
        
            
                
            
        

    















I snatched the phone up from the table where it stopped spinning on its back like a stuck beetle between me, Tania, Bianca, and Natalee, and I slipped through to the bedroom-cum-sound studio at the back of our motorhome. I took it off speaker, too. If it was a prank call, whoever it was did a good job dead-to-rights sounding truly like Rando from Planet Neptune, right down to the excitable, scratchy voice.
“You all doin’ okay there?” he said.
“We’re just going through some things,” I said, by way of explaining the background sounds: Tania screaming and Bianca and Natalee yelling at her to shut up, the table being thumped, or was that the wall of that which was quickly becoming our sardine tin?
“So I’ve been reading about,” the voice claiming to be Rando said.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but how can I be sure it’s really you?”
He laughed. “I’m not sure — how can anyone be sure who they really are?” he said. “I’m never sure I’m really me!”
“There’s a lot of people trying to get information on us,” I said.
“Yeah, you guys are big-time now,” he said. “But look, I don’t need information. If you’re near Chicago, just come meet us in person.”
I pondered his offer. We’d been doing nothing but circling around the whole midwest for days on end for no reason. Making it back to Chicago wouldn’t be a problem, even it was the scene of the worst fighting and that naked, mad streaking — and the hair-raising video clips that instantly popped up all over online.
I agreed to meet. But only to meet.
“Great! Look forward to seeing you all then!” the voice I wasn’t so sure was only pretending to be Rando said. “Doug, I’m going to put our manager on the phone and you two can work out the deets,” he said.
“You sure this isn’t some prank call?” I said to the next voice that took the phone.
The manager for PNE — Planet Neptune Experience, as they officially called themselves — laughed. “Well, I know I’m real, do you know if you’re real?” he said.
“Can you prove it?” I said.
“Give me an email, and I’ll pay you a 10% deposit for doing our show, right now,” he said. “Non-refundable, you keep it regardless of what you decide.”
I thought about it and decided that would be a pretty convincing test. So I gave him my email and a moment later, my phone pinged in my hand. I clicked through and stared at screen. A payment of $10,000 appeared ready for deposit straight into our bank account.
“That real enough for you?” he said.
I stared at the back wall of the motorhome. I was expecting one or two hundred. “What’s your name again?” I said.
“Allan,” he said.
“Allan,” I said. “Seriously, are you a trustworthy guy?”
He laughed. “I like to think I am, Doug,” he said.
“I need to tell you something and I don’t know who else to tell,” I said.
“Manager to manager,” he said. “It’s under the professional cone.”
“I think Yabba Dabba just broke up. I mean, just as you phoned. They’re in the kitchen deciding to break up like right now, around the table. They’re out there up front and I think they’re breaking up the band at this very moment,” I said.
“Oh,” he said. “So that stuff I’m seeing in the socials isn’t part of the act, then,” he said.
“No,” I said. “That isn’t part of the act. What’s Delta Stadium, like 18,000 seats?” I said.
“20,200 for concerts,” he said.
“Our biggest show ever was 800,” I said, “give or take. And we’re cracking up under the pressure of that.”
“Look,” he said, “if you can get them to the hotel before they kill each other, I’ll reserve rooms for all of you. We’ll pick the tab up no problem, and you and me will get Yabba Dabba — if it’s still existing by then — together with Planet Neptune for a nice, private dinner. They’ll have a few drinks and they’ll relax and we’ll all share war stories and see if we can’t impart whatever wisdom we picked up along the way.”
I nodded at the wall in front of me. Aside from keeping them all inside the motorhome, the plan sounded pretty good. “You can arrange that?” I said.
“Listen, Doug, Rando and the guys really like Yabba Dabba, they really like what they’re doing. But I’m going tell you, manager to manager, right? We did not get to where we are now by smooth sailing. The pressure of success is real. The conflicts are internal as much as external — and they are serious. The choices that start coming up are tough. As you’re finding out.”
