eyes lingered for a few admiring seconds on her face before skimming down her body.




  Responding to his appraisal, she shifted again, moving her hips with a slight part of her jean clad knees, and then her arms with the wrists still cuffed behind her. The action tightly stretched the faded Beatles tee shirt to the slight curves on her lithe figure. She almost never behaved in such a provocative way, but this afternoon, she was fishing for any sympathy to her predicament.




  “Won’t be much longer,” he assured her with a nervous cough. Papers lay scattered across the table, and he gathered them into a neat stack before slipping them into a folder. “Doesn’t look like the store is pressing charges.”




  Immediately, she straightened from the seductive slouch. If the store was not pressing charges, logic dictated that her mother had been tracked down in The Hamptons, or less likely, her father who, as far as she knew, was still in Tokyo on business. It was probable that a hefty sum, above and beyond the price tag on the stolen merchandise, had now been charged to one of her parents’ credit cards.




  Why hadn’t she stayed home? Why wasn’t she lounging around the pool with her best friend, Starla, instead of hitching rides to Beverly Hills with freaks from school?




  There was still time to lie around the pool this afternoon. However, she was sure it would be after being screamed at by her mother or lectured to by her father during a long distance phone call, which would last an eternity.




  ♪♫¨♫♪




  The patrol car slowed to a stop, inches in front of the iron gate that secured her family residence. The home was modest for that of a renowned rock star. Her father, Rob Breaux, much preferred the tranquility, culture, and wide open views of Laurel Canyon to any of the usual places the rich and famous called home.




  “Thank you for the ride.” Jules shot the young man a bold smile and phrased the gratitude as if this were a friend dropping her off, and not an officer of the law. A flick of her fingers against the handle swung open the passenger door.




  Calling out to her, he stammered something solicitous about protocol and driving her to her door.




  Pulling another engaging smile as she bent to the vehicle interior, she fibbed while pointing at the security box mounted several feet from the main gate. “It’s not working right now.”




  Although there would be no one home, except possibly her brother, Marc, to witness her humiliation of being dropped on the front doorstep by a police cruiser, the idea felt too degrading to think about. Hence the lie. Reluctantly, the young cop backed the unit into the road as she withdrew a key and let herself into the property through the smaller gate. He drove away only after she latched the heavy bars behind her.




  The June temperature drew perspiration from her skin, and heat waves shimmered above the long, steep driveway leading up to the narrow, three-story, wood and glass home, spilling down a hillside.




  The main drive forked. One section extended up the side of the house. Sun refracted from the windshield of her brother’s Gremlin parked in its usual spot in that area. She had hoped Marc was off riding a wave somewhere, but his newest surfboard was clipped to the roof rack of the tiny car. The rest of the driveway looped around a fountain in front of the house. Since she was on foot, she veered toward the front entrance, which was closer than the side entry the family normally used.




  Despite her ordeal, she enjoyed the feel of the boots as one foot swung in front of the other. For fun, she practiced letting her hips sway in a strut, even though her only audience was a redbird perched near the gurgling water that misted the surrounding flagstone. Abruptly, her swagger stopped as guilt settled on her shoulders.




  A brick planter, overflowing with succulents, partially walled in the garden and porch area. Automatically, she reached for the large ceramic frog, guardian of the front door key. Two large cacti grew straight up from their pots on either side of the glass pane double door entrance, and she glared at the sharp needles when they scraped her shoulder bag. After fitting the key into the lock and twisting, she paused before entering to replace it beneath the frog’s lily pad.




  If she thought there would be any reprieve from confrontation until one of her parents called, she was dead wrong. The instant the jacked boots clattered across the entry hall’s polished brick floor, Marc appeared.




  “About time,” her brother goaded his usual greeting. Marc always said this, regardless if she was on time, before time, or didn’t even have a time.




  Shrugging her purse off her shoulder, she wondered if he knew what she had been up to, but although he had teased her with that familiar greeting, he wasted no more words. Waving a sandwich around, he alternately bit into it and declared that she was going to screw up their summer by making ‘the rents’ come home.




  “If that happens, JuJu, you will be sorry,” he added the idle threat. She made a spectacle of cringing and was surprised when he didn’t pounce on the opportunity to give her a noogie.




  If Marc had ever hurt her in any way, she couldn’t remember. He was eighteen, almost exactly a year older than she was, and was usually cool as far as siblings went. Being left on their own a lot, with only staff to look after them since early childhood had bonded them closely.




  An apology was on the tip of her tongue, but what rolled off instead was a retort. “Shut up! You know it would take more than a jacked pair of ‘Wayward’s’ to bring either of them running home.” With a cut of her eyes to the name brand boots, she stressed her statement.




  “What the hell, JuJu? Boots?” By his tone, it was clear he had expected a shoplifting excursion equal to a diamond heist. “Why didn’t you buy them?”




  Why? She was still asking herself that question, but she wasn’t going to admit her confusion and conflictions to Marc. “I forgot my money.”




  Marc crammed the last bite of bread crust into his mouth and continued to assess her in silence. He had the same unique eye color as their father, and right now, that greenish gray gaze seemed steeped with equal parts concern and irritation.




  The last time she had endured that look from him had been over skipping school earlier in the year. ‘You’ve got to go to school, JuJu! You’ll have to repeat the year, you remember that, right?’ His voice had risen in anger, and she had elevated hers right back, declaring she didn’t care. Then, he had looked at her like he was now. Like he knew what made her tick when she didn’t even know herself. Maybe he did. Marc was a rebel in his own way. He seemed to delight in riling up their father—when the renowned vocalist and guitarist was home.




  The pull of the pool’s clear, cool waters, a mind numbing drink, and her guitar were all equally strong. Pivoting, she turned into the doorway at the foot of the stairs. The liquor cabinet in her father’s den had magically been restocked. It only seemed magical when their housekeeper, and former nanny, Nina, overlooked the bottles that continuously went missing instead of admonishing her and Marc to stay out of their daddy’s den.




  In the past couple of years, the liquor issue had been a battle between them and the woman who had been in their household for most of their life. The sweet woman had once tried only restocking around her employers’ schedule, but during the last couple of years, that strategy had caused problems and questions if the mister or misses of the house unexpectedly returned home to empty bottles. This summer, Nina had been unusually silent about the liquor that continuously went missing.




  Maybe to Nina, and possibly even their parents, they were finally old enough that drinking no longer seemed wrong. After all, how twisted was it that Marc was considered old enough to be drafted to Vietnam, and yet not old enough to drink?




  Selecting a bottle, Jules ascended the wood stairway to the second story. Pushing the door of her bedroom closed, she stripped out of her sweaty clothes. For a moment, she stood letting her skin soak in the cool air as she tipped the bottle to pour another burning sip down her throat. Thanks to Nina, her clothing was neatly folded in the drawer she pulled open, and she selected a tangerine one-piece swimsuit.




  A full hour and a few tequila shots later, she was straddled across a lounge chair on the patio. She had just emerged from her second dip in the pool, and any wetness in her hair, skin, and swimsuit was evaporating in the hot California sun. With her eyes on the settling surface of the pool, and her fingers playing over the six silver strings, she churned out chords with a discerning ear.




  After his initial confrontation, Marc had disappeared to his own vices, and with no one to yell in protest, she consistently cranked the amp higher.




  Rising Sun, always ‘House of the Rising Sun,’ was the song of choice when she was down. Possibly, because it had been the first song she had mastered on the guitar without open chords. Maybe, because it was her dad’s favorite. He had even let her ‘sit in’ and play it back when his band was still together, and they were jamming for fun at the country store down the road. Shredding more than strumming the song this afternoon, she changed the lyrics as she often did.




  “Are you insane?” A scream carried over the noise. She raised her eyes to her best friend in the world. Starla stood, hands on the hips of her embroidered and patched jeans, gaping down.




  “I don’t want to talk about it!” Jules abandoned the guitar to comb a fresh spray of ‘Sun In,’ a heat activated hair lightener, into her damp tresses.




  Starla, however, was not speaking of an afternoon spent in handcuffs. Meaningfully, her friend shook her head at the electrical cord snaking across a barely dry patio and then frowned at the long strands of wet hair swinging over the guitar. Manicured hands, with the nails cut to the fingertips, closed around the neck of the bottle, and Star swallowed a gulp or two, wincing as the liquid went down her throat.




  Continuing to clasp the tequila, she dropped the insanity subject along with some unexpected news. “I auditioned for a band in the Valley.”




  The combing of the fruity smelling mixture paused, and Jules shot a surprised gaze to Star’s expectant face.




  “They hated me.” Here, Starla cut off Jules’ snort of derision and went on to explain that it was an all-girl band. Some up and coming agent was the financial backer.




  “Why would you think they hated you?” Jules tossed aside the spray bottle and reached for the liquor bottle. She felt a frown crease her brows at the very idea of Star feeling inferior in any way. Starla had begun playing bass during their junior high years, choosing the instrument to compliment the guitar that Jules had been playing since preschool. However, it soon became more than a hobby. Star was serious about playing and now apparently ready to take another step.




  “They said they hated me—my playing, whatever.” Starla was glib. Not a flicker of disappointment or embarrassment tainted her expression. Yet, Jules knew it was there. No one was immune when it came to a critical assault on their musical abilities. Besides, Starla rarely drank shots, preferring to mix her liquor with juice or soda.




  Fiercely loyal to her friend, she pressed. “What exactly did who say?”




  “Jeepers, Jules!” Star emotionally exploded. “I am telling you like it is. I jammed ‘Smoke on the Water’ with them, and something else. They whispered in the corner then said, ‘Thanks for your time, but you’re not who we’re looking for.’” Starla mimicked the words in a falsetto voice and pulled a face.




  Jules slid the bottle back across the tiny table and rolled her eyes. “Forget ‘em then. Who do they think they are? Idiots!” Star had easily mastered bass, even testing out some new string technique lately. Obviously, the idiots had not judged on looks. She gazed at her friend, taking in long, straight, silky brown hair feathering around an oval face and long, tan legs, extending from her shorts. Starla was extremely blessed in the looks department.




  Starla could pen some great lyrics to any riffs Jules made up. If the name Star didn’t speak for itself, her friend was named after the Starwood Theater where her parents had met. Star had destiny written all over her.




  “Well anyway, it wasn’t a wasted trip.” Star blinked, with a mood so palpable that Jules abandoned her grab for the guitar and tipped her head in undivided attention. “An all-girl band. Think about it, Jules! How rad would that be?”




  Often Jules and Starla sat in for a few songs when a local band ‘Chancey’ played the clubs on Sunset. The band was all young guys, no older than twenty, and when Jules and Star took the stage, the crowd reception was enthusiastic. Lost in a stage moment, Jules quirked a smile remembering the cat calls, whistles, and applause.




  There was no doubt in her mind, she was about to be grounded for the summer. Starting a band with Star took on an appeal it might not have if her friend had asked the same question the day before.




  “Actually, Star, that sounds really cool!”




  So cool that when, a few hours later, she received the lengthy parental phone call she had predicted, the shrieks of her mother barely fazed her. Her mother ranted about embarrassment. What would friends and her father’s associates say if word got out about her juvenile delinquent daughter? What if her delinquent child ended up in jail? Obviously, Mom, that would be even worse, Jules wanted to scoff, but did not dare do so. Her mother had been known for extreme groundings. By the same token, she wanted to cry because something was really wrong with this phone call. “Think of the impact on your father! The tabloids, the press! Do you ever think?” I think a lot. I think that you should be yelling at me for messing MY life up, not YOURS. But again, she remained silent. It was summer break. And her punishment had not yet been dished out.




  Falling back onto her bed, she stared at the posters on her ceiling as her mother ran out of steam and ended the call when a room service knock interrupted her words.




  Jules was to renew her weekly sessions with the shrink her mother had set up after the last run in with the law. She was also grounded to the house until the parents came home.




  Being grounded to the house was not so bad, as over the next couple of weeks, Starla’s band idea went from fantasy to fruition.




  CHAPTER TWO




  ‘The flowers that I bring are beautiful today,




  While every rose you ever gave me




  is a crumble of decay.’




  Jules Breaux, Red Notebook, 1974




  BANDAIDS




  “But he’s a guy…”




  “Yeah, I know, but Marc told him he could try out.” Jules did not even pause in her tidying up of the rec room as she shrugged in answer to the roll of Starla’s eyes.




  “But he’s a guy.”




  “We don’t have to let him in the band. Just be cool to him when he gets here. Then we can keep looking.” Snatching an ashtray, she dumped it into the trashcan she carried.




  “You told Marc it was going to be all girls, right?”




  “Yes, Star, yes.” One of Marc’s discarded shirts had the misfortune of being handy enough to double as a dust rag, and she swiped it over the drum stool and heads.




  “So why would he…” Star trailed off, clearly peeved.




  Holding the shirt, Jules surveyed the room. The area was cluttered with an assortment of guitars, a drum set, and a few other varied instruments, as well as a pool table, stereo, and sofa. Once her father’s toy room, the area had gradually become mostly her and Marc’s chill zone.




  And now, it was begging to be a band practice room.




  “Probably for a bag of weed, or wax for his board. Yeah, probably the wax since the guy works at ‘The Surf Shack.’” All of Marc’s surfer tribe smoked weed.




  To that logic, Starla expelled a frustrated scream just as the doorbell chimed.




  “Remember, be cool to him.” Jules turned a warning glance on Star as they filed down the hall to answer the door. “It’s not his fault my brother is a—”




  “Okay!” Star hissed the interruption, motioning with a jerk of an irritated hand for Jules to proceed. Obviously, she wanted this inconvenience over and done with.




  When Jules unlatched the door and pulled it open, both girls exchanged a quick surprised glance, and all traces of animosity dissipated. She found herself eye level with a shark’s tooth on a hemp string, resting just below the neckline on a white tee shirt. The neck it encircled was long, masculine, and tan. Tilting her chin, she stared into a face which fluttered her insides and flushed every cell. His eyes were as dark as the hair spilling around his features, and her gaze seemed glued to those chocolate pools.




  “Hi! Come in!” Star edged forward when Jules couldn’t find her voice.




  “He’s so fine!” Jules mouthed as she and Star led the way down the hall to the rec room. Maybe this audition would be a waste of time, but it would be an enjoyable waste.




  The introductions were complete by the time they reached the room. His name seemed to resonate on her brain with a sense of familiarity even though they had never met. She felt compelled to test it on her tongue. “So, Matt…” Heavenly. She attempted to shake herself from this odd spell.




  He had sauntered straight to her father’s drums, and currently stood assessing the white Pearl set with sheer reverence. A pair of drumsticks extended from one of the back pockets of his jeans, and her gaze lingered, transfixed by this area of his anatomy.




  When he turned, she tried to jerk her eyes to his face, but was waylaid by the new eye candy. Until now, she had only curiously scoped out a guy’s crotch. Now, her heart pounded in a weird new way. Up. Up. Tee shirt hem. Surf Shack logo. Neckline. Adams Apple. Up. Lips. Helplessly, she lingered again. Up. Deep dark eyes framed by black lashes, enhanced by brows almost as black. A lock of dark hair fell over one of those brows, and he pushed it back as he waited for her to continue. His eyes skimmed down to the Wayward boots, seeming to stop for split seconds along the way, but by the time they met hers again, they were politely impersonal.




  When she couldn’t seem to speak, and Star didn’t chime in, he curved an arm behind his back, whipping the sticks from his pocket. “Let’s rock!”




  “I don’t care how fine he is or how good he plays,” Star stubbornly declared an hour later. “All girls. Remember?”




  Was it that obvious she was rethinking the band’s gender makeup? “Shh. He can hear you!” With that fierce whisper, Jules cut her gaze down the long hall where, after blowing them away with his drum technique, he now waited.




  Long, layered hair fell over his shoulders, and he tucked a strand behind one of his ears as he studied the framed gold, silver, and platinum records adorning the hall wall. He was eighteen. She knew that because Star, with her usual forwardness, had asked. A strong jawline was just one striking outline on his profile, and her hungry eyes settled on it after drinking in his long lanky build.




  After staring his way for several more indecisive seconds, she copied Star’s earlier dramatic gesture with a sweep of her arms. “Go tell him then. You’re the one who knows all about rejection wording.”




  “You want to jump his bones!” Unbothered by the barb, Star tossed out the whispered retort while walking backward. Her friend’s smirk was the last thing Jules saw, since she was afraid to look at the guy. What if Star’s ribbing had carried down the hall to his ears? Thoroughly embarrassed, she headed to the kitchen. Another one of Star’s loud whispers fell behind her. “I’m getting his number for you.”




  Best friend aside, Jules wanted to shake her. Instead, she continued her sprint to the other room. If wasn’t as if she ever had to face him again.




  Star lambasted Marc later that day, making sure he understood that the planned band was to be all girls. Seriously, she was beginning to sound like a broken record, but Jules enjoyed watching her brother take a bitching. If he hadn’t sent his surf buddy over to audition, her own tongue-tied embarrassment would not be a mental broken record playing over and over in her head.




  ♪♫¨♫♪




  Star continued to pass the word around the local clubs. For another week, they held several more auditions, looking for another guitarist as well as a drummer, both whom they hoped could also carry a tune.




  The drummer was the most difficult, as there just did not seem to be many female drummers. After an unsuccessful lead, Star dropped the phone and slouched on the rec room couch. “I give up.”




