
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      ROCK GOD

      



    




PART ONE

    

    




      
        NICK STORMING

      

    

    




      FRACTURED PRESS

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 Fractured Press

      

      All right reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior written permission of the publisher.

      

      Any reference to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and locations are products of the author's imagination.

      

      First printing edition 2022.

      Fractured Press

      

      www.nickstorming.org

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Authors Note

      

      
        ALSO BY NICK STORMING

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      1993 – The Valley, Los Angeles

      

      When you’re a kid, the worst thing is being aware of how poor you are. The next worst thing is going to school with a bunch of rich brats.

      My dad was a studio musician for bands in the sixties, seventies, and eighties before taking up residence at Cedar-Sinai Hospital. The illness ate through what little savings he’d gathered, and my stepmom’s job DJ’ing for an independent station was more of a net-negative, than an actual salary.

      Education was always important to the old man. That and always being in tune. He sold a song at the end to pay for my tuition at a fancy private school. There wasn’t enough to the pay taxes on the house and we had to sell it and move to Northridge which left me with an hour-long bus ride to school every day, through some rough neighborhoods.

      The ride wasn’t all bad.

      One perk of my mom’s job is I can grab a couple demo tapes from her pile every morning. Every day is a new adventure as I listen to great music and terrible and watch middle class pastoral pass by outside the bus’s windows. I met interesting people every week and was witness to more than a little chaos as drunks and bums inflicted their hangovers on the world around them.

      After two transfers, and a short hike I’d arrived at school. A massive structure of white stone, green ivy, and marble columns that looked like a cross between an eastern finishing school and a Greco-Roman Museum. It was a junior college, but the vibe was more like High School and it took itself more serious than any J.C. in the country.

      Boasting an acceptance rate into state colleges of over eighty percent, I needed all the help I could get. When my dad passed I went into a dark depression and was nearly held back a year. Graduating with a 2.0 I was looking at a life washing dishes and selling used cars if I didn’t get lucky. My dad has secured the spot or me years before and paid for it. I was hazy on what I would study, but college seemed like a good enough plan as anything. A degree and good job would help dig my tiny family out of poverty.

      Who am I kidding?

      I went to school for the girls.

      

      I can remember it like it was yesterday.

      The air was chill with the last of a mild winter, and the sky bright blue as I stepped through the marble entrance and wove my way through a dense crowd towards my locker. Math was my first period, and I’d left my homework tucked inside the book. I was trying to remember if I’d finished it when I bumped into someone standing against my locker.

      “Excuse you!” sniped a nasally voice from the side, but the girl I’d bumped into blushed and ducked aside.

      “Sorry, is this your locker?”

      “Yeah,” I said, voice trailing off as I stared.

      Heather Overton blinked up at me, delicate fingers brushing the golden hair from her face and pushing it behind an ear. My staring caused her to reach up and bush her cheek, as if checking to see if something was there, before she blushed, then let her friends started dragging her away.

      “Ugh, don’t give that loser the time of day,” Marcia Cross tossed her dirty blonde and made a face at me. “So, how was the audition? I bet you killed it! My dad says the studio’s pushing for you. That’s huge.”

      “It went well…”

      Their voices became lost in the crowd, and I realized I was staring into space after them like an idiot and turned to undo my locker just as the bell rang.

      “Perfect,” I grumbled, right as a solid weight hit me in the shoulder, screwing up the spin and forcing me to start over.

      I lifted my head in anger, ready to bark at whoever had hit me, when two fists smashed into my chest, pushing back into the lockers. Hard.

      “What you doin’ messing with Heather, huh, loser?”

      I glared up into the angry, comically angry face of Nate Trundle, third string linebacker and all-around douche bag. Flicking my long hair back, I masked the gesture of my right hand as I palmed something. It was unnecessary as the kids crowding close shouting ‘Fight!’ were enough of a distraction that neither he nor his friends noticed.

      “Are you serious, dude?” I ignored the kids chanting, hoping a teacher would come to break this up, but planning in case none did.

      “Serious about what? You being a fuck-wad?” he turned to his friend’s and laughed a slow, “Huh, huh, huh,” before turning back to me with a smug smile. “Don’t mess with my girl, burnout, or I’ll break that bike you ride to school on… Oh wait, you ride the bus, don’t you? Huh, huh, huh!”

      “You think Heather wants you?” I waved a hand before my face. “Dude, you smell like a sweaty asshole.”