I nodded and rubbed my eyes. “You got that right,” I managed to say. “We’re cracking up out here.”
“Look,” he said, “the jackpot of success you hit is one in a million. It’s another one in a million among those who can survive it,” he said.
We exchanged emails and he gave me the info for the hotel and the dates. I ended the call and chewed the inside of my cheek. A meeting with Planet Neptune, dinner with Rando and the band, an offer to play back-up at the Delta — over 20,000 fans ion attendance. If our success to date was tearing us apart from each other and individually as well, how, I wondered, would ramping up our success more than 20-fold make things better?
And yet the opportunity was too huge to turn down. I came back up through the motorhome hallway to find Tania, Bianca, and Natalee silently sprawled on chairs and couches, everyone looking away from each other, eyes glazed over and staring at floors or ceilings. The exhaustion was deep and palpable. Everyone looked done. They weren’t even able to look at each other.
“So that really was Rando from PNE,” I said, and I exhaled a long breath out through my puffed cheeks and I sat at the vacated kitchen table.
Tania laughed with a sarcastic drawl. “You really going to fall for that shit?” she said.
Natalee and Bianca, however, looked at me through squinting eyes, unsure to doubt or believe.
“They’d like to have a dinner with us,” I said. “Just talk shop, like,” I said. I withheld the bigger offer made in that phone call for the time being.
“Oh sure they do!” Tania shouted and she laughed manically. “Good one Dougy!”
“Shut up, Tania,” Bianca said. “Is there a place? A time? Of is this just some bullshit line?”
I gave them the name of the hotel and the dates they’d be there. I didn’t mention yet that they were putting us up in separate suites there. How were they going to react to Yabba Dabba being offered the warm-up slot on stage in front of a crowd like that? I didn’t think they were ready to hear it.
“Why not?” Natalee said. “Got nothing better to do.”
Bianca didn’t say anything but she shrugged at me and nodded. Tania, on the other hand, stared at me with suspicion. “You actually think that’s for real?” she said.
“Are we still a band?” I said. “At least long enough to hear them out?”
Tania narrowed her eyes at me even more. I realized my error. “Hear them out about what?” she said.
I swallowed and we locked eyes. It was always hard to hide things from her. And Bianca and Natalee knew it, too, so that when Tania called me out, they lifted their faces to mine, too, awaiting my reply.
“They would like to put you all up in their hotel, get us out of this thing for a couple nights,” I said, “or three,” I trailed off.
“Oh!” Tania said, and she grinned crookedly up the side of her face. “That’s the big thing you didn’t want to tell us? PNE wants to pay for hotel rooms for us, okay,” she said. “That makes perfect sense. And of course there’s no reason for that, is there,” she said.
I narrowed my eyes this time and I clenched my teeth and bulged my jaw muscles. I didn’t want to say it. “They wanted to have dinner to talk over the issues we might be having,” I said.
“Give it up, Doug!” Tania shouted. “You bullshit about as well as a fish fucking walks!”
“Just tell us,” Natalee said.
I bit my lip. Tania was right and they all knew it: I was holding something critical back. They could tell.
There was no way out of it. “So,” I said, and I looked down at the table. “PNE also wants Yabba Dabba to back them up at the Delta.”
The silence was so deep and sustained, I had to glance up and around through the tops of my eyes to see if they were still there, still breathing. All of Bianca, Natalee, and Tania stared back at me, silent, still, and ashen-faced.
“Back them up?” Bianca finally said. “What?”
I nodded at her. “Play their show,” I said.
“The Delta is a fucking stadium,” Natalee finally said. “What, 18,000 seats?”
“20,200,” I said, and I nodded at her. “Two shows. Starting with that one, anyway,” I said.
We all turned toward Tania. She widened her eyes and dropped her mouth wide open.