  The guitarist, a beautiful girl their own age, had joined the band almost a week prior. But aside from jamming together that first day, they had not been together for a practice. After all, a drummer was the backbone of any rock band. What would be the use?




  Jules lit a smoke and hitched a hip onto the edge of the pool table as she watched her friend mentally work through drummer options. The afternoon before, a thin girl with long frizzy hair had banged out pure noise. Star, however, had hit it off immediately with the Janis Joplin double, and had, within minutes of knowing her, made plans to “see her around.” She really hoped Star was not about to try and sell her on that girl.




  Come on Star. The answer is obvious. Just thinking about the guy from a week ago made Jules tingle inside. Matt.




  Twisting a ring on her pinky, Star looked up. “Maybe she was just nervous. Maybe we should hear her again.”




  “Who?” Jules played dumb, willing Star to see that what she was thinking was ridiculous.




  Jules wanted to scream when her friend said the name of frizzy locks. “Star, she was terrible. No rhythm. No beat. All noise.” Straightening, she walked over to offer her cigarette. “I would rather not even have a drummer than have her—”




  “O-KAY!” Starla snagged the offering and sucked in a breath. “Okay. Call him!” Carrying the smoke with her, she started to the door. “Call him. I’ve got to go. My sister has an orthodontist appointment.”




  “No one will be able to tell he’s a guy,” Jules ventured a joke to raise Star’s spirits. However, she succeeded in flustering herself again while thinking of his perfectly chiseled features and long lustrous hair flying around the drum kit.




  The energy in the house settled when the door down the hall banged behind her friend. Jules unfolded the phone number Star had gleefully shoved in her hand that fateful audition day.




  It wasn’t her first time, or even her second or third, to view the seven digits. But it was the first time she’d dialed them into the phone, and she lit another cigarette to quell the nervous trembles as she waited through the rings.




  “Surf’s up here at the Surf Shack.”




  Although she was sure she recognized that husky voice, had even dreamed it once or twice, she spoke carefully. “Hi, is Matt Loren there?”




  “Speaking.”




  Struggling against an attack of juvenile nerves, she informed the Surf Shack guy he had won the gig.




  His ecstatic reaction was infectious, and on her side of the line, she felt her own broad grin. Then he calmed, and she heard the cha-ching of a cash register and other voices as he spoke again. “Did you say you were Jules?”




  “Yeah …” Hearing him say her name made her heart pound. Her breathing stopped as she waited, wondering why he had asked.




  “The other girl, Starra, said the band was going to be all girls.”




  “Well obviously it’s not anymore.” The retort shot from her lips, and she blew a cloud of smoke into the receiver. Luckily, she was the only one of them appalled by her attitude. She didn’t further confound the conversation by correcting his mistake with Star’s name.




  “Cool! Way cool!” The enthused comeback caused her shoulders to relax some.




  They hammered out the details of the first practice, and she cradled the phone receiver. What the hell had just happened? She had gone through a bad breakup several months ago, but until this instance, she had never been hostile to the opposite sex—with the exception of her ex and his friends.




  Straightening to her feet, she crossed to the pool table and idly rolled a ball toward a pocket.




  Did you say you were Jules? Choosing another ball, she sent it across the table. Jules? She savored the memory of her name in that husky tone. But the rest of the conversation was an unwanted interloper. The other girl, Starra, said the band was going to be all girls. Well obviously, it’s not anymore!




  Grasping another ball, she sent it rolling more akin to a bowling ball than a cue ball. It hit two other balls with a clack as it bounced around the table much like her thoughts.




  Why had she been such a bitch?




  CHAPTER THREE




  ‘One last tryst in this twisted love tale




  I don’t think I’m right, don’t think I’m well’




  Matt Loren, Black Notebook, 1974




  POOLS AND POOLS




  “Jules, pool or pool?” Star inquired. Jules looked up from the notebook page where she was jotting lyrics to find the rest of the band taking a break.




  The pool, whether it was the swimming pool, or the pool table in the rec room, had become conducive in the early stages of the band. They jammed together, sometimes stopping to play a game of pool or take a quick dip in the pool before hitting their instruments hard and heavy again.




  Four of them rounded out the band. Jules and Candi both on guitar, Starla bass, and Matt was their long-locked drummer.




  “I vote pool, as in water.” Matt straddled the drum stool, and his hopeful gaze slid around the group while he repeatedly tossed a drumstick into the air, expertly catching it each time it fell.




  The most important decision of the day. Matt stripped down to nothing except swim shorts, or Matt brushing against her body as they rotated around the pool table. The pleasant dilemma was interrupted by their other new band member—one Jules now wished gone.




  “The swimming pool is my vote too. In fact, I’m wearing my suit already.” Candi pulled up her shirt enough to prove it while eying Matt’s reaction to her bright pink bikini top.




  How had audition days been so twisted? If the beautiful blonde girl with a guitar strap bisecting her boobs had come along after the decision to let the hot drummer in the band, Jules might have vetoed her audition.




  Candi “with an I,” the girl was fond of saying with a coy bat of her eyelashes. Jules and Star had debated on whether it was even her real name. Although they had met Candis or Candys before, none had been so striking. The girl could have been the model for the newest Mattel doll advertised during Saturday morning cartoons, so Star and Jules secretly nicknamed her Malibu Barbie—Mali Barb for short. Mali Barb seemed to always be flipping around her long, straight white hair and blinking blue eyes Matt’s way.




  Much to Jules’ and Starla’s amusement, Matt had found a name for her too. Apparently, having heard “Candi with an I” enough, he had dubbed her “Candi with a C,” which lately had become simply “Cee.”




  “It’s a new suit, but my tan lines are almost gone.” When the shirt came off so Matt could better see the bronze flesh, Jules wanted to lunge across the room and choke the little exhibitionist.




  “My tan is darker than yours.” Matt let the drumsticks fall and aligned his arm with Candi’s. With a pleased simper, the girl…




  Flipped her hair!




  With a thwack, Jules’ pen landed on the pad, and with a clunk, the stool on which she sat hit the wall as she lunged from it. “A swim sounds fantastic.”




  A dunk in cold water was exactly what she needed.




  Jules and Starla changed upstairs. Dragging a brush through her hair, Jules scowled through her bedroom window at the pool below. Since Matt and Candi only had to shed clothing to their swimsuits, both were already in the pool. Jules alternated between drinking in the sight of Matt’s long tanned body and limbs draped on a bright yellow float, and heaving snarling breaths at Candi’s perfection stretched on a blue float. The two did not appear to be talking. If anything, they seemed to be asleep behind their shades as the pool’s lazy current floated them about.




  King and Queen of the pool. Of HER pool!




  “I like her less and less each day.” She turned from the window and plucked a hairband from the handle of her hairbrush.




  Star moved to the window as she tied her top on. Jules braced herself for her friend’s keen observation, but the other girl silently turned from another incriminating indication of Jules’ crush.




  Instead of putting her hair up, Jules stretched the rubber band around her wrist for later. They paused by the bathroom for towels before descending to the first floor. Squinting her eyes against the sun as they stepped onto the patio, she grumbled, “I’m going back for my sunglasses.”




  Leaving the patio door open for that minute or so, she retrieved the shades from her purse and froze, hearing a screech and ensuing female shouts from the pool area. Her bare feet smacked the brick floor, and she pulled herself up short when her steps landed on the brick patio.




  Candi’s hair was no longer streaky shades of billowing white. Gray and wet, it hung about her contorted, angry face as she stood in the shallow end of the pool screaming curses at Star, who hung on the blue float. Star’s middle finger was pointed to the sky. Matt straddled the yellow float, gaping amid the ruckus.




  Feeling a smile spread across her cheeks, Jules turned to close the door and then swung her long loose, dry curls over her shoulder as she crossed to the water. Sinking to the edge, she hung her feet in and cocked her head. “What’s going on?”




  “The bitch took my raft!” Mali Barb gathered wet hair from her shoulders and released it down her back.




  Matt rolled off his float, and hauled it to the shallow area. “Here, Cee, I’m done.”




  Before Jules could be annoyed that he had gallantly offered Candi his raft, he waded over to where she sat. Until that day, she had never seen him in sunglasses, and just as she had lusted from the window above, she lost herself in admiration again. With a drag of his hand, he splashed at her before exiting the pool.




  Forcing herself not to turn as he passed behind her, she stared at her legs, which were finally, a month into summer, an attractive brown.




  “Hey, chica? You walk off with my lighter?”




  ‘Chica’ was as close to a nickname as she had gotten from him, and she turned to find him holding his cigarette pack. “No,” she denied, but pulled her feet from the pool and stood. He sank onto a lounger as she closed the distance between them. After rooting through her things secured beneath her towel, she tossed him her own disposable lighter.




  Seizing the opportunity, she left the other two girls in the pool and took the lounger beside him. Matt, however, lost himself in his spiral notebook, and she soon plucked at her guitar.




  “What are you drawing, Matt?” Candi didn’t last a quarter of an hour in the pool without male attention, and she peered at the notebook as she passed to take a seat.




  Jules concentrated on the guitar in her lap, determined to get through the rest of the afternoon without a murder rap added to her criminal record.




  “Erm, logos. We need a logo.” Matt didn’t look up from his work, and Jules, watching from the corner of her eye, wanted to snicker when Candi’s lips pursed in an obvious pout.




  “Don’t we need a name first?”




  Now he looked up, but centered his gaze on Candi’s face instead of the lean, tan leg she was sliding against the other. “Yeah. Got one, Cee?”




  “I might.”




  “Out with it then.”




  “Maybe I don’t want to tell you,” Candi purred.




  “Maybe you don’t have one,” Matt’s challenge was softened by the glint of a smile around his eyes.




  Starla joined them, and after swiping over herself with a towel, sat at the foot of the lounger on which Jules reclined. Jules kicked her feet off the other side, making more room. They shared a look of amusement at Candi’s obvious ploy for Matt’s attention.




  “I do. But I’ll tell you later.” Candi leaned forward enough so that her boobs provocatively dangled as she offered Matt the bottle she had just sipped from.




  “Yeah. You don’t have one.” Matt smirked and waved his hand in a pass motion at the proffered alcohol.




  Jules was quick to notice he hadn’t passed on the boob show. He was male.




  The sun was beginning to set. The evening chill, which was characteristic of the canyon area, began to pervade their pool time, but the liquor continued to keep them toasty. As the city lights appeared in the valley below, ghostly vapors began rising from the water, which still held the afternoon’s warmth.




  Jules played with the guitar, sneaking looks at Matt who remained engrossed in what he was doing. Every once in a while, he would add something to the conversation they carried on around him, usually without looking up.




  Finally coming out of his artistic stupor, he frowned as he looked around, and playfully snatched the short smoke from Starla’s hand. “About time you gave that up. Whatever happened to puff, puff, pass?”




  Just as he put it to his lips, Starla casually hooked a finger in the top of Jules’ swimsuit, pulling it from where it had dried to her skin.




  Matt’s eyes widened as he took the action in, and he began to choke. It was a minute or two before he was breathing properly again. His first words were, “Don’t do that!” When they laughed, he reiterated, “No, I mean, seriously, don’t…”




  Jules slid her eyes from the fret board to his face, wondering if he was complaining because Star had removed the view, or was simply turned on in that weird guy way because Star had touched her.




  From her chair at the patio table, Candi expelled a quiet giggle.




  “What?” Starla played dumb. “This?”




  The first time, Jules speculated that Star’s action was because the stretchy fabric was becoming too revealing now that it was colder. The next time, it was a deliberate antagonizing gesture. Using the arm she was not currently fingering chords with, Jules slapped her friend’s hand away. “Star, stop.”




  “Thank you!” Matt made a joke, or not, she wasn’t sure which, of pulling his towel across his lap.




  Jules switched to A-minor, picking at the various chords. Starla, having heard them way too many times, immediately protested with a loud choking sound. Jules ignored the gagging, and haltingly making up words as she went along, began yet another rendition of ‘Rising Sun.’




  “There is a house in Californ’




  They call the—Breaux—shack,”




  Laughs sounded all around.




  “It’s been the ruin of many a poor boy,




  —And that my friend are fact!”




  “MANY a poor boy? Least I’m in good company,” Matt joked and picked up his drink—the only nonalcoholic one—a bottled Coke. They all laughed, and his gaze touched on all of their faces. “It’s not funny! Seriously, I feel like I’m in the Lion’s Den,” he declared.




  Jules tilted her head, always picking up on song or lyric possibilities. Candi laughed. Starla, being Star, pounced like a cat onto Matt’s chair.




  “Poor Matt in the Lion’s Den!” Starla teased. Following Star’s lead, Candi and Jules piled on Matt as well.




  “Whoa! No, no—” Matt almost toppled Candi to the concrete in his haste to get away and reflexively steadied her as he leapt away. “And, NO.” He turned away from their eyes, moving toward the pool, and the rest of his words reverberated across the placid water. “Seriously, it would be cool if this band lasted more than five minutes!”




  Starla made a comment about lasting and more than five minutes. Jules reprovingly frowned at her drunken friend, wondering exactly WHAT had happened in that tussle, but with no doubts of who had done any ‘whats.’ Stumbling in her own buzzed state, she rose from the chair.




  Still finding humor in the situation, Starla sent Jules another amused look while wrapping sarong style in her towel as she wandered into the house. Candi fell back in the chair they had chased Matt from, tilting her glassy gaze to the stars.




  Sometimes Jules got the feeling they were corrupting Candi—that Mali Barb wasn’t used to the drinking or the weed. Sometimes she just wasn’t sure because Candi exuded enough toughness and anger to seem as street smart as a Runyon Canyon ‘Hotel Hell’ kid. Most times, she couldn’t care less about anything concerning the blonde witch.




  Dismissing Candi, she offered an apology of sorts to Matt’s back as she slung her towel across her shoulders. “Hey, that was uncool of us.” She picked up her guitar.




  “Nah, I must be the stupidest person alive. Could’ve found another band.” His mutter was followed by a long drag from his cigarette. The tiny round glow in the darkness seemed to dot that disturbing revelation.




  She padded over to peer into the dark pool with him. Her hand was in a nervous clench on the neck of the Fender. “But not like us, right? We all rock together.” Even if he had been joking, his statement had dragged insecurities to the surface, and she sought to rid them much like she and Marc dragged crap out of the pool with the skimmer.




  Although she struggled daily to stay detached, she had quickly become attached. Each morning when she woke, her first thought was whether or not the band had practice that day. Whether or not she would see Matt.




  “Yeah, we rock,” he agreed and sent her a sexy sidelong glance.




  “Lion’s Den!” Candi’s yell from her chair interrupted the moment. “That was my band name!”




  Jules couldn’t help it. She laughed, and Matt apparently found it funny because he did too. Neither turned immediately around, privately sharing their mirth as they stared into the gray water. Each time they would look at one another, the laughing fit would begin anew, and Candi didn’t help when her voice sounded again.




  “Something tells me you don’t believe me.”




  When their giggles next subsided, Jules glanced at her guitar. “Well, I guess I’m going in with Star.”




  “Yeah, see you.” His mood seemed to pitch to the other extreme, and she studied his shadowy, scowling features. He continued to view the pool as intently as if the notes and lyrics to a future hit song were swirling in its depths.




  Reluctantly she left him with his reflections. Pausing with her hand on the glass doors to the house, she turned, reconsidering leaving him alone with Candi. Shaking it off, she stepped into the hall, almost running into Marc who had just come in the door from the side drive. Tipping a genuine smile at the sight of her brother, she flipped the switch turning on the pool light.




  “Hey JuJu.” Marc was usually riding an extreme buzz of a different sort than her. They were opposites in their addictions. Booze was her main pleasure. Mary Jane was his. His eyes were red, relaxed, and untroubled as they turned to the soft glow of the water outside. “Who’s here?”




  “Matt, Candi, at the pool. Starla somewhere.” She gave him a rundown as she started up the stairs. An odd sense of relief sank in when he exited the house to the pool area. Even though Matt had just turned down all three girls on the premise of keeping the band together, she still saw through green eyes when she looked at Candi.




  She was no imbecile. He was a guy. If Candi kept coming at him like that, even with the band as his priority, Mali Barb would wear him down. A little voice in her head advised her to compete for his attention before she had to watch him with Candi. Yet she knew better. It was the Candis of the world who got the guys. To try and change that would only make her feel foolish in the end.




  CHAPTER FOUR




  “Your band name is unusual. What does it mean?”




  “It doesn’t really mean anything.”




  “It’s just something we came up with.”




  “So you all are just sitting around, and THAT comes to you out of nowhere? Come on now…”




  “That is kind of how it happened—you tell her Matt, you did it!”




  Excerpt from Cawaba feature interview, 1976




  Music Madness Magazine




  CALIFORNIA VOODOO




  (Summer of 1974)




  “Don’t give up so easy, Cee. It’s basic geometry.” Matt demonstrated with his pool cue how to bank the ball into the pocket. Candi slumped over the felt table, moping because she had missed her shot, but there was a satisfied sheen in her eyes at having gained Matt’s attention.




  “I need a break.” Star set aside her cue stick, claiming she was in need of the restroom.




  Realistically, Jules knew that Star just wanted to get out of a few turns and was possibly even hoarding her own sweet smoke in the hall bathroom.




  “So you were saying, Matt?” Jules sank her first shot, but leaned on her pool stick when she missed the next.