      His round face darkened and those black eyes narrowed on me when one of his friends gave a snicker of amusement. Instead of swinging on me like I assumed he would, his face scrunched into a scowl and he growled at me.

      “You won’t be laughing when we’re on a date in two weeks.” I frowned in confusion and gave a disbelieving chuckle, which caused his face to turn from dark to bright red and he slammed me back against the locker again.

      “Shows what you know, dipshit, huh huh huh. Winner gets to spend the night with her, meeting agents or whatever. Doesn’t matter. What does is she’ll be with me. All night. Cuz I got that shit in the bag.” he turned to a friend with a knowing smile and bumped fists.

      Nate was known for his ‘dates’ with girls. He would take them to the lookout in his Trans-Am and ply them with alcohol. Most would wake up the next day without memory, but sore and ashamed, while he lorded it around school. The thought of that happening to Heather curdled my guts.

      The halls were emptying as Nate and his friends walked off. Slamming the roll of quarters back into my pocket, I hurriedly got my books, then rushed to class.
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      “Mr. Gray, you’re late,” my math teacher frowned as I slid into my desk, papers fluttering in my hands.

      I waved and hurriedly scrawled a couple of answers into the last two questions of my homework, right before the TA snatched the papers off my desk. Sagging onto the laminated wood, I tried to focus on the lecture, while visions of loose golden curls danced in my head.

      Heather Overton was the hottest girl in the entire Valley. The proof was in the turnout every football game when hundreds would flock to witness her in all her golden-haired glory and watch our junior college team lose. Tall and leggy, she had the hour-glass curves and winsome smile that makes guys’ hearts melt.

      The bell rang, and I stuffed my half-finished homework into my locker and tried to focus the rest of the day. The only class I cared about was music, and that’s because my teacher is an old friend of my stepmom’s. If not for Mrs. Winslow, I wouldn’t have bothered with it.

      My dad taught me music, and we’d played together but I hadn’t found the will to make music since his death. The kids in our class knew less than nothing, and it was all Mrs. Winslow could do to hold their interest. If I could help by playing the piano for her class, then it was worth it. I sat waiting for everyone to put away their bags and find their places, while trying not to stare at our dark-haired teacher as she bustled around the room, turning sheet music so everyone was on the same piece.

      Where Heather is willowy perfection, my mom’s friend is pleasantly rounded. Blessed with curving hips and an ass that bounced with every step, it was the massive beasts strapped beneath her thick sweaters that drove the guys in her class wild. I wasn’t immune and felt my gaze lingering as she bent to retrieve her scarf from beside the piano.

      “I swear, they get more rowdy every year,” she shook her head, and pushed thick-framed glasses up her nose and smiled at me. “We’ll start on page eleven. Once I get them wrangled.”

      I flipped through the music booklet until I found the piece we were working on and set it before me as Mrs. Winslow called for the class to settle down. It was an uninspired day, like all the others. The wind section is a group of three friends that took the elective hoping it would be an easy grade. The girls barely tried and had never taken to the instruments.

      The only saving grace was a few of the strings players and a drummer who kept excellent time. The drummer, Simon, was a quiet kid who hid behind his kit with even less friend than me. When class ended, Mrs. Winslow wore a plastic smile pasted over a grimace and her back was turned to the class, rolled her eyes at the three giggling girls stuffing flutes in their backpacks.

      “The brain-dead ninnies would’ve been better off in shop class,” a genuine smile lit up her face when I laughed at the joke, and she motioned to a flyer on the wall. “Are you entering the contest?”

      It was a flyer for the annual talent show. In hyper blue and pink letters, it wrote out the date and time of the event, including the prizes. My lips twisted in distaste when I saw the winner would be treated to an industry party put on by Heather’s mother. The thought of hob-nobbing with Hollywood elite didn’t sound interesting, but that was the actual prize, a scholarship to UCLA, including room, board, and full tuition.

      “Are they serious?!” I sat forward and tore the paper from the wall, reading it again, scanning the fine print for a loophole.

      “It was announced this morning, didn’t you hear?” she frowned at me with a half grin. “The college is using it as recruitment material, or something. Big opportunity.”

      “Yeah,” I chewed my lip, wracking my brain for how I could secure the full ride to UCLA, my dream school. “I know some close-up magic…” I turned a frown on her, “You think that could win it?”

      “Magic would win,” she nodded sagely, then tapped the guitar leaning against the wall beside her. “This kind.”

      I snorted a laugh and shook my head, slinging my backpack over a shoulder as I stood..

      “No one wants to hear me play Freebird, or some other dumb guitar song.”