“What are you all looking at me for?” she yelled. “Whoo-hoo!” she cried out loud, and she leapt up from her chair. “We’ve got work to do!” she shouted, and she ran down the hallway to the studio at the back. “What’s our setlist going to be?!” she shouted.
I turned back to Bianca and Natalee. “So we’re not broken up anymore?” I said.
“We’re backing up Planet Neptune?” Natalee said, and she cupped her hands over her face and inhaled deeply, still unable to compute the news. Stunned and robotic, Bianca and Natalee went down the hall to the studio, too, and I slumped back in my seat in the kitchen. If this thing didn’t break us, it was going to launch us into the stratosphere. Or it could do both . . . . 
I parked behind the hotel in Chicago and told the girls to wait inside the motorhome. It had become our practice to send me out to surveil the situation and make sure we weren’t going to be mobbed. Allen met me in the lobby. “Go down the ramp to the underground, you’ll see me down there,” he said.
I went back out to the motorhome and found what he was talking about. The hotel was designed for hosting popular celebrity guests. The underground entrance was highly secure. We got checked in at a private concierge down below decks and Allan brought us around to a side room. “Freshen up, get a nap if you want,” he said. “The staff here will get you at your room doors at 6. Special elevators,” he said, and he laughed and gestured to plain aluminum doors. “They’ll escort you to our private room in the restaurant. Shouldn’t be any trouble in there.”
We looked at each other. It was ironically frightening to be so protected. It was the realization, I guessed, that we now needed that level of protection that unsettled us.
“You going to be okay?” I said to Tania as we rode up the private elevator. She only nodded silently. But it was enough for me. For now. It would have to be.
We had two hours to spend before we were to be “escorted” back down to some private restaurant in the hotel for dinner with Rando and PNE. I went into my suite and fell back on the bed and thrusted my arms out sideways. The fact there was still a band amazed me. The fact we made it to Chicago astounded me. The fact the whole thing was real — that it was actually happening — blew my mind.
What nobody mentioned yet, what nobody was the least bit ready to talk about yet, was how in the hell these three nervous wrecks were actually going to step out onto a stage in a stadium filled with over twenty thousand ravenous fans. They were still thrilled with my hobby-level antics with the lights and sound in our campus pubs and halls. The stage they were blithely considering stepping out onto in a matter of 24 or so hours — if they managed to live that long — was bathed in multi-million dollar lighting wizardry, and the sound crew was not a guy who drove the bus, but an actual crew of 15 or 20 setting things up for days before, not two hours before. I don’t they realized what a leap it was from the minors to the majors.
There was a light tap on my door. I opened it and found Natalee chewing on her cheek and collapsing her shoulders around her chest, entwining her hands together, her arms stretching down. Her face was cast down and her eyes pushed up through her straight black bangs.
“You busy?” she said.
“Busy shivering in fright,” I said.
She brushed past me and pushed into my room. “What have you got to be scared of? You’re not the one going out on that stage!”
“True that,” I said.
“I’m so fucking wound up right now,” she said. “Can we just go? Can we get back out in the motorhome like now?” She sat on the edge of my bed. She was wearing grey jogging pants and a loose white tank-top.
“Let’s go through with dinner with these guys,” I said. “We got here, we’ll hear them out, and then we’ll decide,” I said, and I shrugged.
“You know we can’t do this,” she said. “Why are you dragging us through it?”
“It’s just another show,” I said. “It’s a drum set, it’s a stage, and it’s an audience. Same same.”
“It’s not the same!” she said and she rolled back over my bed and covered her face in her hands. “Look at me,” she said. She held up her hand and flattened it level with the surface of the bed. It was visibly shaking. “Does this look the same to you?” she said. “And I’m the calm and steady one!” she cried out. “I’m supposed to be the one who keeps the rhythm even! I drive the fucking bus!” she bellowed.
I sat on the edge of the bed beside her before I swung my legs up and behind her and I stretched out with my head propped up against the pillows. “You must have been nervous the first time you played in front of an audience,” I said.