  The current discussion, before being interrupted by Candi’s missed shot and mini pool lesson, was band names. After the hoopla on the patio the night before, Lion’s Den had gone into the band name hat. However, Matt determined that the band name should be one word. Most successful bands went by one word. He had stressed over the last week, and now, did so again.




  Just for the sake of argument, she spoke of one of the greatest—Led Zeppelin.




  Matt pocketed another of his balls and replied, “Just as well-known as who? Zeppelin. Save it the trouble of being shortened later.” To emphasize his point, he threw out some popular initials for bands. “CCR…”




  “BAD Company. THE Beatles. PINK Floyd,” she retorted.




  “Most. That’s all I am saying.” He shrugged.




  Jules smiled, loving to argue trivial stuff with him. “The ROLLING Stones.”




  Wordlessly, he slapped his hand to hers in a high-five of concession, and she fell silent enjoying the tingling sensation that always came when they touched.




  Star returned during a game of Nine Ball. “Is practice officially over?”




  “Why do you ask, Twinkle Star?” Matt grinned, while shouldering his stick like a harness.




  Star glared at the nickname, but a smile broke through. There had been a couple of quarrels in the band already, but none of the girls had ever been mad at Matt. “Because I have a date!”




  They decided practice was officially over, and Star began to gather her things. Jules and Matt continued the game of pool. Matt went on a streak, sinking three balls and lined up the nine ball in his sights.




  “Wabawabawaba …” Jules chanted, hoping to curse his shot.




  “What are you doing?” Matt peered at her from over his stick.




  “Voodoo,” she informed him, and carried on with the chant. “Wabawaba…”




  “Voodoo?”




  “Don’t doubt it. Her great, great grandmother, or aunt, or something, was a high priestess in New Orleans,” Star contributed from across the room.




  “Ha ha,” Matt retorted, and then let his stick go slack when they only grinned. “Wait, really?”




  Jules shrugged. “I heard my dad tell someone once. But I don’t know.” She explained that her father had grown up in South Louisiana and had met her mom while touring with one of the bands he was in. Her parents had made California their home right before Marc was born.




  Matt chugged a sip of his Coke and went back to his shot. Jules promptly went back to her lucky chant. His dark eyes crinkled as he looked down the length of the stick, bouncing from her face to the cue ball. “Your voodoo isn’t going to work,” he avowed before calling his shot. “Side pocket.”




  The ball promptly rolled across the felt to the designated pocket and dropped. “Guess this is California, not Voodoo-ana!” While Matt gloated, the ball did a bouncy ricochet and popped out of the pocket.




  “Waaaaba!” she drew the victorious word out in a low, gravelly voice.




  “That just gave me chills. Seriously.” A light pop of his stick on her head was his reproof, and he vibrated his shoulders in a fake shudder.




  The remaining balls were forgotten as a pool stick duel began, and when it ended, Starla and Candi were the first to leave.




  Jules and Matt played another game of pool and then drifted outside to the swimming pool to light a smoke. Settling on the diving board, they passed the smoke and tossed ideas about. Discreetly, she studied him as she found herself doing more often lately.




  He straddled the diving board, and the large yellow handle of his comb protruded from his back jeans pocket. He was a fanatic about his hair—when the shaggy waves were not flying around as he waved his drumsticks.




  “So your father? He really fronted Boneparte?” Matt named the famous band who experienced their glory days in the mid-sixties.




  She reached for the smoke that he passed her way and nodded, “Yeah. He’s still in the industry. Not sure exactly what he does. But he always comes home with autographs for me and Marc.”




  An interested nod tipped his chin, and he inquired, “Cool. What autographs do you have?”




  She named the ones she could think of, and watched his eyes light when he was impressed with many of the names. His statement that he would like to see them sometime drew her interest. The autographed pictures and posters were hanging in her bedroom—some over her bed.




  There were so many ways she wanted to answer, but instead, with forced nonchalance, she replied only, “Sure.”




  A bat skimmed the water surface, catching their attention until it flew away into the night.




  “So, your dad, you think he can get us a demo cut, and a recording contract?”




  It was a statement, not a question, and she grinned while breathing in another hit of the smoke. “Yes, he can. Will he? I don’t know. Guess we’ll have to wait and see.” Tipping her head, she stared at the vast curtain of stars above them and teased, “Why? You want to be famous?”




  “Don’t you?”




  Shrugging, she continued to stare at the night sky. She had never really given fame much thought.




  A guitar had been in her hand as early as a spoon. In elementary school, her mother had insisted on piano lessons. Her father had always been there, pushing the guitar at her. Although she had cherished any time with him, she hated the disappointment in his face the next time he would sit down with her if she hadn’t practiced. At times, as a child, she had resolved never to pick up another instrument once she was old enough to defy them. The music, his band, kept her father away when she was small. The other bands kept him away even now. Yet, in the last few years, those negative feelings changed. The guitar seemed an extension of her. The piano was a mechanism for writing the melodies that sang to her from somewhere deep in her heart and soul.




  When she didn’t answer, Matt broke the silence with a quiet declaration. “I just want the chance to live out my potential. Our potential. If we’re good enough. And, to be able to do so without the politics of the business holding us back.”




  “What are you talking about?” His answer had bordered on a speech, and although she didn’t let herself smile, a degree of amusement at his impassioned statement had her closely watching the expressions playing on his fine face.




  “A lot of good bands. Only a few actually get the chance to be heard.”




  “When exactly did you know about my Dad?” Suspicion contorted her brows.




  “I don’t know. Someone told me who Marc was awhile back.”




  “And so you wormed your way into our audition? We wanted an all-girl band!”




  “So? Why’d you let me play—join then?”




  “Thought you WERE a girl,” she retorted, directing a look at the comb poking out of his pocket and the luster of wavy locks on his head.




  The humor dancing in his eyes was heart stopping. Stars in heaven, he was so fine. Tilting his sexy lips up in a smile, he used both hands to clutch at the front of his shirt and joked, “I can be a girl. If that’s what you want.”




  The laughter bubbling up couldn’t be suppressed as she slapped his grip away from the two tents he gleefully created by pinching his tee shirt. Just as suddenly, she sobered. The ‘if that’s what you want’ was sinking into her brain. That part of the sentence had been accompanied by a banked smolder in his eyes. As she stared, captivated yet confused, she also saw the slightest assessment of her reaction.




  “Could you?” Her two words were a sardonic rebuttal.




  “Might have to shave.” His retort was quick, but she noticed that he seemed equally enveloped in the strange spell.




  Letting her feet drop to the patio, she slung a leg over, straddling the board herself so that she had easier access to him.




  “Would you?” She forced the mocking tone into her return rebuttal, because it gave her the perfect excuse to trail her fingers along his jaw line. His eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed in enjoyment. Her feelings mirrored those expressions. Never had she run her fingers down any facial contours of any guy. Emboldened by his reaction and the feeling of empowerment, her hand tunneled beneath the fabric of his Zeppelin tee shirt, snaking up from the hem to splay his chest. “Hmm, yeah, you would.”




  Shooting him a sultry smile, she drew away. Instantaneously, he curved his fingers around her waist, dragging her close again. A smooth scoot on his part closed the remaining distance, and he angled his head to hers.




  The kiss was amazing. He kissed her thoroughly on the lips before deepening past them. Maybe she had not been as proficient with all the little ways his tongue had initially teased her lips, but hours of practice with her previous boyfriend secured her in the knowledge that she was every bit the master he was when it came to this kind of kiss.




  French kissing. It had been giggled about in the bathroom in junior high school. By high school it was no laughing matter.




  The mingle of their tongues was like nothing she had ever felt with any guy before him. She gulped in disappointment when it ended much too quick… although she had no concept of the time and any amount of time would have been too short…




  “See you tomorrow, VooJu.” With that parting phrase, his hand moved from her waist to tug a strand of her hair.




  “VooJu?”




  A smile spread his lips, and looking satisfied with the nickname he had dubbed her with, he let his fingers slide from her hair and turned away.




  Her lips still tingled as she watched him sprint toward the incline that dropped directly to the driveway. When he slowed, she froze in anticipation, hoping he was coming back, and when he turned, her heart skipped a beat.




  “Hey, I just thought of a cool band name!” Even in the shadows of the night, she could see the excitement in his face. “I’ll call you when I get home.”




  Only after hearing his car fade away did she go into the house.




  ♪♫¨♫♪




  “So what is this great name that you had to wait until you got home to tell me?” she teased after steeling herself to wait two rings before picking up the phone.




  “California Voodoo.”




  “That’s two words,” she pointed out, relishing the chance to provoke him.




  “I wasn’t finished,” he retorted and explained the idea of putting the state abbreviation in front of her waba chant.




  “Cawaba?” Dubiously, she repeated the alien word after him.




  “Cawaba.” He seemed sure.




  “I like it. But why couldn’t you just tell me before you left?”




  His side of the line grew quiet and then he teased, “It needed a suspenseful buildup.”




  She had a feeling though, that his reasons were deeper. The kiss was the culprit. Whether he needed distance because he regretted it, or because he didn’t, was yet to be seen.




  CHAPTER FIVE




  ‘My love for you is a cage, cultivating jealous rage




  Locked inside my heart, these feelings behind bars,’




  Excerpt from Cawaba ‘Jealous Rage’, 1974




  LEFT BRAIN RIGHT BRAIN




  “What is the problem?” Candi pursed her lips, her laser glare pointedly pinning Jules before expanding to include the rest of the band. This was Candi’s third or fourth explosion tonight, but it was the least objectionable. At least there were no curse words this time.




  Possibly, Candi had curtailed her words because in the last few minutes Starla’s new love interest, Wayne, and his friend Jon, both good looking enough to be on the silver screen, had stopped by and were watching the practice.




  Refusing to meet the other girl’s glare, Jules ducked out of the strap of her guitar and slung the instrument angrily, but carefully, to a chair. The pick fell to the floor somewhere in the near vicinity. Immediately upon leaving the shag carpet of the rec room, she stomped, gleaning satisfaction in the sound of her clunking boots on the floor of the long hallway. Directly behind her in this dramatic exit, she heard the slight squeak of rubber soles and turned half hoping it would be… she couldn’t even think it. Didn’t matter because it was Starla’s concerned face she found… not his.




  “Screw her,” Star exclaimed loyally. while passing Jules a cigarette from the pocket of her culottes and crossing her Ked clad feet at the ankles.




  Gratefully Jules accepted the pre-lit smoke, pacing the living room before stopping at the window overlooking the fountain. Confused, she studied her trembling hands, wondering why her fingers were not coordinated enough to play the songs she knew so well. Today’s practice, yesterday’s practice, even the day before had been a disaster, and she had no idea why.




  “I’m going to tell the guys to leave,” Starla announced. Jules remained silent. Wayne and his friend had never been a distraction before, although lately from Jon, she was picking up on something akin to a crush, which kept her on edge.




  “Dad’s flying back Monday.” Jules offered a halfhearted excuse for the many missed frets the last few days.




  “That means you’ll be ungrounded. You can come out and play again.” Star enthusiastically clapped. Partying in the clubs was far more important to Starla than flubbing up frets.




  “If he doesn’t have a conniption over the boots,” Jules reminded Star of the shoplifting excursion.




  “Your dad? Please. He’s so cool.”




  Star had been in lust with Rob Breaux since his first, and maybe only, appearance at some second grade Wonderland School function. Sometimes Jules jokingly wondered if that was what had begun this long friendship. Occasionally Star’s flirtations turned to Marc, who was a younger version of their father, but Marc always gently rebuffed her.




  Jules stubbed the cigarette out in a crystal ashtray. Star was right. Jules was lucky it was her father, and not her mother, coming home first.




  Back in the rec room, Star hugged on her boyfriend, quietly speaking to him, and shortly after, he and Jon waved goodbye. Before leaving, Jon made a beeline to Jules, but she busied herself looking for the pick she had flung earlier, and she barely mumbled a reply to his promise to call her later.




  Turning, she glared at Candi who was cross-legged on the floor with her spine aligned to the wall next to the Pearls. Matt was twisting one of his drumsticks in sandpaper as he smiled down at the other girl.




  Abashed at finding himself at the end of Jules’ heated glare, he quickly halted. “Oh, sorry. Guess I shouldn’t be doing this over the carpet…”




  Jules turned away. To reassure him it was fine to sand his sticks would be a tell that her aggravation was elsewhere, and it wouldn’t do to have him figure out she was jealous.




  “Yes? No? Are we doing this thing or not?” she snapped, and then tore into a verse of one of their heaviest rock songs, ‘Sweet Revenge.’




  One by one, the others reclaimed their instruments and joined in. Hours later, Candi paused before leaving to invite Matt to join her at The Rainbow Grill.




  The ‘Bow,’ as Jules’ father affectionately called the establishment, was just a few miles down Sunset from Laurel Canyon. Whenever her father was home and her mother gone, he often took Marc and her there for hamburgers. Long after they finished their meal, he would sit and chat with anyone he knew who also happened to be there.




  Jules was seated on a stool at the narrow bar mounted to the wall near the pool table. With remarkable self-control, she kept her eyes on the notebook filled with the chords and verses her pencil scrawled. A breath she was unaware of holding wheezed from her lungs when Matt turned the other girl down.




  Starla quickly left, no doubt to meet Wayne, and when Candi vacated the room, Jules glanced at the only other remaining occupant.




  Matt knelt, shoving his drumsticks into a battered gym bag and zipped it. Then, as if feeling her gaze, he looked up.




  Pulling the pencil’s eraser from her teeth, she tapped it instead on her knee. “Sorry about today.” Too embarrassed to add the two previous days that she had messed up her part of practice, she looked away and then back again, needing to see his reaction.




  Of her three bandmates, she heavily valued his opinion. Candi perfectly portrayed the role of blonde bitch, so anything Mali Barb said could usually be discounted. Starla was her best friend and would always try to boost her moral. Matt, in her short time of knowing him, generally called things as he saw them.




  “Know what you need?” He remained crouched.




  Yeah, a few tequila shots. A smoke. Something else she craved, but it eluded her. That something else seemed the most eminent.




  Ah yes, another one of those kisses. She had relived the moment so many times. Since that night on the diving board, they had ended up alone twice in the last several days, but Matt had not kissed her again.




  The zipper sounded again as he reopened his bag. Extracting a pair of sticks, he crossed over, dropping them to the bar where they lightly clattered. He picked up her discarded guitar and thrashed out the bridge of ‘I hate the way you love me.’




  In astonishment, she gawked. “Didn’t know you played…?”




  Unabashed, he gave the illusion of a shrug, but his shoulders never moved. Watching his fingers fret, she realized that he was having no problems even though it was her guitar—a left-handed instrument.




  “You’re a lefty?” She knew for a fact that she would have remembered if he’d been drawing or writing left-handed in his notebooks, and he hadn’t. But, thinking of the pool games, she now recalled his right hand on the table while his left guided the stick.




  “No, well, I don’t know. I just eat and write with my right cos my mom didn’t want me to be different in school.”




  She busted out laughing, and he looked up from his chords with an indignant frown. Pulling herself together, she sobered. “It’s not you. It’s just, well, parents are weird sometimes.” Abandoning what she was originally going to say, she simply summed it up in that way.




  Thinking about her own piano lessons, the drums she had played around with, the bass she picked at whenever Starla set it down, and the guitar shoved down her throat since diapers, she asked, “So drums and guitar. Anything else?”




  Now he did seem embarrassed, stopping the riff. “Everything a little, I guess. Except the weird stuff like cellos, or anything brass, you know?” He began playing one of their polished songs, one on which she did lead vocals. When she only watched, quietly admiring his skill on the instrument, he prompted, “Jump.”




  “Oh. Um, well I haven’t been at the drums in a while. And my other guitars, well, a couple have broken strings, and the others are not tuned.” Her eyes scanned the dozens of guitars on the wall behind him, and those in cases stacked against the wall. “I’m not supposed to touch my dad’s, so…” Flashing an apologetic smile for not being the accomplished master he apparently was on all things musical, she continued to watch his fingers on her own guitar.




  Watching those fingers was doing something weird to her insides.




  “You always sing the hell outta this song. So I mean, go ahead.”




  With only him listening and watching and nothing to keep her hands busy? “Oh, uh, no…”




  “Come on, Jules. Let’s jam. Just you and me…” Using one hand, he grabbed the drumsticks, tapping a rhythm on the bar the way he often did on a poolside lounger or anything available while she played guitar. With a raise of his brows, he held out the sticks with a cajoling, “Mmh, yeah?”




  Reluctantly, she closed her fingers around them, but hesitated.




  Laying the guitar carefully aside, he pulled a lighter from his pocket, fired up a cigarette, and then leaned over the small table by the sofa, lighting the three candles centering it. With that done, he killed the overhead light and closed the door in one smooth sweep, leaving her to wonder his motives in the cozy, shadowed room. A couple of extra hard beats of her heart even punctuated the thought. Ignoring the ambiance, he reclaimed possession of the guitar and began to play again, this time seating himself at the narrow bar. His fingers moved up and down the frets, pressing, picking, and she could not make herself look away.




  A stool remained between them, and he propped his heels on the rung of it, softly botching the lyrics as he played. This was the first time she had heard him sing. They had not required it of him at audition, and he never jumped in when they practiced—not even when they were clowning around. His tone was husky and smooth. He had no trouble with the wide range of the song. In fact, there was a good probability that his voice was also an accomplished talent. For now, he chopped the song up so badly that to spare her ears, she relented. Taking in a breath, she eased into the bridge and then the chorus with him.