      “Then get a band,” she shrugged, doing amazing things to that chest. “Your mom says you can sing. Front it,” her eyes took me in from head to toe, critically. “You’ll need a wardrobe change, but you’ve got the attitude and the… ahem,” she coughed and sat up straighter, pulling down her sweater. “Think about it.”

      “I will,” I said, but without much heart because I knew how difficult it was to form a band and be ready to play in two weeks.
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      My last period was history, and I was able to daydream about what kind of music I’d like to make while the teacher droned on about a war or something. There is a great sound coming out of Seattle, but could I really make something similar? The thought of picking up a guitar again sounded stupid, and I stormed out of school angry, eager for Nate to confront me again. I didn’t see the bully and was still in a sour mood when I got to the station.

      “Hey, careful with that door, bud!” I flinched when I heard my stepmom’s voice. “We aren’t KROQ, with sponsor’s throwing money at us. You can’t go breaking stuff.” I dropped my bag and nodded. She was sitting behind the board and slumped into the editor’s chair.

      “What’s the matter?” She asked, rolling her chair close and resting a hand on my arm.

      “Nothing,” I grumbled, and she patted my arm.

      “I know what’ll cheer you up,” spinning the chair, she flicked over the player and set a new disk on it.

      A pulsing disco beat started up, and I frowned at her, but she held up a finger, nodding to the beat. Before the vocals started, an electric guitar kicked in playing fast, the skill so incredible I was wracking my brain to try to remember where I’d heard that sound before.

      “Is that Nile Rodgers?”

      Mom nodded and tapped the player. “Track was never released… recorded in ’77 not three miles away from here.”

      We listened to the rest of the song, and I let the sweet guitar music melt away the stress knotting my shoulders. My stepmom shuffled records until she found what she wanted and set it to play before clicking on the microphone.

      “It’s five after the hour and the sun is out on this Wednesday. I’ve got a hard hittin’ tune for those of you locked on the 405 in traffic…” she turned and winked at me. “And for those of you having a hard day, here’s a little ACDC to scream away the rage.”

      The song kicked in, its rhythms syncing perfectly with the disco song, creating a beat that only the two of us could hear in the booth. I was tapping my knee in seconds and my mom was shaking her shoulders and hips as the high-pitched voice of Brian Johnson bounced around us.

      A child of the seventies and raised on its music, she spent the first decade of her life following bands around the world. Blessed with a preternatural beauty, and a figure that has caused more than a few accidents when she’s walking down the street, she was once something of a mascot for the biggest bands in the world.

      Rockstars courted her for years, but none managed to bed the mercurial creature until she heard my father playing one night. There’s was a short-lived romance and doomed after his diagnosis. We mourned together, and I came to know the woman beneath the beauty. The artist’s soul, obsessed with great music and fiercely independent. She moved to her own beat and the world be damned whatever it thought of her or those she loved.

      Her beauty was both blessing and curse. Opening doors in her youth that no money could and giving her access to some of the most talented people in the world. It had also caused men to become obsessed and more than once, she’d had to get a restraining order against stalkers.

      Now she lived a quiet life. Working at a small radio station, she still had a finger in the business of music but wasn’t subject to the drug fueled machismo that scarred her early years. The pay was negligible, but we made do, and I worked part-time cutting tape and editing bits for the station. The minimum wage wasn’t much, but it helped with the bills, bought me tickets to the occasional show, and I was learning a skill.

      Plopping myself down in the editing bay, I grabbed a razor blade, tape, and got to work. There’s an art to cutting a radio promo, and it’s all about slicing the audio clip at just the right moment to keep the energy high, without letting it carry over into cheesy. It’s a delicate balance, but one I loved trying to strike.
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      I lost myself in the work and before I knew it; it was dark, and the late-night crew was arriving for their shift. They waved farewell to my mom and I as we piled into her Datsun. She put on the latest album by The Breeders, and we cruised home singing ‘Canonball’ in harmony. As the song wound down mom pulled to a stop in the driveway and shut the car off with a sigh.

      “I hate this place,” she frowned up at the small tract house. Green paint peeling on the trim, and a tangle of brown weeds filling the front yard.

      “I know,” I grimaced.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get you out of here. I’m still not sure how, but I’ll find a way to pay for college.”

      “You might not have to,” I said, remembering my conversation with Ms. Winslow earlier in the day.

      As we climbed out of the car, I told her about the talent show and its prize.