She rolled over and crawled up over my body to lie completely on top of me and she curled both hands into fists and stacked them under her chin on my chest. “Hardly the same. That was my family,” she said.
I reached around her shoulders and ran my fingers up her back, massaging her shoulders and neck. She laid her face down sideways on my chest. “They say you can’t even see the audience because of the stage lights,” I said.
“That’s a myth, and anyway, you can hear them. It’s all a bunch of lies. You can totally tell who’s out there,” she said.
“I know it’s scary, playing in front of a crowd like that,” I said, and I kissed the top of her head.
“And with PNE — fucking PNE! — watching us!” she said, and she picked her face up from my chest and widened her eyes at me and dropped her chin to my chest.
We kissed. It was as though accidental at first, but we paused, our eyes sank back, and we kissed again. I pulled my hands up her waist. I didn’t mean to pull her top up too, but she thought I did, and she sat up on her calves and pulled and stretched to get her top up and over her head. She fluffed her hand into her hair and came back down on top of me. And then, unsatisfied, she leapt up onto her feet and quickly dispensed with her bottoms. She laid back down on me in only her white bra and panties.
“Do you mind?” she said, and she reached her chicken-winged arms behind her back and unclasped her bra. She threaded her arms out through the straps and finally came back to rest on me, now in nothing more than her panties. She wrapped her hands around my shoulders and laid her cheek gently down on my chest.
There came another tap on my door. “I better get that,” I said. I had no idea what was next with Allan and Rando and the PNE. The bedroom was in a separate room and Natalee remained on my bed in the same position after I carefully slid myself out from under her. I shut the bedroom door and I went to the main door and opened it up with out looking. It was Bianca standing there.
“Oh my god, I am so fucking dying!” she said, and she barged into my suite. “I cannot take it! I am not going to make it!”
“Come in,” I said, and I shut the door behind me.
She paced back and forth and pulled on her bottom lip and pushed her palm up over her forehead. “I feel like I’m going to be sick,” she said.
“Just relax,” I said. “It’s just dinner.”
“It’s not just dinner!” she yelled at me. “Oh my god!” she screamed, “do you not get it?!”
“Tell me what’s the real problem,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say.
She spun around and stared at me with narrowed eyes. She was, like Natalee had been, in comfy relaxing clothes, cotton shorts and a long t-shirt. Her blond hair was messy and tangled like she had been pulling it out the whole time.
“I’m supposed to be the one who knows where this whole thing is going, I’m the navigator, remember?!” she said. “But this? This is going off the cliff!” she cried out loud.
“We can decide later,” I said. “Right now, we’re just going to have dinner. We’re going to talk. We’re going to think about it.”
“If we have time,” she suddenly said, “I know what I need.”
She started for the closed bedroom door, but I slipped quickly over and got between her and the bedroom. Undeterred, she pulled her t-shirt up and over her head and settled her waves of blonde hair down her bare back. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She twisted the button in the waist of her shorts.
“Bianca, no, not now,” I said in a low, private voice. 
“Now!” she said. She pushed my shoulder and charged past me. I tried to hold her by her wrist, but she yanked it free. Her shorts fell down her legs and she stepped out of them and flung the bedroom door open.
I peered over her shoulder from behind. Bianca froze half way through a step. Natalee was on the bed on her stomach with her face twisted around and staring back up at her. 
“Oh my god,” they both said at the same time.
“You too?” Bianca said.
I winced and turned away and clenched my teeth and braced myself for the explosion. But like a dud fireworks, nothing happened, not right away, anyway. I cautiously peeked out the corner of my eye and over my shoulder.
“I am so nervous!” Natalee said to Bianca, and she sat up cross legged and patted my bed to invite Bianca over to join her on it. She did — sitting cross legged on my bed with her, both of them in nothing but their panties. Neither of them seemed overly phased by the experience. And to be honest, that was often how it was on the motorhome.