  This particular song had been written in anger. The lyrics were as heated and hateful as the title suggested. The rhythm came easily, and it felt good to pound it out with the drumsticks. A ceramic ashtray with her mother’s initials carved on the bottom held the cigarette they shared as they sang.




  Halfway through, she was singing or screaming alone as he played louder and harder. This was just a second of unimportant acknowledgment, like coming up from a vigorous underwater swim for a breath of air, before dropping beneath the surface again to seclusion. The shadows on the wall danced with candlelight as she lived the lyrics. The words had several connotations, as they could be applied to her relationship with her parents or her few failed boyfriend relationships. However, the anger and frustration experienced with all were similar.




  Deep down, she resented the way her parents had always popped in and out of their lives. Dating was already a disappointment. Marc called her crushes ‘Kleenexes’ because she quickly threw one away and went on to the next. The ugly truth was that she wasn’t promiscuous, and that was more than half of the reason so many guys came and went. Once, she had maintained a relationship for almost six months, and just when she had begun to think about ‘losing it,’ she had caught the asshole with someone else in an upstairs bedroom at a party. That had been almost a year ago. For the most part, she had stopped dating. Now there was that Jon guy coming at her hard. And Matt. Where did Matt fit in?




  The last song line brought her out of her reverie, and she focused on Matt, who seemed as spaced out as she had been. Either feeling her gaze, or because the last measure was coming up, he swung his eyes her way. Halfway through, she had abandoned the drumsticks. She pulled the just-lit smoke from her lips, putting it to his, and he held it there as he finished out the song, adding a tiny tail of guitar solo.




  For a couple of hours, they traded the guitar back and forth and randomly picked up the drumsticks. Usually he would play, and she would sing. But often he had a different instrumental take on a song, and if she liked it, he would pause for a smoke while she tried it.




  Playing the riff of one of their only slow songs, one that in practice was delegated to Candi, he teased, “Jump.”




  Jules made an issue of rolling her eyes and mockingly began to sing the lyrics to the unrequited love song. They doubled over in laughter, and he began to join her as she punctuated the verses here and there with a whiny ‘wah.’ Finally, he gave up playing it. “Who wrote that one?”




  “Mostly Starla. Well, she did all the lyrics and told me to not rock it too hard.”




  “Yeah, kinda knew that one wasn’t yours.” Swigging a swallow from one of the bottled NeHis brought from an earlier trek to the kitchen, he seemed thoughtful. When he resumed playing, the chords were the same but chunkier, bolder—the rock that Starla had insisted she didn’t want. “Yeah, your breakup song would go something like this.”




  Inspired, he paused playing and snagged the spiral notebook. His hand zipped, writing fast and furious over a clean page.




  “Nope,” he denied, shielding it with his arm when she leaned in for a look. He paused here and there, and with a dramatic flick of the pencil, pronounced, “Okay, all yours.”




  Using one finger, he slid the notebook across the space between them. Just as her curious fingers pulled it closer, he began churning out the chords. In the dim room, it was a struggle to focus on the unfamiliar handwriting. She was still squinting when, without missing a beat, he prompted, “You’re up.”




  Allowing for her missed cue, he replayed a few notes of a prelude, and in companionable exasperation, she began faltering over the unfamiliar words to a very familiar song.




  With a changed word here and there, Matt had turned it from a sad song into a mad song, and he cranked out angry versions of each key to match.




  ‘Wasted nights, wasted days, waking in your psycho craze,’ effectively replaced, ‘Miss you nights, Miss you days, miss living in my misty haze.’




  Soon she was growling out the lyrics with ease, and he was nodding in approval.




  Mischievous sparkles in his eyes caught what little light there was when the lyrics went slightly raunchy, and she jerked her eyes from the page not having seen them in time to stop. Slamming out the last chord, his lips spread into a grin. “Right on!”




  Caught up in his revelry, she blushed at the admiration in his eyes, but protested, “We butchered her song. She’s not going to like that.” Jules made sure the last part of her statement sounded suitably sorry, but in truth, Matt had turned the song into an anthem that she loved.




  His lighter flicked, lighting a short smoke, and he rotated his shoulder in that ‘shrug that wasn’t a shrug trait,’ which she had become accustomed to. “It’s just words. Change the chords. Add a bridge or something. Presto, new song.”




  They began passing the guitar back and forth, showing off for each other. Matt decided to do some Hendrix. To her horror, he laid the guitar out and began to completely retune.




  “Don’t worry.” He paused for a fraction of a second when he glanced at her face and went on to assure, “I’ll fix it back. You’ve never?”




  When he was done, she discovered the reason she had never been able to correctly play that particular song was in the tuning. After a half hour of faltering over the riff while he effortlessly blazed through, she was sick of it, yet stubbornly requested that he leave the tuning. With practice, she would master it.




  Fitting the guitar through the noose of its rack for the night, Matt asked, “How grounded are you? I’m starved, and well, Astro’s is practically around the corner.”




  The hip diner just off of Sunset was, in reality, over ten minutes away. And besides, the hands on the clock were positioned past two—a.m. Instead of taking up the lateness of the hour, she chose to pry for information. With a scoff she wondered, “Do your parents not ground you? Because, obviously, you are clueless.”




  “Nope. Never been grounded,” he confirmed. At this admission, she stared. What teenager had never been grounded?




  “Okay, let me explain then,” she teased, relentlessly continuing her gibes as he followed her to the kitchen. “Or better yet, demonstrate.”




  Matt perched on a bar stool, and they continued their banter as she dumped cans of pasta into a pan. While they waited for it to heat, she tossed him a canned pudding and a spoon. He caught both with lightning reflexes. Somehow, even that seemed sexy.




  The pot’s content began to bubble, and she adjusted the heat to low before setting out two bowls. A comfortable quietness settled. As she picked their trash and spoons up, she noticed a reflective look as he watched her.




  Memories of the night at the pool rushed her. The sensation of his very thorough kiss. The brush of his fingers to her face. The desire in the depth of his eyes. Tonight, they had been alone for hours—in candlelight—and he hadn’t made another move on her. Nothing.




  But, did she really want anything? That was the ultimate question when she remembered their kiss or speculated about what was going on between them. The band came first, right? Amendment. She knew she wanted it—this thing whatever it was. It wasn’t something she understood. But she wanted more between them.




  Accepting the steaming bowl she skidded across the bar, he used a fork to probe at the food still too hot to eat. Smooth and casual, his next words poured out, “So, those guys that have been coming around—Starla’s going out with one of them?”




  Luckily, her back was to him, and after dishing up her own bowl, she busied herself an extra few seconds by filling the pot in the sink to soak. Was he actually interested in Star? Of course. Star had eventually confessed to groping him that day by the pool, and he was a guy after all. This was worse than Candi. “Um, yeah. She likes the one that always wears the Dodgers cap.”




  “And the other one?”




  Disappointment dissipated, and she cut a quick look through her lashes, as she stood stirring her meal. Could it be that his question about Starla was a roundabout probe to determine what was going on between her and Jon? “The other one is a friend of the Dodgers cap guy.” By not referring to Wayne and Jon by name, she hoped to give off an air of detached disinterest.




  “And he digs you?”




  Jules was blowing to cool a bite, and she stared over the fork in startled astonishment before quickly denying, “No, it’s not like that.” Jon had never even called as he said. Or had he? Maybe she hadn’t heard the phone with Matt holding her undivided attention during the earlier jam session.




  “Sure looks that way.” Matt’s grin was that of a tormenting brother.




  “He doesn’t. And even if he does, he won’t for long.” She swallowed a bite, thinking of her short-lived relationships.




  That answer roused his interest, and as soon as she saw this, she deflected the subject, turning it around to him. “What about you? Girlfriend stashed in the valley somewhere?”




  “The Valley?”




  “San Fernando?”




  “I know I just got here, but I know what the valley is,” he gibed in an amused tone, alluding to his recent move to California and her explaining ‘the valley’ to him. “But why would my girlfriend live there?”




  “Cos you do? And you met her next door or something?” She dangled her spoon over her bowl as she teased him.




  Frowning, he supplied the correction, “I live in Santa Monica.”




  “Oh.” Now she felt her own brows furrow as she scooped up another bite. “Why did I think?”




  “Candi lives there,” he supplied.




  Jules lost her appetite at the mere fact that Matt knew where Candi lived. It was juvenile, but she couldn’t help it. “So screw the valley.” She forced the last few bites into her mouth.




  “You really don’t like Candi, do you?”




  “She’s a –” Quickly biting off the word that came naturally, she decided to watch her language. “No. She’s extremely moody.”




  Matt grinned. “And sometimes a real bitch.”




  Reflexively, the laugh whooshed out, and she continued to crack up for a moment, feeling good that he had voiced the very words she had held back. His laugh joined hers, and when they settled down, she reminded, “So about the girlfriend?”




  “No, she’s not my girlfriend. We’ve never even gone out.”




  She expelled a frustrated breath. “I’m not talking about that–about her–”




  “Oh. Thought that was why you said ‘girlfriend in the valley.’ Cos of her living there.”




  Glaring at his amused half smile, she wondered if he was just messing with her. Pausing for a calming drink of her soda, she clarified, “I just meant girlfriend in general–”




  “Nope. No girlfriend. What about you?”




  “Nice try, but we already did me.”




  “Not really. I mean, it’s not like you said why that dude wouldn’t be around for long.”




  Because I won’t ‘do’ him, and he will leave like the rest. Because guys are pigs and only want sex. Except you, Matt. Why don’t you want sex? She concentrated on her food, falling back on her right to remain silent. ‘Right to remain silent.’ The words swirled in her head as possible lyrics.




  Matt remained quiet also, his demeanor more humble, the devilish grin gone. Maybe he sensed he had pushed too far. It was a fair question. It wasn’t his fault that she was almost eighteen and still a virgin—well, that point could soon be argued…




  It wasn’t going to help that she still had her senior year to go. Was she supposed to date boys in her school a year younger? Both she and Marc had been left back a grade in grammar school, during the same year. Her mother said they had missed too many days, that it couldn’t be avoided. Jules didn’t remember much about it herself, but it had put her and Star in the same grade.




  She was pretty much destined to begin college afflicted with virginity.




  Possibly, because they had discussed it a mere hour ago, Matt exclaimed, “Wait! Now I’m confused. You’re eating with your right hand. And you write with your right too, don’t you?”




  She forked her last bite into her mouth and smiled. “Yeah, that’s what I was laughing at earlier. I’m right handed. My dad just made me play guitar left-handed.”




  “His reasons on that?” He had finished his food also, but he eyed her, curiously intrigued.




  “Something about music being from the right side of the brain, blah, blah. Making me play left-handed would make me more creative or something.” She rolled her eyes. “But I think it’s because he’s left-handed, and he wants to play the guitars he gets us—me and Marc.”




  A husky laugh rumbled from his throat, and again, it was contagious. When they dwindled down, he said, “I didn’t know Marc played.”




  “Hostilely,” she returned, and as he snorted a laugh at her reply, she briefly explained how Marc hated and rebelled against learning any instrument. Marc lived to surf.




  “You know that’s probably why you’re having problems on that ‘D,’ right?” Matt mentioned the alternate guitar tuning he had earlier been trying to teach her to play. “It takes more strength, and your strength is in your other hand.”




  “Well, guess we’ll never know,” she quipped. “I won’t be borrowing Candi’s guitar to test that theory.”




  He laughed again, and his eyes touched over her face, lingering, holding hers. Dropping his gaze to his empty bowl, he abandoned the bar stool, grazing her shoulder as he squeezed through the narrow space to the sink. “Is washing dishes part of being grounded?”




  “Nah. Just run water in it. Or the housekeeper will have a bitch fit.”




  “Why are you grounded, anyway?” The question drifted over his shoulder as he twisted the faucet.




  She was about to tell him about the boots, but stopped. And it confused her when she stopped. She had no problems talking, even bragging, about the trouble she got into with anyone who wanted to know. When it was Matt asking, suddenly she was ashamed. The silence stretched once again. The water stream shut off.




  Wiping his hands on a dishtowel by the sink, he offered, “Guess that was kind of personal too.”




  She looked away from him to her own empty bowl. “No, it’s fine. I’m just trying to change my ways is all.”




  Matt nodded, but the uncomfortable aura had again settled around them. “Thanks for the food, Jules. I better head out.” He paused just inches from her, and when she looked up meeting his eyes, he quietly asked, “Are we cool?”




  “Sure, why wouldn’t we be?”




  “Cool.”




  His eyes held hers and then skimmed slowly over her face. Warmth soaked into her cells, melting away any negativity. Insecurities, animosity, all pent up emotion washed away. During that few seconds, she felt desirable, pretty, a soaring self-esteem.




  With a sweet smile, he reached out, giving her hair the playful tug that had become his standard exit. “See you tomorrow, VooJu.”




  In that instant, she knew he had been about to kiss her, and then, for whatever reason, changed his mind. The stabbing pang of disappointment and rejection became intense, a sharp hot blade of hurt. She almost reached for him, almost pulled at him as he had done to her that night at the pool. But they were on such easy terms that she didn’t want to make things weird.




  Locking the door behind him, she knew it was for the best. Most likely, Matt felt the same. The band came first. Anything with the potential of derailing them down the road should be avoided.




  CHAPTER SIX




  ‘Don’t you turn away, don’t you want to stay?




  You want to lay, you want to play,




  You want to be my honey, my babe.




  heart of black, mind of gray




  don’t save it for another day




  you want to lay, you want to play




  you want to be my honey, my babe’




  Excerpt from ‘Don’t’ by Jules Breaux, 1975




  WAIT TILL YOUR FATHER GETS HOME




  The second hand inched its way around the antique clock. Although it was hanging in the downstairs hall, the pendulum easily echoed up the stairs and through her open bedroom doorway. Wanting to hear her father the minute he stepped through the door, Jules resisted the urge to blast her stereo as she normally did to break the silence of an empty house. The notebook in her lap held Matt’s band logo ideas, and she flipped through it but couldn’t focus for long on any particular page.




  Would her father be mad, yet too tired to deal with her? Would he have forgotten her misdeed over the past few weeks? Or would he start in on her with one of his stern, seemingly endless lectures? Trying to calm her nerves, she forced her musings to another subject.




  Easy enough. Matt was always lurking at the edge of her mind.




  Even when he was only ‘some drummer Marc sent over,’ he had held her interest from the first minute she laid eyes on him. Truthfully, she knew she had convinced Star that they were not going to find a girl drummer even half as good, because of the strange flustered feeling he had evoked inside her the day he’d auditioned.




  It was a new feeling. One she didn’t understand. Sure he was hot, but there were many hot guys in L.A. Yet, none of them had ever made her feel this hot inside.




  Committed to memory, surfacing at the oddest times, was the way his guitar pick and shark’s tooth necklaces swung just above the felt of the pool table as he lined up those shots he rarely missed. There was the way his long dark hair lay sleek against his head and tanned shoulder blades in the swimming pool. The intense concentration and obvious enjoyment he had while pounding out the beats to the songs they were teaching him was just another intrigue.




  Matt had stepped into her life just two weeks after stepping off a plane at LAX.




  Growing up on the East Coast in a small town he dubbed ‘The Ville,’ he lived with his mother. There, he had always held part-time jobs, played football and hockey, and still, even so, had excelled in his studies. After graduating, he had come to this part of California to stay the summer with his dad, whom he had not seen since his parents’ divorce when he was still a baby.




  “I never had a dad. That’s how my mom told it to me anytime I asked.” Matt had pulled a wry face as one night they had lain by the pool talking and then closed his eyes off to her.




  His father had never stayed in touch, and it wasn’t until he was a teenager that Matt had written him.




  “I found this old newspaper clipping in an envelope addressed to mom. There was a note with it about money sent for me. The article was about winning some surf contest. I looked at the picture, and I knew it was him. It had to be. So I wrote to the return address. Less than a week later, I get a letter. It starts out, ‘Hey son, good to hear from you.’ Like I was the one responsible for that lack of communication…”




  Matt had punctuated that monologue with an extra hard whack to the cue ball and then had scowled across the pool table, asking why she wasn’t drinking that night. Early on, she had discovered he was not as into alcoholic drinking as she had become. Little by little, she realized that she was rarely frequenting her father’s den on the daily basis, which had become habitual over the last year. But, on that night, she had promptly retrieved a bottle and two shot glasses.




  After reconnecting with his paternal parent, Matt began to receive occasional cards and letters with money enclosed, along with a phone call here and there. His mother had been upset when his father invited him to visit indefinitely through the summer after graduation, but Matt had packed his bags, doing what he wanted and what he felt led to do.




  “I knew she would get over it. My mom is great overall.” Matt spoke matter of factly one afternoon as they leaned companionably on the kitchen counter, pouring chocolate syrup from a can onto their root beer floats.




  His father had picked him up at LAX in a brand new Corvette and then handed the keys over when they reached the house, saying something to the effect of, ‘Happy graduation, and happy last twelve birthdays.’ Matt had been stunned.




  “I literally tripped out, but I didn’t know what to do.” Matt relived the experience as Jules tapped on the drums to the riff he was picking out. “I mean, I had known him like ten minutes. Was I supposed to hug him? Jump up and down tripping? But I was. Tripping. Took a drive and didn’t get out of my car for hours.”