      “Ms. Winslow thinks I’d have a chance, if I could put a band together.” I rubbed the back of my head and shrugged. “Easier said than done.”

      “True,” mom nodded but her face was thoughtful as she pushed open the door. “It’s a full ride scholarship? To UCLA?”

      “Yea. Crazy, right?”

      She nodded again and turned to regard me as I dropped my bookbag and grabbed a drink from the fridge. Head cocked to the side; a smile curled her lips as she took me in from head to toe.

      “Abigail’s right… I don’t know why I didn’t see it before, but you’re a natural born frontman.”

      “What?” I laughed, stabbing a straw into the Capri-sun before shoving an apple into my mouth and taking too large a bite. “Imm a nerd hath schawl.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” she reprimanded me, laughing as she did. “Are you giving it a serious thought?”

      “I guess so,” I shrugged. “The thought of going up there and making an ass of myself is terrifying, but it’s too good an opportunity to pass up… right?”

      She watched me for a long moment, eyes unreadable, then turned and walked out of the room. I flopped onto the couch offended until I heard the door we never opened creak and an icy chill swept down my spine, raising the hairs on my arms and neck. When she returned to the living room, she was carrying what I’d been dreading seeing for years.

      The elegant curves of my dad’s guitar, and the familiar wear marks and dents from a decade touring with various bands, made my chest tight. Like someone was winching a steel cable tighter every second, but that tension released when she knelt before the couch and held the Gibson out reverently. As well she should. The thing had been used on so many tracks it was probably worth more than our house to a collector.

      “I’ve been expecting this… Didn’t think it would take five years, but I knew it would happen eventually,” she smiled up at me, dimples dotting her smooth cheeks. “Yours are the only hands he’d ever trust with her.”

      “I can’t…”

      “You must!” she insisted, leaning forward, and pressing herself against my legs as she pushed it into my upraised hands. “This’s your birthright, Dean… Your destiny… You’ll win the contest, and the Battle of the Bands in Culver City, and write your name across the heavens when they hear your music. I still remember you two playing ‘Brown Eyed Girl’… You were incredible!”

      Her pale blue eyes shone with the sight, not seeing me but seeing some future I couldn’t even imagine. It wasn’t her eyes that I was staring at but the soft cotton t-shirt with a band logo on it, stretched tight across the objects of too many of my teenage fantasies. The thin fabric couldn’t hide the heavy roundness beneath, nor the firm flesh pressed against my knees.

      “Dean…?” she asked, and I blinked back to the present, cheeks heating and shifting uncomfortably when I felt the stiffness forming a tent in my pants.

      As sometimes happens with me, I’d slipped off into dreamland and let my imagination take me. The guitar and my mom’s shining face had me strutting on stage, as she, Ms. Winslow, and even Heather danced in a sea of adoring fans. The thought of commanding that much attention while they hung on my every strum, and word, was terrifying… and intoxicating.

      “I was listening,” I blurted, “Brown-eyed girl, sure.”

      I took the guitar, skin crawling as I held the familiar weight for the first time in years. My mom frowned at me, then jerked back. When I dragged my eyes from the axe, I found her blushing furiously and pulling her t-shirt down as she stood, which did nothing to hide her assets and only made the neckline plunge.

      “Right, well… I’ll make dinner. You… right,” turning one way, and then the other, her eyes looking everywhere but at me before she darted into the kitchen.

      My face was burning when I realized what she must have seen. The damn thing was making an obscene tent of my jeans and I wanted to crawl into a hole and die. Instead, I tuned the guitar and plucked a few cords. It was like riding a bike. Everything came back with muscle memory and soon I was playing some of my favorite parts of songs.

      The radio didn’t turn on in the kitchen like usual, but mom began humming along with my playing and I let the music carry me away. After a few songs, my fingertips ached and I changed the tempo, as the smell of searing chicken filled the house.

      We ate a simple meal of pasta with chicken and a cream sauce, then I muddled my way through some homework while she played Janis and danced around the living room. The sound of her rocking out filled my dreams that night and for the first time, I really tasted it. The desire to be the cause of that wild love and energy.
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      When I woke up the next day, it was in a cold sweat, and I ran out of the house before my mom woke, stuffing a pop tart in my mouth. The bus ride was long, but it passed by in moments as I tapped out a rhythm that had been looping in my head since I woke.

      “Rage at me, I’ll slap you down;

      “Take your girl and wrap her round;

      “My envy!”

      I blinked in surprise to find the entire bus staring at me, and only then realized I’d been singing the lyrics at full volume.