I heard another tap on my door. “No way,” I murmured to myself. This time I looked to see who it was. As I feared, it was Tania.
“Let me in, I can see you checking me out!” she said. I could hear her voice clearly through the door. I opened it a crack but she was ready for me, and shoved it open the rest of the way.
“Oh my god, I so need you to fuck me right now!” she cried out.
“Tania!” I said, but she struggled free of me and charged across my suite. By the time she got to my bedroom door, her top and shorts were already strewn on the floor.
“In here, Tania!” I heard Natalee’s voice shout from behind the door.
Tania flung the door open and charged inside. I winced again and turned away, wishing I could leave the whole suite. It was like pouring gasoline on a tub of nitro and glycerin.
But again I was surprised. All I heard were three voices shrieking and laughing. They’d surprised each other, all of them sneaking over to my room, all of them for apparently the same reason.
“Doug, get in here!” I heard Natalee’s voice cry out for me.
“On the double, mechanic!” came Bianca’s voice.
I was full of trepidation, but I edged the bedroom door open anyway and peered around the side of it like someone lifting their head above the parapet to spy on an unexploded grenade. Tania laughed and gestured to me to come to the bed. Bianca and Natalee laughed, too, and they pulled the sheets down and crawled up inside the bed. I took a few steps inside the door and closed it behind me and leaned back against it. The three girls bounded around the bed on their hands and knees and laughed and bumped their bodies together. They pulled the sheets up over themselves and turned their faces to me, grinning and laughing.
“Get over here!” Natalee shouted, and she laughed and pulled the sheet up to her eyes. They all laughed. It was not how I expected the afternoon to go before the biggest evening of their lives. They surprised me yet again, those three.
I went to the edge of the bed. “All of it off!” Tania shouted, before she also pulled the sheet up to her eyes.
“You aren’t naked, though,” I said to her.
“Fine!” she squealed, and she stood up on the bed, wavered and caught her balance with her hand pushed into Bianca’s head, and pulled her panties down and off her feet.
Natalee laughed and rolled her knees up to her chest and pulled her panties down and off her legs, too, and then Bianca also followed suit. They all laughed more and squealed and shrieked and taunted me.
They left me no choice but to do the same. With all three of them cheering and laughing, I stripped what I was wearing off, and came back to the edge of the bed and knelt on it, stark naked, just like them. I guess pressure makes people do strange things.
“Come here, you!” Natalee said, and she patted the bed between her and Bianca. Tania stood up on the bed again and knelt behind me. She pushed on my back like I was a boulder she struggled to roll up a hill.
I fell forward and rolled onto my back and pushed myself up against the headboard between Natalee and Bianca. They immediately started pushing their hands into my hair and chest and spreading their legs up and over my legs and hips. They kissed my shoulders and chest and neck. They played at being sex kittens, saying things like, “Oh baby, you turn me on so much!” and “Make the love to me now!” in funny accents, and doing other comical things imagined from cheap porn flicks. They were having fun. They were letting loose a little. They were getting giddy, even silly.
And they laughed. The laughter was deep and cathartic. It was a release kind of laugh, and it was contagious.
Bianca and Natalee continued kissing and stroking my body and pressing their naked bodies against me and all over me, writhing on me like we were in the bottom of a snake pit. Tania, on the other hand, straddled my thighs and wrapped both hands around my cock and stroked me, kneeling up high over me, pulling on me, squeezing me.
“Jesus, you guys,” I said. “Is this even allowed?”
“What’s the matter, mechanic?” Natalee said, and she laughed low and deep and she covered my mouth with her lips. “You certainly didn’t mind one of us at a time. Is all three of us at once too much for you?” She reached down and joined her hand with Tania’s two hands stroking my cock.