  Matt’s dad was a well-known surfer, who had won or placed several times in the pro circuit, and he was also the proprietor of a respected surfboard business ‘The Surf Shack.’ His handmade boards were sought after. In fact, Marc had been raving for years over the longboards and now the new shorter surfboards from The Surf Shack.




  Matt’s life history, or that much of it, had been traded with her a little at a time.




  Never had she felt so connected to anyone. The camaraderie between them was easy, whether they were agreeing over their latest song, or in a heated debate about the current bands. The intense attraction was another thing altogether—something she continually tried to ignore.




  Knowing her father would be thrilled to meet Matt because of his musical attributes, Jules could not wait to introduce them. While growing up, she had watched her father talk music for hours to fellow musicians.




  As if her thoughts had conjured up the paternal parent, she finally heard through the intercom system the unmistakable alert of the gate security code.




  Leaping from the bed, she peered into the mirror, smoothing stray hair strands and nervously pulling at the tie-dyed tee shirt she had donned in place of a ‘Montrose’ concert tee.




  Quick steps carried her to the bottom of the stairwell, where she landed with a light hop just as their housekeeper pulled open the wide entry door. Her handsome, jet-lagged father stepped into the house, reflexively curving a tired smile when he saw her.




  “Daddy!” She threw her arms around him, and he tightly returned the hug.




  She collected some of his luggage and followed Nina to the laundry area. Swiftly retracing her steps, she found her father in his den settled behind his desk. Smoke spiraled upward from a ceramic guitar ashtray, where one of the cigars he often brought back from his trips rested, and he was sorting through mail.




  She quietly dropped into the large leather chair across from him and waited for whatever would come. Yet, each time he addressed her, he did not bring up her shoplifting incident.




  This room was the only one in the house without windows. It was wall to wall shelves especially built for albums, and each shelf was crammed full. Her father loved to joke about the irony of albums soundproofing a room.




  Once, all of the vinyl had been in the rec room, but in the last few years, the most prized albums of his collection had been relocated here where they were safe from teenagers. In addition to the mass of albums, many framed gold, silver, and platinum records were propped or hanging from shelves. Most of his framed pictures of musicians adorned a wall of the hall and dining room, although some of the more personal ones remained in this room.




  The smaller renovations, like the shelf addition in this room, had been added to the house just a few years after a major remodel. On a narrow lot, extending almost straight uphill, their house had only been a two-bedroom cabin when her parents had moved to Laurel Canyon.




  Jules and Marc had shared a room until they were five and six respectively, which probably factored into their close bond. When their parents were away, Nina had slept in the master bedroom, and on most nights, Jules and a menagerie of stuffed animals had piled with their nanny into the large king-size waterbed. When her mother was home without their father, Jules had done the same with her.




  She remembered how excited her father had been, when his offer on the vacant lot next to their house had been accepted. Their cabin, with its spectacular views, stayed under construction for almost a year with an addition of a third story master suite and the rec room. A driveway and swimming pool completed the renovations. Gone were the days of parking on the road and climbing over thirty steps to the house. Nina even had a living area on the bottom floor, just off the kitchen, until a few years ago when she no longer lived in. It was then converted to a large dining room where her parents now occasionally had dinner parties.




  Returning her mind to the present day, she studied her father, who was relating amusing stories about his trip and muttering over various articles of mail. At last, she could stand it no more and had his full attention with a sincere apology for shoplifting. Her heart fell, and her eyes dropped, unable to stand the doubt in his expression and the dubious tone in his words when he spoke. “Juleian, actions speak louder than words.”




  It was true. She had apologized to her parents before, only to let them down in the days to come, but this time felt different.




  The past weeks had repeatedly reinforced that music, not the thrill seeking escapades that landed her in trouble, remedied any emptiness she felt. Matt had pushed her until she screamed her deepest feelings into song. A weight had been lifted from her that night, and each practice, whether with Matt only, or with the entire band, continued to keep the dark feelings at bay.




  With the loud sigh, which had been her father’s habit for as long as she could remember, he poured himself a drink. As if to emphasize his lack of trust in what she was saying, he swished the near empty bottle, pointedly watching her as he did so.




  The predicament was problematic. If she told him she was rarely drinking and he actually believed her, he would know that Marc raided his liquor cabinet as much as she did. Even though Marc didn’t drink as much, he often carried a bottle to trade for pot, or if he had a date.




  Mumbling that she would check on the dinner Nina had left in the oven, she slunk from the room.




  Marc came home in time for dinner that night. Seated at the kitchen bar, the three of them ate Nina’s special lasagna while watching the news segment on the Patti Hearst saga.




  “Do you think it’s possible to brainwash someone?” Jules asked her dad, while curiously studying the picture of the young woman on television.




  The Patti Hurst kidnapping, and an incriminating security camera photograph during a bank robbery, which seemingly linked the young woman with the SLA, had dominated the news in the last few months. The theory was that the young woman was brainwashed. Brainwash became a new word in Jules’ possible lyrics vocabulary.




  “Probably. If the factors are all right,” her dad replied after some consideration, and this opened up a new discussion.




  When their words dwindled, Marc was the one who brought the band up. Jules had been dying to, but given her father’s earlier disappointment in her, she had kept quiet.




  Now her father’s face lit up. “Is that true, Juleian? You’ve been keeping up your guitar?”




  “Yes, and the band is fantastic. I think you’ll be surprised when you hear. Do you think you could sit in on part of our practice tomorrow?”




  It was Friday night, and the rest of the group was at the usual weekend hangouts—where she would be if not grounded, and where Marc would head after they ate. Usually, Cawaba didn’t practice on Saturday either, but she knew they were all anxious to perform for her father and would happily congregate on short notice.




  “Tomorrow? Possibly. I have a thing tomorrow evening though. We’ll see.”




  The fork in her fingers suddenly felt heavy, and she laid it across her half eaten meal. All along, she had known her father wouldn’t take the band seriously unless he actually heard them. Getting him to hear them if he didn’t take them seriously was going to be tricky. If only she knew brainwashing techniques.




  Marc shot her a sympathetic glance and went to bat for her. “They’re really good, Dad.”




  “And you’re not in this band?” Their father’s brows drew together questioningly toward Marc.




  “No. Jules and Starla thought it would be cool to be all girls.”




  At this statement, her father lost any seriousness he may have been feigning and actually chuckled. With an angry motion, she pushed her plate away, swallowing a lump of disappointment along with the last bite she had taken. Anyone else could have this reaction over her band, and she would’ve derisively let the bird fly. However, this was her father. She had wanted him to be curious. To care. To believe that she could help put together something great.




  A few months back, their father had shown them a portable tape recorder. It was a device with a microphone that recorded sound and played it back on thin tapes called cassettes. If he wouldn’t come to a practice, maybe she could convince him to let her borrow the recorder and bring the practice to him.




  Marc excused himself from the table. Knowing he was going upstairs to ready himself for the night, she forced a nonchalant tone into the question she directed to her father. “Am I still grounded?”




  There was talk of impeaching the President, and her father raised a finger as he continued to watch the next segment of the newscast and then replied, “Until your mother says otherwise. Until she and I talk and agree otherwise,” he revised adding the last sentence.




  Many a fight had spurred between her parents while they were growing up, because their mother said she didn’t want to be the “bad guy” all the time. But she was. Even now, in her absence, her father was basing his decision on whatever would keep the peace when she eventually returned.




  After hearing his answer, Jules wanted to go to bed and sleep the night away. She was tired of missing out on the weekend action with her friends. Knowing her grounding was well deserved, she had tried to be adult about it this last month. A twist of the faucet ran water into both her plate and Marc’s plate, and she washed her hands.




  “Tell you what,” her father spoke. Trying not to hope too hard, she turned. “You can go out tonight if you are home by one. Will be our secret.”




  She practically skipped across the room, refilling his tea glass and clearing his plate as she thanked him, and he questioned her for details of where she would be going and with whom.




  Marc, who was leaving within a half hour, agreed to give her a ride. Flying around her bedroom, she pulled on clean jeans, a ‘Foghat’ concert tee, and the Wayward boots. As she dressed, she placed calls to first Starla, then Matt, but found both her friends had already left their houses.




  ♪♫¨♫♪




  Deafening disco music reverberated through the building’s walls and into the parking lot of ‘Rodney’s.’ Jules did not particularly like disco, but this underage hangout was where many of her school friends congregated. Marc usually shunned the clubs in favor of the beach, even at night. During the ride over, she had pleaded, and he had declared he would come inside only if there was a parking spot. Since there were no spaces in the lines of cars, he dropped her at the door, and she uneasily watched as he drove away. Hopefully, Star was here instead of flashing her fake ID at ‘The Whiskey’ or ‘The GoGo.’ Jules didn’t want to be on her own in a crowd of semi-strangers and strangers.




  She looked for a familiar face as she cut through the crowd of dancing teens, working her way to the counter to buy a soda. Sipping through a straw, she watched the stage, taking in every move and every swing of the guitar. If Cawaba’s time line went according to schedule, it would be them up there on stage—or someplace on stage—sometime after school started.




  She was lost in these ambitious thoughts when Star and Wayne found her. Both were breathing hard and heated from dancing. Star pulled Jules out for a dance. Jules swung her hips, happy to be out of the house with her friends again, dancing anywhere to anything besides alone to the stereo in her bedroom.




  Her euphoric mood didn’t dull when Jon showed up. Handsome and persistent as ever, he towered over her in platform shoes. She had been dancing with many different guys, and even girls, throughout the night. After she danced with Jon, it seemed they ended up together more dances than not. All night, no matter who she was with, she kept her eyes peeled for Matt, wishing and willing him to appear in the mass of moving bodies, although she knew it wasn’t one of his hangouts.




  Once, over a game of pool, Matt had shaken his head in semi-disgust when Star spoke of Rodney’s and any of the other clubs. More than once, Jules had speculated where Matt went when he wasn’t hanging out in the rec room. Was he at the beach with Marc’s crowd? She should have gone to the beach with Marc…




  “Huge favor,” Jules implored to Star as they repaired their makeup in the bathroom of the club. Another girl jostled her elbow at the crowded mirror, and biting back a curse, Jules wiped at the lipstick damage. “I have to be home by one…”




  “Sure! Wayne won’t care,” Starla brightly implied the ride. Jules glanced sideways at her friend, who had for weeks been walking on a cloud.




  They rejoined the guys, and back on the dance floor, Wayne spiked each of their drinks from a bottle tucked in his boot. Jules stirred the mixture with her finger and automatically moved to the music as the band kicked into a popular song.




  Jon had been sweet and complimentary. He bought her drinks for Wayne to spike. His sense of humor was right on track with hers, finding the simplest things funny.




  At Rodney’s, there were no wallflowers. The wall was where couples lingered in the shadows for privacy. The wall was where Jules found herself with Jon.




  She realized during their last two dances that they were gradually leaving the crowd, and when her shoulder was against the wall, she didn’t resist the kiss. The lineup for the ‘Time Warp’ dance began, and she tried to pull back, but he persistently resisted for almost a full minute. She had been practicing on him the way Matt had kissed her, and if it felt as good to him as it had to her that night with Matt, she couldn’t blame him for his reluctance to stop.




  As they danced, she looked around for Starla. Finally seeing her friend, she excused herself and approached the soda counter, where she had caught a glimpse of Star’s bright pink top.




  Starla shrieked and hugged Jules in greeting, as if they hadn’t seen each other in a year. Wayne didn’t seem to be in the vicinity, and Jules reminded her friend, “It’s after midnight. I should get going.”




  “Aw,” Starla pouted. “Bummer. Least you got to come, though. Is Jon taking you?”




  “Uh, no. You said… I mean… I was going to get you and Wayne to…”




  “I’ll be glad to take you. Wherever you need to go.” The voice came from behind her, and Jules turned, dismayed, to Jon.




  “Oh, thanks. But no, really. I couldn’t ask you,” she stammered in answer to Jon and bore a pleading look into Starla’s eyes.




  “Sure, like I said, no problem,” Starla confirmed, and even fibbed like the best friend she was. “I’m staying the night with Jules anyway. So it just makes sense for me to take her.”




  The relief Jules felt was short-lived. Jon insisted he was leaving anyway, and repeated that dropping her home would be fine. At this point, she realized to resist further would hurt Jon’s feelings, especially given the serious make-out time they had spent together just an hour ago. She said goodbye to Star, was engulfed in another hug, and then accompanied Jon to his car.




  The next morning, sagging against the tiled kitchen counter, she nibbled at a slice of dry toast while waiting for the coffee to percolate. Most mornings if she drank coffee, she boiled water and used the drip pot which was much quicker. But her father preferred the percolator for his imported coffee.




  Their father rarely slept late, and this morning was no exception despite any lingering jet lag. Her mother had once said that even in the days in which he toured with his band—often staying up until dawn—he would be awake before noon.




  “Have fun last night?” he asked, and the newspaper rattled as he shook it out.




  “Yes, Daddy, thanks for letting me go.”




  The truth was, the night had been a blast—up until the ride home. Making out with Jon at Rodney’s had been a mistake.




  There was no comparison of those several minutes of Jon’s kisses with the short minute of Matt’s kiss. During the entire duration with Jon, she had imitated every detail of Matt’s kiss. Details branded into her brain along with memories of sweet frustration.




  Kissing Jon, in exactly the same way, had left her frustrated in the wrong ways. With Matt, there was a chemistry she’d never felt with anyone else, and Jon was no exception. The short ride home had felt exceedingly long. She had known she would have to either accept his kiss goodnight, or rudely sprint from the car waving her thanks. In the end, she had accepted his kiss, nodded woodenly when he enthused how much he had enjoyed the evening, and smiled when he said he would call soon.




  She knew she would be avoiding those calls.




  “Juleian, are there any eggs in the fridge?” Her father peered with hopeful eyes over the newsprint.




  Nina normally didn’t come in until noon or so. Generally, the housekeeper only cooked an evening meal before leaving for the day, but the fridge stayed stocked for light cooking or snacking on sandwiches and salads.




  This morning, she made her father his Cajun favorite of grits and eggs while carefully following the instructions on the instant grits’ box and awkwardly scrambling the eggs in the iron skillet.




  Waiting until he had finished the meal and finished the newspaper, she again asked him about listening to the band.




  “Of course, sweetheart. I want to hear you play, but there may not be time this weekend.”




  Last night, between news segments, he had spoken of leaving town on Monday—this time for a week. Disillusioned, she slunk up the stairs to her room where she collapsed in a dejected free-fall to the unmade bed.




  The posters of various bands on the walls of her room seemed to mock instead of comfort her, especially the autographed ones her father had given her. Pictures and signatures of musicians he had helped make stars, doing whatever it was he did.




  A rap on her bedroom door brought her to a sitting position. Maybe her father had changed his mind about watching the band before he flew out again. However, when he came into the room she could see that was far from what was on his mind.




  Long strides carried him to her closet, where he pulled at the louvered doors. Perplexed, she could only stare. Turning to face her, he ordered, “I want it all. Everything you have ever taken without paying. Everything you have ever stolen from anywhere.” His words were quiet, but emphatic disappointment shadowed his stubbly face.




  She remained rooted to the bed for a few stunned and saddened moments, and then with a heavy heart, she dragged her steps to the dresser. Pawing around in the drawers, she pulled out two shirts never again looked at after the day she had taken them. From a jewelry box, she pulled some earrings. From her arm two bracelets. Dropping the stack on top of the dresser, she went to her stereo and grabbed an eight-track tape.




  “That everything?” He lifted his brows when she paused.




  The damning boots. The charge for them was probably in the mail he had been going through on his first day home.




  She crossed to the closet, practically tripping over and then ignoring one of the culprits. Those Wayward boots were the only thing, aside from some of the jewelry, that she actually liked. Her conscience warred in justification. They had been purchased probably ten times over their worth on her dad’s credit card as a bribe to the store to refrain from pressing charges.




  Her arm hesitated over the shoe rack, before her fingers closed over an outgrown pair of boots rarely worn--a Christmas gift from her mother during a holiday in which Merry Christmases were exchanged on the phone. Dropping them on top of the pile, she met her father’s eyes and muttered, “I am sorry, really. It’s not going to happen again.”




  He gathered the things, struggling to keep from dropping anything, and she felt compelled to convince him. “I won’t do it again. My therapist told me to find an outlet for whatever was bothering me, and I did. The band.”




  An aggravated, angry glare replaced the saddened sheen in his eyes. When he strode from the room, she knew she had pushed him too far. Even though it seemed true that the band was her salvation, her father likely thought she was trying to manipulate him into showing more interest in it. And maybe she was.




  Returning to her bed, she stared in misery at nothing.




  “JuJu?” Marc pushed open the door her father had left ajar. “You okay?”




  Her brother had begun calling her that before she was even old enough to remember when. At this moment, the mere fact that it rhymed with VooJu made her flinch with awareness, until her body settled at this false alarm. When she didn’t answer, he ventured a few steps into the room.




  “That was…” Coming to a stop at the foot of her bed, he pushed his hair from his face. He seemed uncomfortable, and she knew that from his room just across the hall, he had heard everything. “That was heavy.”




  Squaring her shoulders, she pushed up from her bedspread. “Not like I didn’t expect it.” Fiddling with the tuning knob on her stereo, she asked, “You need something?”




  With a cough and a throat clear, he broke the weird atmosphere. “A haircut?”