      “Who sings that?” a tattooed guy a few seats ahead of me asked. “Sounds familiar.”

      “Def Leppard, right?” asked a guy wearing a suit, shirt, tie, and slacks in the seat beside tattoo’s guys.

      “I wrote it,” I said, feeling stupid when the pair turned to stare at me along with a few others. Shoulders curling inwards, I stuffed the pencil I’d been using to keep a beat into my backpack and slunk into my seat.

      “Not bad, kid. Got a set of pipes on you,” Tattoo nodded, before turning forward, a grudging smile on his lips.

      “You got a band?” Suit-guy asked with a pleasant smile.

      “Yea,” I said, thinking quickly. “Carwash Pigs.”

      The guy blinked in surprise, and an older woman gave a guffaw of laughter from behind me. I was about to say it was all a lie and a dumb joke, but the guy nodded and flashed me a big smile.

      “Cool name. I’ll keep an eye out.”

      I nodded back and buried my head in my headphones and considered who would be a right fit for the band. Then I realized there wasn’t a band yet, and it wasn’t likely I’d get anyone to join me in the gambit. Who was going to volunteer to look foolish in front of the entire school?

      The problem rested heavily on my mind all throughout math, and I barely paid attention to the lecture. I handed in an assignment half filled out and tried not to meet my teacher’s eyes when she noticed and frowned up at me.

      “Your grade’s hovering at a ‘C’, Mr. Graveson,” she said when I tried to escape out the door. “If you don’t take the final next month seriously, you might not graduate with the rest of your class. You don’t want to see me over the summer, do you?”

      “I can think of worse sights,” I said, winking lasciviously at the older woman and grinning to show I was joking

      Her cheeks colored a merry red, and she waved me away with a smile that was more pleased than she wanted to admit.

      “Just make sure you study. I, for one, have better things to do this summer. Like spending it at the beach.”

      “Now that would be a better sight,” I laughed, ducking out of the class when she threw me a glare.

      I caught her soft laughter as I merged with the crowds streaming down the halls and hoofed it to the music room. I plopped down onto the piano’s stool and watched Devon pull out his bass guitar. I’d gone to elementary and middle school with him, and while we’d never gotten along, we’d never been enemies either.

      Son of a movie producer, he was famous for driving to school in a red Porsche, and for the starlet he claimed to have dated over the summer. He was an average guitarist, but the only bass player in the class, and I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.

      “What’s up?” he asked when I walked over and pointed to his instrument.

      “You ever jam on that thing?”

      “My dad has friends in a lot of bands,” he smirked, tossing his straw-colored hair back away from his face in a move that felt practiced before a mirror. “I get to play with them all the time. This one time-.”

      “You wanna join mine?” In my eagerness, I broke into his story, which caused him to frown. “Gonna play at the talent show. First prize is a full ride to UCLA, for whoever wins.”

      “I don’t need a scholarship,” he snorted in amusement. “But a band could be cool. What’s the name?”

      “You have a band?!”
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      That high-pitched voice could only be Willa O’Brien, and I found her freckled face beaming up at me when I turned around. Skinny and awkward, Willa is one of the better musicians in class, but her over-all geeky appearance, complete with overalls and coke-bottle lensed glasses, made her something of a pariah with the other kids.

      Willa was one of the school geeks, along with her best friend Anna. They sat by themselves at lunch, with Anna buried in a fantasy book, while Willa chatted non-stop. Her friend was even more awkward, but I’d always fancied the plain faced girl with her long dark hair, slender limbs, and massive breasts hidden beneath purple cat sweaters.

      I didn’t want to be rude and nodded, answering her with a smile, “Yea, it’s called Carwash Pigs and it fuckin’ rocks.”

      Fake it till you make it, right? I thought to myself.

      “That’s so cool!” Willa enthused, which I wished she wouldn’t have because Devon grimaced at the girl, and I could tell he was going to turn me down.

      “Do you… Do you need a drummer?”

      The squeaky voice was from the last person I’d have thought of for the job. Simon was so painfully shy I’d only heard him speak twice in class, and one of those times he hadn’t completed the sentence.

      “Cuz I could…”

      The boy wilted under the attention, but I didn’t miss the heated stare he threw at Willa before his eyes locked onto his laces.

      So… it’s like that, is it? I thought to myself. I can use this…

      “Tell you both what, Simon. Why don’t you come by the house tonight? I’ve got a place to jam in my garage.”