“Baby,” Bianca said. She pretended to be a  breathless babe in my ear. “You got us here!” she said, and she pushed herself up and flung her blonde head down into my lap. Tania squealed and made room for her, walking back on her knees. She played in Bianca’s hair. Natalee laughed and kissed me again, our heads pressing together over the pillows. I felt Bianca’s lips close around my cock and her mouth sink down my shaft.
“For fuck sakes, Bianca!” I said, and I caught my breath and strained in my back, arching it.
“What?” she said, lifting her face from my lap full of faux innocence. “I thought you deserved a little head, what you put up with, us three,” she said, and she tilted her head crookedly at me.
In her absense Tania crouched down and took my cock in her mouth. The instant contrast with Bianca’s mouth was startling and I strained in my neck and stretched out in my body and grimaced at the ceiling.
“Fuck sakes,” I moaned.
“Me, me!” Natalee said, and she turned herself around and lifted her body over mine before settling her leg on the other side of my chest. She took my cock in her mouth at the same time that she settled her pelvis down over my face.
“Oh my god, Nats!” Bianca said, and she laughed.
“Me, me!” Tania said, imitating Natalee, and she she rolled back to lie on her back down over my legs. She lifted her heels onto Natalee’s back, spreading her thighs in front of her face just above where Natalee moaned and pumped her mouth up and down on my cock.
Natalee came off my cock and licked Tania’s pussy where it wavered just above my groin. Tania’s body instantly stretched out and shivered and she cried to the ceiling. Not to be left out, Bianca jumped up and humped her body over the back end of Natalee’s body, and when she thrusted her pelvis into Natalee’s hips, Natalee slid forward, and my mouth became  covered with Bianca’s hot, leaking pussy. It was more wet than Natalee’s, even.
I had licked Natalee’s pussy, and now I was licking Bianca’s. Natalee pushed back, though, and her and Bianca laughed and struggled against each other, fighting to press their pussies down onto my mouth. Natalee sucked on my cock and alternately on Tania’s pussy. I remained under the mass of the three naked and undulating bodies unsure how it all started, more unsure how it would all end, but unable to think much about what was happening in any case, the sensations were so overpowering to my mind.
I rolled sideways and ate what I thought was Bianca’s pussy. Someone, probably Tania, judging by the ferocity and energy of it, was plunging her mouth up and down over my cock. Everybody was moaning and crying and our four bodies writhed and contorted all over each other across the expanse of the big bed. It became impossible to think anymore. We became, it felt like, eight legs and eight hands and four mouths, plus three pussies and one cock, all mashed up together in one heaving, gyrating mass of sweating and leaking flesh. 
I plunged my cock into someone’s pussy. I didn’t know whose, but I was mounting her from behind and holding her hips and jolting her body in front of me. The next time I opened my eyes, it was someone else’s body I was penetrating. At another point, I pulled myself up against the headboard and took a breather, while in front of me, three young, naked nubile bodies thrusted at each other in all kinds of positions, and a choir of moans rose up from the surface of the bed they sprawled over. Natalee noticed me and walked over my legs on her knees and perfunctorily came down on my cock. She wrapped her hands around the back of my neck and pumped herself on me with a mad fury.
I don’t recall who I came inside of, whether it was a mouth or a pussy, and even what triggered me in that moment. It was a spiritual experience. It was transcendent. Something came over us and the release we drove each other to was something as necessary as it was shocking. It was a shared religious experience.
We showered and staggered around my suite and drank water and wrapped ourselves in robes and towels, and we plopped down on the chairs and couch — and avoided, all of us, any discussion or acknowledgment of what took place in the other room earlier.
Until Tania broke the damn open. “Now you know how it feels to play music together,” she said. “It’s like that for us every night on the stage, you know,” she said.
I looked skeptically around at Natalee and Bianca, but they weren’t laughing at the metaphor. They only nodded seriously back at me.
“I thought the band was breaking up, I really did,” I said.
“We almost did break up, I think,” Bianca said. “Maybe you’re going to have to tune us up like you just did once in a while, going forward,” she said, and she laughed.