  After searching out a pair of scissors from her desk drawer, she twisted and clipped strands enough so they wouldn’t fall into his eyes when sopped with seawater.




  “Where are you going today?” she asked of his surf destination, knowing he was deliberately not speaking to her of any fun plans outside this house.




  “Braxton’s.”




  The surf destination of Braxton’s Point was a relief. Until its discovery last summer, her brother and his friends had surfed most mornings in a scary ocean area with old pier pilings just below the water surface. Often she had tagged along to watch. As sad as it had been to see the old pier amusement park they had frequented with Nina as children reduced to rubble after a recent fire, it had been even more terrifying to see Marc surf in the rubble.




  “Have fun.” Her words were dry, although she tried to force a casual tone. “I’ll just be hanging out with Dad. Giving him all the shit out of my closet and stuff.”




  Using her brush, he parted his hair to fall the way he liked it, while informing her that their parent was no longer home. When she expelled a disappointed breath, he seemed surprised, and she explained that he had almost promised to check out the band.




  Feeling Marc’s stare, she pushed out a sigh. “I know. I know. Bogue now. Right?” Bogue was one of Marc’s overused slang words, and she used it now to relay her stupidity. Hoping had become pointless. Their father had no interest in hearing the band, especially now that he was angrier with her.




  Marc seemed sympathetic when their eyes met through the mirror. Looking away, she concentrated on cleaning up the hair clippings.




  Nina was off for the weekend, and after Marc left, the house felt like a tomb.




  Returning to bed, she stretched to one side, hitting the play button on her stereo and then to the other side, picking up the white curved receiver of her phone. Thankfully, the rings found Starla home. Her friend said she would be over soon to lay out by the pool.




  An hour later, the phone sounded two short rings, indicating a call from the gate. Jules roused from a short sleep to buzz in Star and told her to come upstairs. Starla let herself in with the key under the frog. When visiting, Star also let herself in the gate, and Jules questioned why she hadn’t used the code today.




  “My sister dropped me off. She needed the car,” Star replied. “Figured it wasn’t cool for her to know the code. With your dad being who he is and all. She’s a blabbermouth.”




  Jules sat up enough to light a cigarette.




  “Actually, I’m glad you aren’t outside yet. Me and Wayne were out really late, again.” As she spoke, Starla kicked off her earth shoes and stretched onto the bed beside Jules. “Don’t want to nap in the sun. It’s so hot out there today.”




  That was fine with Jules. Here in the house, the air conditioner was cranked up. Her closed curtains left the room dim, and she pulled the covers to her chest as they talked about the previous night. She confessed that she just wasn’t that into Jon, but in figuring that much out, regretfully she had led him on. Starla told her bits and pieces of her night with Wayne.




  “Have you and Wayne…?” Jules carefully, but curiously asked. Starla answered affirmative, and Jules closed her eyes, considering. “What’s it like?”




  “It’s weird, but really cool because he likes it so much, you know?”




  “Doesn’t hurt?” Jules asked, remembering grisly details in the romance book series she had sneaked a look at, at a young age.




  “The first time is uncomfortable. Is that why you and Jon—I mean did he try to, and you were scared?”




  Jules had kept her eyes closed with thoughts of Matt’s body to hers as she questioned Starla, but at that question, they popped open. “No!”




  “Oh.” Star seemed disappointed at Jules’ vehemence. “Is there someone you’re interested in?”




  “No.”




  “Oh. I thought you were asking because—”




  “Just wondering.”




  “Oh.” The third use of the word went without elaboration, and Star closed her eyes.




  Jules stubbed out the cigarette, and soon they were dozing. Her imagination returned to Matt, and the answers Star had given her. She hoped to induce Matt dreams, but her sleep was blank.




  With a shrillness that penetrated what felt like hours of sleep, the phone woke her with the two-ring signal. Her eyes remained closed as she debated whether to pick it up. What if it was Jon out there at the gate? Her next musing caused her to snatch up the receiver so fast that she banged it to her temple. What if it was Matt?




  Although he knew the house key location, Matt didn’t know the gate code. Star was practically family and was trusted, but her parents had threatened serious repercussions for giving the code out without permission to anyone else.




  “Lo?” Only the last syllable of the greeting was groggily mumbled into the phone.




  “Hey VooJu! What’s going on?”




  A sleepy smile curved her lips at the sexy casualness of the greeting. Matt. Happily, she buzzed him through. Twisting her head on the pillow, she saw Star still cocooned beneath the covers. Apparently, her friend hadn’t exaggerated her tiredness, as she had barely stirred throughout the rings and short conversation. Matt’s voice had fully revived Jules, and careful not to disturb Star, she eased out of bed.




  She was still in her pajama attire of velour pants and a tee shirt. She quickly clipped on a bra and stepped into some jeans, all the while scanning the floor for the Wayward boots tossed off last night and tripped over this morning. Passing the dresser mirror, she used her fingers to rake her hair into some semblance of order. She considered keeping Matt waiting long enough to paint on some eyeliner. Rejecting the thought, she bent to grab the boots, and suddenly, there he was in the open doorway.




  Matt. Those dark eyes holding hers.




  Caught off her guard, she tugged the hem of her shirt over her open fly and turned away to grab her boots. When she looked back up, the doorway was empty.




  Awhile back, he had become accustomed to letting himself in after being buzzed in the gate. A few times when she or Marc had not already been downstairs, he had called up the stairs to announce his entry. Today was the first day he had ventured up the stairs.




  Hopping around, she pulled on the boots. Then, still careful to avoid waking Star, she eased onto the bed and lay back, flattening herself against the mattress to zip up the skintight jeans. Lastly, she did take the time for the eyeliner. A stroke then flip of her wide-tooth comb feathered the hair down each side of her face. Leaving the music at its current volume, she pulled the door closed behind her. With any luck, Star would be out of it until Wayne called around later looking for her.




  Matt was using his pick necklace on the strings of a Gibson in the rec room while sipping a Coke and burning a cigarette. He acknowledged her entrance with a solemn apology. “Sorry about that. I should’ve yelled up.”




  She shrugged, an exaggerated gesture meant to give off an unconcerned air she wasn’t feeling, and she flicked him a pick from a bowl, yet another piece of ceramic glassware with her mom’s initials on the underside.




  When she saw an unopened soda bottle on the bar, she smiled her thanks and used the opener on the wall to pop the cap off. She wondered if he had brought it with him, or was now comfortable enough in the house to go to the kitchen on his own.




  And the bedroom. Don’t forget the bedroom.




  As Matt had stood in the doorway of her room, he had seemed unsettled, uneasy. It had been a confusing moment, and as she speculated on it, she remained confused.




  Had his intentions been to cross the line they both seemed to be wary of stepping over? Possibly his plans were foiled when he saw Starla sleeping and realized they weren’t alone in the house? After all, since Starla’s sister had dropped her off, the drive was empty. Why hadn’t she just asked him what had brought him to the second landing when he’d apologized? With the moment passed, that chance was gone. Bringing the scene up now would just make things weirder.




  “Jules?”




  Snapping out of her thoughts, she found Matt had paused his riffs. A question glimmered in his eyes.




  “Huh? Sorry. What?”




  “So you are in there,” he teased. “I was just asking how things went with your dad.”




  Hearing his question didn’t enlighten her any more than if she were still spaced out thinking about him. She tried to remember if she had ever let her shoplifting slip in conversation. The last thing she wanted to remember was the altercation with her father that morning. “With my dad?”




  “Yeah. Will he have time to check us out?” With that inquiry, he sent the guitar shrieking into a complicated series of chords.




  The band. Of course. Matt’s mind was always on the band.




  “Oh.” She relaxed her grip on the bottle and took a sip. “No. I asked him. More than once. He’s too busy.”




  Matt was disappointed to hear she was getting nowhere with her father. As if sensing how deep her dejection and even possibly feelings of rejection went, he consoled, “Things happen when they happen.” Jules joked about making things happen and told him about her idea of recording their songs on a cassette. Pausing in his playing, he grew speculative. “I know someone who has one. You wouldn’t have to bother your dad for his.”




  “Cool.” Her answer was a monotone.




  Awhile back, they had replaced the strings and tuned all of her guitars. Having a few guitars lying around during practice was easier than retuning from one key to another. Wandering over to the selection, she grabbed one and settled at the bar with him. Closing her fingers around the neck, she picked more than strummed at chords. Recognizing the song, he added power chords to compliment her melody.




  He followed silently as she picked out her usual down-and-out song. When she stopped midway, he stopped too. “You really like that song.”




  She continued to hang her head over her guitar, and she answered his observation through the veil of her hair, “My Dad’s favorite.” As if she could reach her Dad somehow through her music, she looked up, half expecting to see him walk through the rec room door.




  Forgiving her for being a thief. Forgiving her for being a drunk. Forgiving her for being in her own personal ‘House of the Rising Sun. ‘Chill Jules. So dramatic.




  “Really?” Matt was interested, and he pursued the subject with no clue of her inner thoughts. “You would think a musician’s favorite song would be one of his own.”




  Swinging her hair from her face, she met his eyes and curved a speculative smile. “Is your favorite song one of your own?”




  “Yeah, I think so. Guess I’m just vain that way.” He grinned. “What about you?”




  Jules denied any narcissistic tendencies where her songs were concerned, “I don’t care how many I sing or write, I can’t see topping anything by George Harrison, John Lennon, or how about…” Tapering her words off, she let the guitar finish the sentence with the song she spoke of. Automatically, her fingers fingered the strings in a melodic way.




  When he shook his head, declaring he had never heard the song, she went to the albums still left in this room. Not finding the one she wanted, she beckoned him to follow to her father’s den.




  “Holy crap!” Matt stared around at the amount of albums and singles, and she delighted in the shock factor. Venturing farther into the room, his gaze jumped from vinyl to platinum, silver, and gold records. Next, he bent closer to the pictures. “Holy crap, is that? That’s you and Jim Morris—” Astonished, his chin jerked her way.




  She came closer, having forgotten the picture, but she clearly remembered the day spent playing in the pool. “Yeah, that’s him. Stayed a lot in that house down there by the store. That’s his girlfriend.” Her memories warmed, as bright as the sun in the picture, remembering the days before his untimely death. “A lot of times, my parents and a bunch of friends would jam down at the store at night. Sometimes Marc and me got to go. Sometimes we even got to play with them.”




  Leaving Matt stupefied over yet another picture of a sixties rock star by their pool, she returned to her search for the album that had brought them to the room. Luckily, her father stored them alphabetically, and she pulled an LP from the ‘S’ section.




  Knowing she would be in trouble if found out, she nevertheless took it to the rec room turntable. Sometimes music was more important than the consequences.




  “Okay, I was wrong,” Matt admitted two and a half minutes later. “I got nothing on that!” She had already learned that she had a deeper background of music than he did. She knew more of the last decade, which just came with the territory of being the kid of Rob Breaux from Boneparte. It was always fun to run across a great song that Matt had never heard.




  Almost as much fun as watching his face today when he’d seen her sitting on the edge of the pool with a rock star. Even if it had been in a picture, she had been only ten, and that rock star’s beautiful, strawberry blonde girlfriend had been sitting on the other side of him.




  They spent some time as he followed her, picking out the chords to the song, and eventually they were belting out the lyrics. Matt faltered at first because he was not as familiar with the song. Jules faltered because, like the other night, she became entranced by his fingers as they moved.




  Downhearted, only a couple of hours later, she walked him to his car. The ‘Vette was yellow with T-tops open to the black interior. More than anything, she wanted to climb in with him and take off down the canyon road with her hair flying out the top.




  It was Saturday. Everyone except for her had their own weekend lives these days. Even Marc and her father were both still gone.




  As she had predicted, Wayne had called earlier for Starla, and her friend had peeked her head in the rec room, waving a quick goodbye. Jon had also phoned earlier, and she had quietly turned down his invitation for tonight, while Matt sat so close their feet occasionally touched.




  The car stereo blared when Matt twisted the key, and he hollered over it as he stepped on the gas, “Later, VooJu.”




  Wisps of clouds floated over the stars, and she watched the sky long after the ‘Vette’s taillights disappeared. Just inside the door, she paused at a panel on the wall to jab at the button that closed the gate. The echo of the hall clock became loud in the tomb-like house. Sadly, she returned the album to her daddy’s den and stood feeling the silence settle like a weight.




  Her socks made no sound, slowly climbing one shadowy stair at a time. Her thoughts were images and mini movies of Matt.




  That half smile and the way he would cut his eyes to her when he was multitasking, playing the guitar, drums, smoking, pool. Those dark amazing eyes…




  Her heart pounded. She had never been drawn to this particular place before, but knew as her feet touched each stair that tonight they were carrying her farther than just to the landing.




  Eyes laughing, sinking into hers, eyes soft, eyes concerned, eyes mischievous.




  She kicked the bathroom door softly closed and twisted the lock.




  Brows as dark as the hair falling over them. Long, glossy hair waving around the contours of his head and neck.




  Staring into the mirror, she studied her own eyes, thinking of that kiss by the pool.




  Lips masculine, yet soft against hers.




  She drew an uncertain breath and then drew a bath. Undressing with him completely in her brain felt different than it ever had.




  The perfect planes of his face, the muscles in his arms, the way his jeans fit, the sound of his voice.




  She sank into the water, stretching out as her limbs relaxed into its warmth.




  Fingers moving up and down the guitar…




  Closing her eyes, she thought about Matt like she had never thought about anyone before.




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  ‘You uncage my jealous rage,




  I stay enslaved, enraged, depraved’




  Excerpt from Cawaba, ‘Jealous Rage’ by Matt Loren and Jules Breaux, 1974




  PSYCHO MOM




  “So am I to understand that your idea of being GROUNDED was to have a party here at the house every night, since you could not go out and party?”




  Marc skulked from the kitchen as their beautiful mother, who had been home all of ten minutes, began to scream at Jules. Jules’ gaze ping ponged from Marc’s retreating form to the flashing eyes of their mother, and suddenly she had enough.




  Marc idolized their mother in the same way Jules did their father. Although she had never understood his maternal adoration, she felt guilty and terrible that their mother had barely acknowledged Marc upon her return. That he was not even getting ten minutes to talk to her, to catch up, to tell her his latest surfing stories, because psycho mom was enraged with her daughter’s latest activity instead of interested in her son’s.




  Their mother, as was her usual manner, without any advance warning, had returned home, breezing into their lives as if she had been gone to the hairdresser for an hour instead of The Hamptons for a month.




  The band had been in the rec room in various stages of artistic mode. Candi and Star had been rolling balls across the pool table in some made up game as they discussed lengthening a break in one of Star’s compositions. Matt had been scribbling in his notebook. Jules had been on the phone calling music stores to compare prices on locking tremolos.




  The door to the room had swung open, and her mother had stood surveying the scene. Long blonde waves of hair fell over the shoulders of a pink pantsuit fitted over a perfect hourglass figure. Pink painted nails rested on her hips, just below a wide white macramé belt. Pink toenails peeked from white strappy sandals. Eyelashes enhanced by false ones, and eyelids heavily dusted with blue eye shadow blinked over the same startling blue eyes Jules had drawn from the gene pool.




  Matt had actually dropped his pencil. Most males, at first glance, were stunned stupid in some way by her beauty. Starla, having known Mrs. Breaux for years, had beamed a wide, friendly grin and chirped a greeting. Candi had worn a frosty, reserved smile, automatically assessing the other female’s attributes, even when the other female was twenty years older. Jules had been rendered speechless with surprise before recovering enough to write down the figures quoted to her from the other end of the phone line.




  Although her mother had smiled and listened to the introductions, she politely but firmly indicated she was tired and she wasn’t up to company in the house.




  Within minutes of her mother leaving the room, everyone had dispersed, effectively dismissed by the queen of the household.




  Her mother was waiting, and Jules gave her a frosty answer. “That’s not how it was.”




  “It sure sounds like it. You couldn’t go to your friends, so your friends came to you.”




  “They’re not my friends, except for Star. We just met Candi and Matt.”




  “STRANGERS came into our house? What have you repeatedly been told about anyone coming to this house? Yet I come home to strangers having a party in my house!”




  “I meant I just met Matt. Marc knows him. And it wasn’t to party. The band is a serious thing. We’ve worked hard.”




  “Juleianna Dianne, I do not even know what to do with you anymore!”




  The use of her full name didn’t scare her as it was meant to. Really, she wasn’t five anymore. Taking a deep, calming breath as her therapist had advised in these situations, she neutrally replied, “The shrink, you have continually told me to take seriously, told me to put all my energy into a hobby. And you and dad have always made sure music was my hobby.”




  “Will you ever stop twisting everything around to suit yourself?”




  “Will you ever come with me to the therapist you insist I see? You know the appointments with you and Dad are just as important, right? I go every week, and you can’t even make it once a month?”




  “Your father and I do not have the luxury of a routine schedule like everyone else. It is impossible to make an appointment like that.”




  “Have you ever even spoken to her over the phone? No,” Jules nastily spat back. A letter had been sent to her parents, requesting a phone appointment if a normal appointment was not convenient. It had been in the open file, in plain sight, when her therapist had left the room for a moment.




  “Stop it!” Her mother’s words were shrill enough to make her cringe. “I will not listen to this. I am the parent. You are the child. You will do as I say, and I say another month. No going anywhere. NO one coming over.”