      “Can I come too?” Willa was practically bouncing in place, her own eyes carefully avoiding looking at Devon. “I’ll bring my cello!”

      “There’re no cellos in rock and roll,” the blonde bassist snorted a laugh as he frowned at the girl, but his gaze lingered on her slender body, and I saw his disinterest fade and something curdled in my guts. “What the hell? I’ll give it a try.”

      “Alright,” I grinned, seeing the drama on the horizon but ignoring it in my desperation to finalize the band.  “You’re not gonna regret this.”

      Holding my fist out, Devon punched it back, then Simon did so, face beet red and shoulders so curled inwards I worried he might give himself scoliosis. Willa held her hand out to pound after, a wild grin on her face, and I tapped it back, wondering what I’d just gotten myself into. Ms. Winslow was sitting on the piano’s bench when I returned and rose with a knowing smile.

      “You’ve taken my advice, I see,” she beamed.

      “We’ll probably lose, but what the f-… udge,” I finished lamely, wincing in apology, but the older woman only chuckled as she handed me the music book.

      “I think you’ll be surprised,” she tapped the book in my hands. “Let’s start on page fifteen.”

      I found myself paying closer attention to the music today than I normally did. The class was filled with kids who’d taken music as an elective, not dedicated players, and it sounded like it. The discordancy drove me to shut them out, but I focused on Devon on his bass, and Simon on the drums.

      Simon was keeping a good tempo, despite the other drummer missing the beat every few seconds. Devon wasn’t as naturally talented, and the guy kept trying to add unnecessary notes into the music we were playing, adding to the chaos instead of enhancing the music.

      Willa wasn’t someone I’d give much attention to on a normal day and now I was kicking myself, because out of everyone in the class she was the only one who didn’t miss a single note for that entire hour. Ms. Winslow praised the girl, but she missed the comment when she was staring at Devon with naked admiration.

      I gave all three my address after class with a reminder to bring their instruments. Simon assured me his mom would help ‘schlep’ his drum kit over, and Willa promised to carry her cello even though I didn’t ask.

      “I’ll be there, and my brother will hook us up too,” Devon winked at me and Willa, and I didn’t miss Simon’s frown when his eyes lingered on the redhead’s small rear.

      “No booze.” I shook my head, making certain they saw how serious I was. “That shits fine after a show if that’s your thing, but drink and drugs ruin the creative process. I watched it destroy so many brilliant artists when I was a kid.”

      “Whatever, man,” Devon frowned sourly. “You think Marley wasn’t high as a kite when he played the national anthem?”

      “Maybe,” I shrugged. “But he wasn’t when he put in the thousands of hours necessary to earn the skills that allowed him to do it stoned. The band practices dry, or it doesn’t practice at all.”

      “I don’t drink!” Simon added with a smile. The grin caused his glasses to tilt and he adjusted them, which left them cocked to the other side. “So, you know… I don’t mind.”

      “I think it’s stupid,” Devon shrugged, then turned to Willa. “Want a ride home in my Porsche?”

      “Can it fit my cello?” She asked hopefully, one hand on the instrument that was taller than she was.

      “Ha! In a ‘911?” he laughed and shook his head, turning to go.

      He waved without looking back, and the sour feeling in my stomach grew into full-blown queasiness. Deep down, I knew the offer was a bad idea, but hoped for the best. Ignoring the fact that Devon and Nate Trundle were friends. Willa waved excitedly before dragging her cello off, but Simon lingered behind while I grabbed my backpack.

      “You don’t really have a band, do you?”

      “Course I do,” I grinned back. “What do you think you’re trying out for tonight?”

      He regarded me without expression for a long moment, then nodded, as if coming to a decision. He didn’t relay to me what it was, but fell in beside me as we left class. I waved at Ms. Winslow, who brightened as she waved back.

      “Don’t forget the raffle and BBQ on Saturday. Remind your mom to bring her pasta salad!”

      “I will,” I said, tearing my eyes away from my teacher’s swaying curves as she brushed the blackboard clean.

      “Ms. Winslow and your mom are friends?”

      “Kinda,” I shrugged. “I guess they went to a lot of the same shows when they were younger. Now that my mom works at the station, Mrs. Winslow helps her put on fundraisers and shows for local bands and causes.”

      “That’s cool,” Simon nodded. Then, after a thoughtful silence. “And a great connection to have. Promoters are invaluable.”

      I blinked in surprise at him and after a moment nodded, “You know I hadn’t thought about it… but you’re right.”