Natalee snickered and kicked her shin. “Tune us up!” she said. “Good one.”
Tania stood up, parted her robe, and spread her legs around my knees. She sat down on my lap and she closed her arms around my neck. Her robe fell open to fill my nose with the fresh scent of her showered body. “You do look after us, don’t you,” she said.
I looked over at Bianca and Natalee. They weren’t bothered by what Tania was doing. They only nodded in agreement with her at me.
“Imagine if they found out about this,” Bianca said. She pulled on my wrist until I came up to stand. Tania slid off my lap but stood in front of me with her arms still hung around my neck. Natalee joined the other two so that we became a four-way hug. She and Tania began to kiss. Bianca necked with me, but then her and Natalee began to neck, and it was Tania who pushed her mouth against my lips.
“It would be quite the scandal, don’t you think?” Natalee said to me. Between us, Tania and Bianca kissed.
“Who would believe it?” I said, hugging all three of them.
My phone chimed with the alarm I set and we broke our embrace and everyone dressed and dashed back to their own rooms to get ready for 6. My door was knocked on first and I came out to find a hotel staff ready for me. We gathered up the other three and we followed the staff person back to the private elevator and we went down to the private room of the restaurant.
“How we feeling?” I said to all three of them as the elevator slowed at the bottom.
“Very good,” Natalee said. Bianca and Tania smiled and nodded. The contrast to 24 hours earlier could not have been more stark.
Allan, the manager for Planet Neptune Experience, greeted us at the entrance. The three girls went ahead — and the members of the big-time PNE band laughed and greeted them at the big table like everything was normal, and they hugged and clanked glasses and became, it appeared to me, instant friends all around.
Allan put his arm around my shoulders and held us both back from the others with a slow walk. “You seem to have got things back under control,” he said.
“One way or the other,” I said.
“Good job,” he said. “Let’s let the talent get to know each other, and you and me can sit over here,” he said, “and keep an eye on our broods. We have a few details to work out.”
“Not sure they’re going to agree to this yet,” I said. “It’s a big decision for them.”
He looked over his shoulder at the big table where more drinks were clanked together, the voices grew louder, and the laughter more real and less nervous.
“We should be ready if they do go that way, though,” he said. “Just in case.”
He was right, of course. So we went over the plan together while PNE and Yabba Dabba ate and drank and told stories and laughed.
The word went out that PNE was hosting a surprise guest appearance at their Delta shows.  Yabba Dabba hadn’t played on stage in over 10 days. Nobody, according to my constant surveillance of social media, guessed what was coming. Allan and I were in a sport broadcasting booth high above the floor of the stadium watching over final preparations.
“Amazing,” I said to Allan. “No one on the hotel staff, no one on the crews, no one anywhere spilled the beans,” I said.
He chuckled and rubbed his finger and thumb together and raised his eyebrows at me. “It not only opens doors, but it closes windows, too,” he said.
“Not much for me to do,” I said. “You have such a huge crew.”
“You did a lot getting those three to town, and down there to dinner, too,” he said. “You did a fuck of a lot, all of it building up to this very moment, too,” he said.
I thought about the days in the van, the stinking motel rooms, back stage at the campus pubs, shaking down pub managers for our pay, and the motorhome, the long nights of travel, the fighting, the rehearsals, the breakfasts, including both the cleaned plates and the shattered ones.
We gazed down at Rando and Tania talking on stage and discussing things. “They don’t know how to write songs anymore, they tell me,” I said. “All this lounging in the lap of luxury,” I said. “Not exactly subject matter for their kind of songs.”
He laughed. “Give it a few weeks,” he said. “They’ll always recall the memories. I’m sure you guys have been through enough for a few careers-worth of songs.”
Both the bands went backstage. I turned to leave, but Allan held my arm. “They’re fine,” he said. “Just enjoy this experience.”