  Jules could only glare in stunned disbelief. Really? A month? The woman was mental. Her eighteenth birthday was in two weeks. Could they legally ground her if she was an adult?




  “I am joining your father in Maui. We’ll talk when I get back. Maybe make one of those appointments you seem to think is so imperative. Until then, you will remain grounded.”




  Jules was not stupid enough to point out the inconsistency of her sentence of solitude. Two weeks or a month. Neither mattered. She could not, and would not, go that long without seeing Matt or jamming with the band.




  The day of their mother’s departure couldn’t come fast enough. Throughout the next week, she mainly kept to herself in her room with her music—her guitar, and a spiral notebook of lyrics and chords. As Matt had suggested on the night when he’d sporadically changed up the lyrics to Starla’s song, she changed the chords, adapting them to a different key and a crunchier sound. The bridge added to tie it all together was, ‘you uncage my jealous rage, I stay enslaved, enraged, depraved.’




  Exactly a week from the afternoon their mother had breezed home and proceeded to scream, Jules stood, arms tightly folded at her chest, watching as Marc helped the cabbie load their mother’s luggage. It was a familiar scenario. The only difference over the years was her own eye level, which had continually changed.




  Marc embraced their mom in a hug and then pecked a kiss on her cheek. When their mother turned expectantly to her, Jules held her stance. A few formidable seconds ticked by, in which her mother’s expression went from bewilderment to icy disdain. From her peripheral vision, Jules saw Marc’s ‘what the heck, no, not again look.’ But it didn’t sway her. Let their mother call a chaperone—in which case, Jules would be sorry she’d ruined Marc’s freedom to come and go as he pleased and spark up in the house, but she was not going to make nice with that psychopath of a woman any longer.




  The cab disappeared down the steep driveway. Marc wasted no time in producing a tiny smoke from behind his ear, but he delayed sparking it up long enough to thrust a finger in her direction. “If she calls Aunt Dee Dee to stay with us again, I will hurt you. I swear.”




  “She won’t.” Jules karate chopped his finger with sound effects. “Haayah!”




  “You better hope not.” Marc headlocked her for a noogie.




  Marc’s threat was hollow. She knew he saw her side of things. Twisting away with a screech, she shoved him and then sprinted up the flagstone path as he came after her. It was her intention to get through the front door and lock him out. The plan didn’t come about because he was too close on her heels, so she kept running through to the kitchen. With the bar between them, they stared each other down, and in the interest of a truce, she offered to fix her brother a sandwich.




  Nine times out of ten, Marc had the munchies, so the food diversions usually worked. Today was no exception.




  Leaning on the bar as he ate, he asked, “What do you want to do for your birthday?”




  Using a fork, she stabbed at a pickle, carefully extracting it from the jar. “You heard her. I’m grounded.”




  “You’re not grounded on your big one eight,” Marc referred to that great birthday by its digits. “I won’t let you be. Now what do you want to do?”




  A week later, Marc and some his friends barbecued burgers. Actually, Marc and Matt did most of the grilling while the rest of the patio crowd splashed in the pool or partied around the edges. Nina had made the trimmings for the meal. It was well after dark by the time their stomachs were full and lethargy set in.




  Jules had not had a birthday cake since she was a young teen, so she was flabbergasted to see Star walk out of the house carefully carrying one. There was a mortifying couple of minutes when Star and Marc loaded it with candles, insisted she make a wish, and led their friends in the traditional birthday song.




  “Make a wish!” Star sang the reminder, right when the flames began to contort from Jules’ breath. Looking up at that second, her eyes fell on Matt’s avid face, and he sent her one of his smiles as the last candle went out.




  “What did you wish for?” Matt asked a little later. They sat on the edge of the pool, stirring the water with their feet.




  Another kiss. “What do you think?”




  “Great things for the band.” He didn’t phrase it as a question. Ah, he thinks he knows me so well. Nodding her head, she confirmed and slipped into the pool. Maybe he would follow.




  When he didn’t, she ducked beneath the surface and swam to the other side. Star materialized and crouched to talk. A minute later, when she looked back, Matt had disappeared into the small crowd.




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  ‘It’s always been you,




  Before I had a clue




  My soul always knew




  Deserted I dreamed




  In music I screamed’




  Jules, Red Notebook, 1974




  BANANA’S 101




  The stereo was screaming as Marc and Jules passed time by shooting pool. The rings of the phone barely penetrated the pounding music. Bending, she lined up her shot while Marc moved to turn down the music and then picked up the rec room’s extension.




  As he talked for a few minutes, she went ahead and began to take his shots as well as hers. Vaguely, she listened as he exclaimed over his newest board and debated the merits of one wax over another. Her ears tuned out the conversation until Marc looked her way while speaking into the phone. “I dunno, dude. I’ll let you talk to her.”




  Surprised, she propped the pool stick aside and raised silent, questioning brows. Instead of identifying the caller, he held the phone out, stretching the normally spiral cord straight as she rounded the table. Lately she did not know many of his friends well enough that they would ask to talk with her. With her birthday party being the exception, Marc seldom had friends over. Since hitting driving age, his friends hung out at the ocean, not around a pool.




  There had been a time when this rec room, or the swimming pool, had been full of his friends, and Jules had been the little sister tolerated as long as she fetched food and drinks, whatever they needed. Marc had never let his friends flirt with her or Star, so they became one of the guys, privy to male jokes and antics. A ride to the beach had often been schemed through an older friend or brother and off the guys would go, leaving her and Star behind.




  Marc retreated from the room, bringing back those bereft feelings. Blowing out a dejected breath, she watched his broad shoulders disappear into the hall. Already angry with this caller for interrupting her time with her brother, she gripped the phone receiver tighter than normal. The anger was forgotten the instant Matt’s voice sounded on the other end of the line. She understood Marc’s disappearing act. Marc would not want to know anything that involved her breaking the rules of her grounding. The ‘rents’ called every other day or so and always checked in with Marc since he was the boy and the oldest.




  Matt had begun calling prior to coming over, even before the rec room dismissal scene with her mother, or Jules would have been convinced of that being the reason. Possibly, she reasoned, he thought she was no longer grounded and did not want to make the drive to the canyon only to find she wasn’t home.




  She deliberated only a few seconds before confirming to Matt that sure he could come over. Before hanging up to make the drive over, he asked her to call ‘the girls’ so the band could get in a practice before the weekend. With reluctance, she dialed Star’s number first. As she waited on Star’s sister to fetch her friend to the phone, Jules came to grips with the realization that she wanted Matt all to herself tonight. Maybe the band wasn’t her salvation. Just maybe Matt was her lifeline in the choppy waters she had let her life become.




  Marc had a date, and he was soon gone. Matt arrived an hour after calling. She explained that Star already had plans, so she hadn’t bothered calling Candi.




  When his eyes glimmered with a flash of irritation, she experienced a stabbing pain in her heart. Her pulse pounded a tune of guilt because of the half-truth she’d told. She also felt a little crushed because she wasn’t enough for him tonight. The band came first with him.




  “We need to keep jamming.” He shook his head, his dark brows drawing together. She knew it was unacceptable to his perfectionist nature that they’d missed almost a week of practice while her mother had been home, and then another few days while Star vacationed with her family. “I think I have us a gig next weekend. Some dude my friend knows. A birthday bash at the beach.”




  “Really?” With great difficulty, she restrained from jubilantly throwing her arms around him in typical Starla fashion.




  “And…” As usual, upon entering the rec room, he had carelessly let his gym bag drop to the floor, and now he crossed back to it. “I brought something I know you will like…”




  Stooping, he tugged the zipper, delved inside, and his hand emerged with a plastic rectangular something, just a touch smaller than one of her shoeboxes.




  Jules examined it, running her fingers over the lever-like buttons and peering into a clear plastic window in the top. It was a cassette tape recorder similar to the one she had seen before.




  Her wide smile mirrored his, and carefully, she set it on the table and picked up the phone. “I’m going to call Star before she leaves on her date.”




  With a crook of her finger, she set the dial in motion. Once she was done with her call to Star, Matt produced Candi’s number with an ease that unsettled her. Dropping it to the table, he tipped his lips in one of his sexy smiles and then resumed hooking up new cords. Without touching the scrap of paper, she dialed and reasoned with herself. The fact that the seven digits were written down meant that he had not dialed it enough to know it by heart. Right?




  An hour later, practice was on. They were all invigorated by the possibility of a gig.




  The first order of business was deciding which songs to tape. They easily agreed on four of their strongest. Each of them suggested one, and it was then put to a vote. Once the demo set was chosen, they decided to go through each song one at a time and then to follow each of the practice runs with a recording. Earnestly, they began the practice session.




  Wayne came by, and Jules could find no fault in his presence since Starla had broken off plans with him to practice. Unfortunately, Jon tagged along with him.




  She spent the first few smoke breaks fending off Jon’s confident advances, including an arm around her waist and an attempted kiss. This display seemed to take Matt and Candi by surprise although it seemed Matt was tactfully trying not to look. Mali Barb was more interested, possibly because in the weeks past, Jon had also flirted with her. Or maybe because she thought she should be the center of all male attention.




  Jules twisted in a way that flipped Jon’s arm from her shoulder and scowled at Mali Barb who flushed and looked away.




  Starla and Wayne rarely noticed anything except each other. Jon finally retreated to the phone extension by the couch, staying on it through most of the rest of practice including any short breaks. She had to wonder how he could even be hearing on the line over their loud session, but she didn’t care as long as he was leaving her alone.




  During one break, she noticed Matt and Mali Barb sharing a joint. For the hundredth time, she dealt with dark feelings of jealousy and betrayal, and fought the infantile urge to compete in some way for his attention. Watching the pair, she reconsidered her theory that she and Matt kept their own relationship on the friendship level for the band’s sake. The safety net, if that much were true, was that he would never go out with Candi either. Was the safety net there? Had it ever been there?




  Lighting a cigarette, she discreetly observed. Should she be doing more herself to hold his interest? Although she had been told all of her life that she was beautiful, if it were true, she had nothing on Candi. Mali Barb was, hands down, the California poster girl to a recently transplanted East Coast guy like Matt. Thinking of Matt and Mali Barb together made her physically ill.




  Stubbing out the barely smoked cigarette, she grabbed her guitar. “Hey, Matt? Did you decide on a quarter beat or a half on ‘Jealous Rage?’” Maybe she was five after all. But she couldn’t stop the shameless, attention seeking behavior.




  Shoving the smoke at Candi, he stood, always eager when it came to music. Mali Barb glared as she got to her feet and edged around the drums dropping the blunt to the first ashtray she passed. Jules tried to hold back her catty smile.




  Settling himself behind the drums, Matt played parts of the song both ways until they made up their mind. By that time, Candi and Star had joined in.




  After the last recording, he hit the play button, and they listened in awe to the sounds of their own voices and instruments coming from the tiny machine.




  A celebratory drink was in order, and with a clink of their glasses, they toasted the demo and the upcoming gig. Matt’s dark eyes locked with her gaze for a moment as they took the first swallow, and the tingly feeling flushing her skin had nothing to do with the strong drink.




  “Do you guys mind if I leave? If we’re done?” As usual, Star was the first to want to leave.




  “Get outta here, Twinkle Star.” Matt playfully pushed at her shoulder.




  Jules noticed Wayne’s look sharpen, and he downed the last of his drink. Throughout the practice, he had remained patiently waiting, but thankfully, earlier at some point, Jon had left.




  As if reading her mind, Star stretched her arms to encircle Jules and whispered an apology. “Sorry about Jon coming. I never really talked to Wayne about it, but I’ll tell him it’s not cool.”




  Jules curved a wan smile. Dropping her own voice decibel, she replied, “Not your fault. Totally mine.”




  Starla squeezed herself against Jules in a tight goodbye hug that Wayne laughingly broke up, and the couple happily took their leave.




  Candi lingered to mention some ideas about one of the songs. What she proposed was surprisingly good. Surprisingly, since she had never tried to contribute anything to the artistic development before.




  Jules picked up the guitar, and they gave it a go, all agreeing it added some power and depth to the song. With the changes, Jules deviated some of the measures and this inspired Matt to hop on the drums and change his set up some.




  When Candi took off with a cheery wave, Jules was slightly less pissed with the girl, and impressed and happy over the song change. She was even happier when Matt offered to go to the kitchen for Cokes. He planned to hang out! She had gone crazy missing him during the time that her mother had been home.




  She picked at Marc’s disowned Competition Mustang, still refining ‘Jealous Rage.’ Matt set the bottles on the narrow ledge of the bar and a can of Charles Chips on the stool between them. Before getting into the chips, he rewound and played back a measure of ‘I hate the way you love me,’ staring hard at the cassette as it turned.




  “What?” She reluctantly dragged out the question.




  His perfectionist nature had only peeked out before today. Today it had peaked. Although he maintained that songs could be overly practiced, apparently, he was still strict with the overall sound. He had insisted on re-recording each song “once more” until ‘once more’ was redefined as a dozen.




  “Oh.” He came out of his daze, relaxing into one of his dazzling smiles. “Don’t worry. It’s perfect. I was just thinking about—”




  “Perfect?” she interrupted to tease.




  “Perfect,” he firmly maintained, but rewarded her sarcasm with a slight roll of his eyes before generating an explanation. “I just had this idea about getting it to your dad anonymously.”




  A half hour later, she giggled as she and Matt, after listening to the tape once last time, packed it up in a mailing envelope. They addressed it to her father, and for contact information used Matt’s first initial, last name, and address. Matt tucked it into his bag with plans to post it the next day.




  Pulling one of the smaller smokes from his pack, he lit it and hit it before passing it her way. Noticing the balls scattered across the pool table, he placed the cue and racked the rest.




  “You still owe me five bucks.” He waggled his brows, reminding her of their ongoing loser tab. “Double or nothing?”




  “Sure.” In the past, it seemed every time he said double or nothing, she won, and they began at zero again. Sometimes, she wondered if he humored her.




  Ducking out of the strap, she traded the guitar for her favorite stick and hurriedly chalked the tip.




  Balls sank and game insults were traded across the table, all in good humor. They munched on chips and guzzled their Cokes between shots.




  The phone rang, and she danced over to pick it up, still laughing over some of Matt’s craziness. Jon’s voice in her ear immediately sobered her smile. The long apology for his actions embarrassed her, and she was further discomfited when she looked up to see Matt’s eyes resting on her face.




  Although she knew Matt could not hear through the phone, she darted her eyes to her boots swiftly mumbling, “Don’t worry about it. Just don’t—” Here she wanted to say don’t come back, but she didn’t have the heart to be mean. Besides, Starla had promised to get Wayne to tell Jon he had worn out his welcome. On the other hand, had they already told him? Maybe that was why he was calling to apologize. Drawing a fortifying breath, she finished, “Don’t ever do it again.”




  Jon then asked her out, further confounding matters. Again, she shot Matt a glance, and although this time, he wasn’t staring at her, he glanced to her when she looked at him. How she just wanted to hang up the phone. So easy. Just hang up. Jon would get the message.




  “I um, no. I, um—” She wanted to tell him never, but she was the one who had kissed him like she had kissed him and then she had just gone cold on him. For that, she felt terrible. “I’m busy.” Studying her boots again, she gained control of her nerves and added, “And I don’t want to. Like I said before, I’m sorry.”




  Her apology went out to dead air. Jon had abruptly hung up. With mixed feelings, she carefully cradled the phone receiver onto the hook.




  Toward the end of the conversation, she had turned away from their game, and now she assessed Matt as she returned to the area. He had lit a cigarette and was leaning on the pool table, partially facing away. Fully turning to her, he passed the smoke, and she gratefully inhaled.




  Tactfully, he didn’t mention the phone call, although she still felt shaken, and she knew it had to show. Instead, he teased that all of her balls were blocking the pockets. Much later, he racked the balls and joked about how Jon had been all on her during practice.




  Jules ignored his gibe, but Matt’s tact had vanished. Curiosity sheened his eyes, and he was blunt. “Are the two of you going out?”




  “You asked me that before.” Her reminder of nights gone by was dry, and she cursed when her shot barely broke the cluster of balls.




  “Things change.”




  “Not that.” She watched him neatly sink two of his striped balls and grimaced. Owing him money was not the problem. She was a sore loser, and it was looking like she was about to lose another game.




  “So what was up with him?”




  She felt her breath push out in a sigh while walking around the table searching for a clear shot. “I danced with him one night at Rodney’s.” Deciding to leave anything other than dancing out of the conversation, she only added, “Then Wayne and Star were not going my way, so he gave me a ride home.”




  Matt’s eyebrows shot up, accompanied by a smirk of understanding. “Ah…”




  “Ah nothing. It was only a kiss. Apparently, he took it way too seriously. Called every day. Finally stopped. Then, out of nowhere, he shows up tonight being all creepy like that.”




  A fresh invasion of guilt pervaded. Downgrading the make out session at Rodney’s did make Jon seem weird, but she couldn’t make herself admit the rest. That she had kissed Jon for a quarter of an hour trying to ignite the same flame in her insides that Matt’s kiss had ignited, and then stoked.




  “Was that him on the phone or some other dude?”




  “It was him, apologizing.” She took a shot. The stick bounced off the ball with a thwack. Catching the chalk he tossed, she dismally added, “And asking me out again.”




  Matt didn’t immediately have a reply. When the silence stretched too long, she looked up from the game on the table, finding his assessing gaze on her face. When she further dodged his gaze, focusing instead on the remaining balls, his next question seemed gentle.