      Simon seemed pleased with that, and he walked straighter as we made our way through the halls. My mood was good until a wall of flesh slammed into my side and sent me spinning into Simon, who went sprawling on the ground, books scattering out.

      “You think a band’s gonna beat me, pretty boy?”

      I turned to find the brutish face of Nate Trundle looming over me. My fists curled, and he saw it, beady black eyes glittering with pleasure.

      “Devon told me your plan, shitbag.” He guffawed that stupid laugh of his, and I caught sight of Devon hunching his shoulders in shame behind the giant bully. “Huh huh huh! Didn’t your dad die a broke, loser musician? Plan on taking after the old ma-.”

      He didn’t finish the sentence because my knuckles took him across the face. I swore as his teeth cut the back of my fingers, and then his friends were piling atop me. A guy fighting alone can do a lot of damage when he doesn’t give a shit what happens to himself, but I had Simon at my back and could only do so much.

      I got a couple good shots in and took more than a few in return. When Devon appeared before me and hesitated, I didn’t. His lips were split from my first punch and his nose smashed across his face from the second. It wasn’t much satisfaction, as the punches and kicks fell upon me, but it was enough that I was still smiling when a teacher broke the fight up.

      A bloody smile.
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      “I should call your parents!” principal Sullivan paced back and forth in her office, as me, Nate, and three of his cronies, including Devon, sat along one wall on small chairs.

      It was a ridiculous sight. With Principal Sullivan standing several inches shorter than the shortest boy. Silver haired and bespectacled as the little old lady might be, she could still make the strongest man feel like a recalcitrant child with one of her scoldings.

      “You have three months until graduation and then you’re out of my hands. If I hear of even one more problem from any of you boys, you’ll be suspended and removed from all school activities.” She rounded on us with an admonishing finger. “Do you understand me?!”

      “Yes, Principal Sullivan,” the five of us recited as one.

      When we left her office Devon wouldn’t meet my eyes but they didn’t keep their voices down as they left, and I heard the others making fun of him for wanting to hook up with Willa, or Spitting-Willa, as they called her. Because of her braces, I assumed. That made me want to break Principal Sullivan’s rule right then and there, but I couldn’t afford to.

      Simon was waiting for me in the hall, and I smiled in thanks as he fell in beside me.

      “They didn’t hurt you bad, did they?”

      “Naw,” I shook my head. “I’ve had enough kickings. I know to cover kidneys and stomach. You, ok?”

      “Yeah,” he fell into silence again until we reached the door. “We live close to you… Only a few blocks away. My mom can give you a ride home?”

      “That’d be awesome,” I grinned. “I think I missed the bus.”

      Mrs. Shapiro was waiting in a brown Volvo and beamed in pleasure when Simon introduced me as a friend.

      “A friend?! Wonderful!”

      She was a pleasant woman and kept up a steady string of comments about her day as we worked our way across the valley. Simon listened with half an ear, but the woman was such a ‘mom’ that I found the chatter heartwarming.

      “Dean wants me to be part of his band. We’re going to practice tonight,” Simon interjected as we pulled outside my house. “Is that cool?”

      “Will there be parental supervision?” She asked.

      “My stepmom will be here all night,” I nodded. “You can come meet her if you want. She’ll be home in a couple hours.”

      “Sounds lovely,” she nodded. “We’ll come by around five then.”
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      Simon waved as they drove off and I was left bruised, sore, and wondering if this whole thing had been a mistake. I dropped my bag off in my room and got to work on the garage. The place was a warren of boxes and plastic tubs that had to be hauled out to the shed, but after an hour of backbreaking work it was empty save for a pair of old couches, a ratty rug, and the laundry machines.

      I spent the next hour hauling amps and guitars into it, before digging my dad’s old rolls of carpet out and tacking them to the walls. The room reeked of mold and dust when they were up, but the neighbors wouldn’t be calling the cops on us because of the noise.

      “What’s all this?” I picked my head up from where I was crouched behind the couch, running cable to an amp, and found my mom stepping into the garage, hands on her hips as she inspected it. “You’re really doing it… aren’t you?”

      “I got a drummer… maybe,” I shrugged and flicked the cable out, sending slack towards the amp. “Bass player didn’t work out.”

      She frowned at me and stepped close, running her soft finger down my bruised cheek, causing me to flinch away. Her hand followed my face, but when she touched me again, it was feather soft.

      “Did he do this to you?” she asked, voice growing fierce.

      “No,” I grinned. “I gave that guy worse. Nate, too.”