We sat down with a commanding view of the empty stadium floor from high up in the rafters. The audience began to fill in. The place was sold out. The energy was high. And that’s how it felt for me, high above it, unseen, and nowhere near the stage. I couldn’t imagine what it was going to be like for Tania, Bianca, and Natalee, when they stepped out onto that stage in front of it. If they came out onto the stage . . . .
“We’d been canceling shows,” I said to Allan. “Not able to come out,” I said.
“They’re going to be fine,” he said.
I wasn’t so sure. I chuckled at him. “Biggest audience they’ve ever had was like 800,” I said.
He held up his phone at me. “I’m in touch with Rando. He tells me they’re pumped and they’re ready. No issues,” he said.
“I’m dying here,” I said to him. I had to be honest with him. He was the only one who could understand. “I’ve never not been down with them backstage and sending them out,” I said.
“Your role is changing as of tonight,” Allan said to me.
The lights suddenly flashed like a flashbang and the audience screamed. A low rumbling thunder filled the stadium and the crowd began to roar. Everything went black and I actually — to my embarrassment — clutched my fist around Allan’s forearm.
A lone white spotlight hit the side of the stage. Suddenly, a tiny Natalee came out on stage — tinier than ever. Vulnerable, I thought. At risk. I’d never seen them from so far away. She strode across the stage and the narrow cone of light followed her to her drum set. A murmur flowed through the stadium.
Another light picked up Bianca, and just as confident-looking as Natalee, she strode across the stage and draped her bass strap around her neck. The murmur rose in tens of decibels.
Natalee began banging her drum sticks over her head and Bianca began to walk her fingers up the neck of her bass. The crowd’s murmur began to swell up into an anticipatory roar. Just when the beat came back around to the top, a third spotlight hit the side of the stage, and already inside it’s cone was Tania, and as soon as she lit up inside it, she dropped her arm in a wide swooping arc — her signature move — and she sprang her guitar into screaming life.
The stage was hit with a battery of lights so bright you had to turn away, and Yabba Dabba lit into their first and best song with the instant energy of a nuclear bomb. The crowd went wild. The screen behind the stage lit up with Yabba Dabba’s name in letters 30 feet fall, and I fell back in my chair and nearly died. 20,000 fans screamed.
Allan turned to me and stretched over the space between our seats. I leaned over to put my ear close to his mouth.
“Whatever it was you did before you brought them down for dinner!” he yelled over the din from the audience below, “that’s what you need to do before every show!” he said, and he nodded at me. They’re ready for this, even if you’re not!” he shouted, and he rolled back in his seat and laughed.
I rolled back into my seat and gazed down at the stage. He was right. They were naturals. They had that crowd in their hands. I leaned over to him and he leaned his ear close to my mouth. I grinned a crooked grin and I snorted, and I was this close to telling him what I actually did with all of them just before we came down to dinner to meet PNE.
But then I thought better of it and waved him off. “Too loud!” I said, and I chuckled and sat back, and he nodded in agreement.
It wasn’t long before we were filling stadiums like that ourselves, and flying to our own gigs and booking our own top-tier secure hotel rooms and restaurants. But we found our recipe for success that first night backing up The Planet Neptune Experience, and no matter what city we landed in inside which country around the world, we stuck to what worked, and got “good and relaxed” all afternoon in whatever penthouse hotel suite we found ourselves in, be it Tokyo, Sydney, or even the Delta back in Chicago.
I think it was in Berlin when, wasted and jellified by another particularly vigorous and extra-deep “religious experience” all over the bed in the Presidential Suite atop the Adlon Kempinski, Natalee rolled over, sank her mouth into my neck, and said, “Do you think anyone will ever figure out what we do? Just before we go on stage?”
I stroked Bianca and Tania’s hair where they rested their heads on each of my shoulders, all of us struggling to recover and inhabit our spent bodies again. “Not unless one of us writes about it,” I said, and I kissed the top of her head.
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