  “Did you tell him why you don’t want to go out with him?”




  Something in his voice drew her attention, seeming as strange to her as the question itself. Since when did a guy want to hear reasons, and could ‘not my type’ even be explained? Looking up, she fell into sympathetic eyes.




  “Shouldn’t he just get it by now? That he’s not my type?” The reply was meant to be wry, but her flippant front dissolved during the last few words. The way his next shot rolled over the green fabric held her attention, while the night at Rodney’s replayed like a visual cassette in her brain. “It’s my fault… and the whole thing is just embarrassing. Star said she would tell Wayne to tell him…”




  “It’s not your fault. You made things clear to him today, and he still acted like an ass.” Matt was suddenly vehement in her defense. This time, when she braved a look, she found some type of smoldering fire mixed with the empathy in his dark eyes. “And it’s your life. Don’t be embarrassed. You’re allowed to go out with whoever you want.”




  “I just hope he never comes back. He won’t. I’m sure. He hung up on me.”




  “Just then? He hung up on you?”




  “Well, yeah. But to be fair, I was thinking about hanging up on him.” With this, she attempted to inject some humor into the heavy atmosphere.




  Matt scowled, ignoring the feeble wisecrack and the fact that it was his turn. “If he shows up again, leave him to me.”




  Astonished, she shot a studious look his way. “And what would you do?”




  “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t start crap in here.” Reverently, he gazed at the expensive assortment of music equipment.




  “But you would start crap?” Curiously, she evaluated his expression.




  Little by little, through things he said over the past weeks, she was learning that, apparently, East Coast guys were very chivalrous—at least this one was. Was he speaking tonight of defending her honor? Of protecting her in the future from the public embarrassment of Jon’s advances?




  “I could help him understand you aren’t available. To HIM anyway.” Matt’s gallant answer made her smile.




  Their words now seemed like a game more than a serious plan, and she teasingly played along. Watching him sink his last ball, she repeated the original question just to hear the hypothetical answer. “So what would you do?”




  “He could think you were with someone else. Serious with some other guy.” The reply, just like her question, was hypothetical, but then he solemnly added, “That would get the point across. The rest is none of his business.”




  “Hmm…” She knocked the cue into one of her balls, banking it instead of sinking it. “So I tell him—oh wait—you tell him this? If he shows back up?”




  Matt came around to her side of the table eying his eight ball shot. Her question drew his full attention, and he searched her face. Without warning, she felt her heart pounding right out of her chest. Unconsciously, her tongue darted out wetting her lips, and self-consciously, she clamped them closed. She was so attracted to him at times like this that what was becoming a familiar physical ache consumed her.




  The way he was looking at her now was different. His expression seemed puzzled. But if so, what had become confusing to him? His face cleared as if his mind had also cleared.




  “What?” Her whisper felt as reluctant as her earlier query when he had tranced onto the cassette player.




  Matt planted his pool stick next to hers. Instead of bending to his winning shot, he bent to her, brushing her lips with his. “Or show him. Instead of telling him…”




  Her fingers clamped tightly on her own pool stick for support as the sweet sensation of his lips against hers turned her limbs to jelly. The astonishing kiss was quick, a suspended moment, not unlike the one, weeks ago, by the swimming pool. He pulled back only slightly in a study of her face. “Of course, that wasn’t very convincing was it?” His head dropped again.




  This next kiss was longer, leaving her breathless. She heard a tiny groan of protest when it ended and realized with surprise that the sound had escaped her own lips.




  Matt lingered just centimeters from the kiss they had just finished. The sexy smoldering gaze roving her face soon stopped on her eyes. The look in his eyes was creating as much chaos inside her as those two kisses.




  Husky and hoarse, he quietly spoke, confiscating her pool stick from her grip as he did. “This one is just cos I want to…” The clatter of their sticks rattled the tabletop behind her. Closing the gap between their lips, he greedily took the next kiss. Not long into it, he bumped her slightly so that she was sitting on the edge of the table.




  Twining her arms around his neck, she kissed him back with the same intensity that he was kissing her. Resting on her jeans, his hands seemed to burn through the worn threads to the skin of her thighs. They slid to her knees, applying the slightest outward pressure, and she willingly complied, making room for him to move in closer. When his hands repositioned, splaying over her back pockets, he expelled a ragged sigh onto her lips.




  It was her turn to gasp. Taking advantage of the new venue, he tugged, pulling her even closer, full against him, jeans to jeans. Her arms were resting on his shoulders, and her calves rested against the backs of his legs, holding him tightly to her. She was helplessly heady with the rush that came from his every move.




  Time stopped, and there was only Matt, and her, and these staggering crazy sensations as they continued to crazily kiss. Every cell of her body became a thirsty sponge, soaking him in and wanting more.




  His lips, teeth, tongue were sweet insanity. She had never been kissed like this until Matt.




  Consciously, she knew she had thought of being with him this way many times, but unconsciously, some thoughts must have been tucked away as well. Because now that she could do what she wanted, her body seemed to have a mind of its own. Her fingers tangled through his hair just to see how it felt. The same with her lips against his jaw, her hands to his skin… and just everything.




  Their hips ground together, over and over, creating a friction so heavenly that she whimpered—and was that deeper sound a whimper from his throat?




  “Jules.” Her name was a breath into her mouth, a sweet aphrodisiac.




  “Jules…?” Her name was soon a whispered question into the kiss. Somehow it registered that he had slowed down, his lips only skimming hers, and she dragged her eyes open to find his dark gaze waiting, wanting. “What are we—are we doing this?”




  His fingers relocated and splayed just beneath her arms, and his thumbs circled around, lightly brushing their sensitive targets. Swallowing a moan at the fiery tingle ignited by those mini caresses, flaming her body to its very core, heating her cheeks, and muddling her brain, she tried to think.




  This had never been asked. Most guys before him had aggressively played first and second base and then tried to steal third before being shoved away. Tilting her head, she touched her lips to his throat, taking a taste, and a vibration of a sound she could barely hear rumbled under her tongue.




  The kiss surprised her for so many reasons. Because she didn’t know what drew her lips there, or why she had craved the taste, the feel of his skin on her tongue. Because she couldn’t believe she was being this forward—that she was actually all over a guy in the same way that he was all over her. And because her entire body was acting on its own this way, her arms and legs wrapped around him, her fingers tunneling under his short tee shirt sleeves and hem, into his pockets, and his hair.




  Now he was asking her a question that should be some monumental decision, and she should answer with considerable thought. All of these things ran through her body as a split second impression, rather than through her mind as a thought process. Her body and mind were acting symbiotically, so there was no hesitation in the answer.




  “Yes.”




  “Are you sure? Cos I won’t be mad if you want to stop…”




  He didn’t look like he wanted to stop, and she was sure she didn’t want to stop…




  Bravely meeting his smoldering dark eyes, she affirmed, “Don’t dare stop.”




  She thought she saw him smile, but she couldn’t be sure because his lips found hers again so fast.




  Never had she been so sure of what she wanted.




  His hands relocated from over her shirt to under her shirt, and the feel of his fingers on bare skin was unlike anything she had ever experienced, unlike any of the guys before him. Fingers sliding over sensitive skin, over her ribs, up to the barrier of her bra, then inside it.




  All the while, he was kissing her crazy again, and when his hands moved away from their current locale, she swallowed a groan of frustration. Her hands were up his shirt, and his touch was now on the skin of her back.




  The binding elastic of her bra suddenly loosened, and a nanosecond later, his hands slid from her back to her stomach and up. No longer hampered by the bra, his fingers admired, familiarized, teased. Her gasps and groans were against his lips, his neck, his chest, and she barely registered his husky sounds, so lost was she in the sensations.




  His jeans against her jeans were becoming unbearable, and her fingers curled unconsciously into his shoulders as she struggled to stay them from where they wanted to be. The impulse had no sooner been stayed than he moved one of his own hands to the crossroad of seams on her jeans, and the pressure of fingers over worn denim eased the ache for seconds, before it only intensified it.




  “Hang on…” It was a whispered advisory just before he curved his hands under her thighs. Somehow still wrapped together, they crash-landed onto the couch wasting only a few seconds to laugh.




  In the beginning, not wanting him to know of her inexperience, she struggled for control and eventually she gave up, dizzily drowning in a vortex of pleasure.




  Surrendering to every spontaneous sigh, moan or movement invoked by his actions, she also gave her own hands and mouth free uninhibited reign. Her fingers combed through his hair just to see what it felt like—again. Her lips brushed his jaw just to feel. Her tongue swirled the crook of his neck just to see if it felt as good to him as it did to her.




  One moment went into the next with no real measure of time. Awareness came in disjointed forms. Him rolling completely and possessively onto her. The distribution of his weight on his forearms, as he slid slow kisses between her lips. Her shirt became bunched up. His weight straddled to his knees. His hands roaming her torso.




  His skin felt so good beneath her hands, and she pulled at his shirt, wanting it off, wanting to see the chest she had lusted after in the pool, wanting to feel his skin against her, as she had imagined so many times.




  When she got no cooperation from him, she came out of this pleasant delirium long enough to notice why. His eyes, dark with passion, and their admiration were focused on her anatomy under his hands. He met her flustered gaze, and with a soft reassuring smile brushed a thumb over her lips before bending to brush his lips to the exposed skin. The kiss was sublime, and the ones that followed more. Never until now, had she been kissed below the neck. One of her hands left his chest to close in his hair, holding him to hers.




  She lost track of time, but at some point, she knew she should probably be doing something besides lying helplessly, limply, under his kisses and caresses. He had unfastened her jeans, and his fingers slipped inside, sliding over silky underwear and making her even more delirious. At last, she pulled herself together enough to fumble with his fly, and at this, he did finally stop with her, long enough to help her make short work of this task.




  His lips were on hers again, his hand again beneath her waist—this time both waistbands—jarring her senses with the intensity of the new raw sensation.




  Nothing had ever felt as good as the emptiness, the achy emptiness finally being filled. Some sort of sound slipped through her lips. Her knuckles brushed zipper teeth as she reached to reciprocate, and her curious fingers brought a groan of pleasure from his lips.




  Her heady hazy sensory ride came to a halt when she mentally panicked, knowing her inexperience was about to become obvious. Matt continued what he was doing, his fingers sure, and determinedly she slipped her own hand beneath his remaining waistband. The bare feel of him startled her anew. Hesitantly, she explored, eliciting more resonant groans from deep in his throat. But beyond that, she had no idea.




  Why in the girls’ restroom had none of the stupid banana demonstration antics covered this particular part? It was unfair that suddenly, she was too distracted in her distress to fully relax into his touch, which was, hands down, the most awesome thing she had ever felt. A pun, she thought deliriously…




  Making up her mind, she scrunched down. There was one thing she couldn’t mess up. There had been many giggling banana demonstrations, but who really needed them for this? Instantly, his free hand was in her hair holding her against him, and from his reaction, there was, as she had thought, no wrong way.




  It made her feel good to know she made him as mindless as he had her. Mere seconds had passed when his hands tightened jerking her away. His body was taut, his breathing ragged, his eyes so hot and dark when they opened, seemingly struggling to focus on hers.




  “Jules…what? What are you doing?” An agonized whisper from him.




  “What…?” Her confused reply was whispered back. Wasn’t it obvious? Or had she messed it up that bad?




  “You want it, right…?” As if to make his query clear, his fingers again slipped beneath silk, drawing from her a gasp and a nod. “Thought so…” He was smiling again, the sweet smile that she had grown to know well in the last several minutes. He tugged at his jeans, and her hands went to hers following his lead.




  Time became meaningless again.




  She was once again mindless with pleasure when his hips were bare against hers. They had both slipped enough from the restrictiveness of their jeans to accomplish it. For a ludicrous, irrational minute, as he moved against her, causing unbelievably astounding passions, she thought this was it—until some rational part of her mind finally emerged enough to realize that he was on her, not in her.




  A foil packet was fumbling in his hand…




  His eyes delved deep in hers. And then he was…deep in hers…




  Pain.




  The hurt jerked her from her heavenly haze.




  They were so attuned to one another that he sensed it. Instantly, he froze, staring quizzically into her eyes. His eyes were wide and confused. His lips parted slightly, astonished.




  “Jules—why—fuck. Are you okay…?” His breath warmed her face. Although he had cursed, his words were gentle, quiet.




  Bringing her eyes to his, she found caring concern, and she fibbed, “Yeah. My hair just got pulled. That’s all.”




  The truth was her hair had already been trapped and pulled time and time again with no complaints from her.




  Carefully, he propped on his arms, thankfully not moving any more than that. As she lifted her head, he freed the long strands from under the two of them, and then his gaze touched over her face again.




  Turning her head from his assessing eyes, she focused on her guitar by the bar, trying to replace the unusual achy feeling with something visual. Uncomfortable? Remembering Star’s description, Jules fought a hysterical laugh at the understatement.




  She could feel her hair in disarray around her scalp, but he still didn’t move, other than to kiss her.




  A heated, slow sweet kiss, stretching well into the next minute. His forehead was to hers when the kiss ended. His breath was hot and fast, mingling with hers.




  Her fingers had curved into his arm as they kissed, and now she ran her hand up to his shoulder wanting to let him know she was okay, although truthfully, it still hurt. His eyes snapped from their blank gaze into hers. “Don’t move, Jules, okay? Please, I just need a minute…”




  Confused, she obeyed, but her mind went to all sorts of insecure places, wondering how she could have screwed this up so bad. Obviously, this was not the norm. Never had she felt so inadequate. Her heart was hurting as bad as her body was hurting, there. If she had known what to expect, she could have done better. What if it wasn’t supposed to hurt like this? What if something was wrong? After all, she had curved her fingers around it just moments before, and in the back of her mind, it had not seemed logical size wise–




  Suddenly, she sucked in a startled breath at the next sensation. Matt had moved a hand between them, his fingers on that place that felt so good, taking her mind off of the deeper pain. He continued this attention until she was gasping with the pleasure.




  At last he asked, “Okay, querida?” His eyes searched hers for the answer.




  Sure that the answer to whatever he had asked was yes, she nodded. The way he said querida was gentle, sweet. He was careful, almost as if he knew when he just barely moved again, all the while searching her face. An involuntary sound escaped her lips, and she quickly closed her eyes off to his further scrutiny. It wasn’t a moan of pain, but neither had it been pleasure, just a peculiar feeling.




  It was awkward, and at least, over fast. Matt’s heart was racing. She could easily feel the beats since he was collapsed almost fully on her, his breath coming hard against her neck. She couldn’t believe that after going out of her mind with every touch and every kiss, the main event was such a letdown.




  She lay still, stunned, a little sore, and a lot disappointed at the conclusion while Matt seemed strangely satiated.




  He stirred, smoothing her hair, and he brushed a couple of kisses to her lips as he seemed to study her expression. She knew that no matter what she was feeling, by his reaction during, and now, his take on it had been much different. She closed her eyes and hopefully her thoughts off to him as she kissed him back.




  Eventually, he stood pulling at his jeans. She averted her eyes, embarrassed, as she did the same. The comfortable unity between them seemed to dissolve into awkwardness. Self-consciously, she pulled her emotions together as she pulled her clothes back to rights. Grappling beneath her shirt, she hooked her bra.




  Once fully dressed, Matt exited the room, and she heard the bathroom door click shut across the hall. He returned less than two minutes later, having detoured through the kitchen for fresh Cokes. He popped them both open with the built-in opener beneath the bar. They clinked against the tile when he set them down and reached for his cigarette pack. Was it her imagination, or did his hands seem unsteady as he thumped one out and set fire to it?




  Likewise, she closed herself in the hall bathroom and found herself staring into the mirror. How incredible that she could look no different. The ripped foil packet, barely visible from its hiding place in a wad of tissues inside the trash, was the only visible evidence that she was different. With one more swipe of water to her face, she returned to the rec room.




  Pulling the ‘born and bred in California actress’ from somewhere inside herself, she closed off any emotion that might still be lingering in her face or eyes. Walking his way, she sighed, “Mmh, I so needed that.”




  Surprise was evident in the look he flashed, followed by what seemed to be relief. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”




  She wasn’t sure how she felt about his obvious relief, but if she had chosen the right direction to go with this—one that would keep their friendship—she would be relieved herself. Picking up his pack of smokes, she tipped it to shake out a cigarette for herself. Before she could, he passed over the one he was smoking. The action was so familiar, so companionable that her heart lightened some. Expelling a breath of the nicotine, she indicated the abandoned pool game. “So, you going to sink it, or forfeit your money, honey?”




  She often rhymed the sarcastic endearment, and he always grinned. This time, he did so with a rejoinder that alluded to their time together. “I think the game is messed up. I know the cue was not way over there.”




  “So you’re saying you can’t make the shot.” Relieved they were back on track, she returned the smile and the trash talk.




  “Nope, just saying we start over.” Continuing to beam as he antagonized, he snatched the cigarette back.




  And so minutes after he had made her lose her mind, turned her world upside down; minutes after she had ‘lost it,’ she was losing to him once again in a game of pool.




  Her raging emotions ranged from near tears one second, to elation the next. Trying to control these feelings, she picked up their friendship where they had left off. Later, she watched the ritual of him getting ready to leave. Drumsticks in the bag, cigarettes in his jacket pocket, and the detour to throw away any trash left around.
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