      She nodded, pride glinting in her eyes and a hand falling to rest on my chest.

      “Good… It wasn’t over a girl, was it?”

      When I glanced down, the hand resting on my chest fisted, gripping my shirt, nails digging into my skin until I met her eyes.

      “I warned you, didn’t I?” If she’d looked fierce before, now she was a bird of prey on the dive, pinning me in place with those vibrant blue eyes. “Girls will twist your mind into knots because they don’t know their own. They’ll drive you to distraction and if you’re serious about this,” she pointed at the Gibson leaning against a chair. “You need to stay focused… Inspired… Not angst-riddled and wondering if some blonde bimbo likes you.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I retorted hotly, instantly regretting the emotion.

      “Oh Dean, I know it can be… hard,” she laughed gently and released my shirt, giving herself a shake. She stepped back from me. “You’re a man, after all...”

      She left it lingering there, as if there was something else she was going to say, but those pale blue eyes danced across my face and form before she turned and swayed out of the room. She threw a last look back and laughed when she caught me staring.

      “I’ll figure out something for that problem of yours, if you stay focused on this battle of the bands,” with a wink she was gone and I was left speechless, wondering what she could mean.

      My imagination was working on overdrive when there was a rapid knock at the front door. I went to answer it and found Willa’s grinning face beside a curtain of dark hair as her friend Anna stood on my porch, staring at her feet.

      “Anna gave me a ride! Devon here?” The girl pushed her way inside, craning her neck around me as she searched for her crush.

      “He isn’t welcome.”

      My tone caused Willa to turn around and the girl’s eyes narrowed on my bruised face. Her friend picked up her head, and I caught a flash of her pale face before she dropped it again and shuffled just inside the door.

      “What happened, Dean?” Willa set her cello against the wall as she listened to me, face scrunching in disbelief when I mentioned Devon being part of the group that jumped Simon and me.

      “It had to be an accident. He wouldn’t do that-.” Willa began to argue with me, but she was cut off by her friend, who rested a hand on her shoulder.

      “Willa… I told you what he’s like.”

      “But that was… He really said that to you?”

      “What’d he say?”

      When I asked the brunette, her shoulders curled in on themselves almost as much as Simon’s had earlier and she backed up to the door as if seeking a retreat from my attention.

      “It was nothing,” the girl waved a hand, and I heard emotion catch in her voice, but my stepmom swept into the hallway and saved me from the situation.

      “We’ll aren’t you girls lovely!” Willa and Anna jumped when they heard her voice and I saw both blanch when they took my stepmom in from head to toe.
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      Standing in a pair of tight jeans and an even tighter Guns & Roses t-shirt, she looked like a rock goddess herself with that mane of thick dark hair hanging over one shoulder. I caught Anna’s eyes bulge when they took in the logo stretched around her large breasts and the girl reached up and pressed a hand to her own chest with a blush. While her friend shifted awkwardly, Willa didn’t bother hiding her own stare, as her jaw slowly hung open and eyes bulged behind her glasses.

      “Your mom’s gorgeous!” The girl whispered to me, only her voice carried in the narrow hall.

      “Aren’t you sweet!” my stepmom grinned at the girl, “Who are your friends, Dean?”

      “This is Willa from my band class, and her friend… Anna,” I bit my tongue in my idiocy at having forgotten the girls name for a second, but they didn’t seem to notice as neither girl had managed to tear their eyes away from the older woman.

      “Far out,” mom grinned. “You girls here to play or watch?”

      “Play!” Willa piped up. At the same time, Anna added in a softer voice, “Watch.”

      My mom frowned at the redhead and her giant cello.

      “Hmm,” she shook her head. “A cello won’t work. Come with me, darling. You too, beautiful,” she nodded at Anna pressed back into the corner. The girls hesitated before following, but my mom turned and waved them on, plucking at Anna’s thick sweatshirt as the girl drew close. “Who’s dressing you in wool in L.A.?”

      “Anna transferred from a catholic boarding school two years ago,” Willa explained as they turned into my mom’s room. “I don’t think she own’s anything else… ooOO! Black leather pants!”

      Rolling my eyes, I grinned when I spotted a brown Volvo rolling to a stop out front. My mom’s collection of clothes is so massive it doesn’t fit into her closet, and she was forever making projects out of dressing women up and giving them make-overs. Empowerment, she called it. I called it dress-up, but only in jest. The friends and co-workers she’d done it to always walked out of the house with more confidence than they entered.

      Simon’s mom was true to her word and helped us carry his drum kit inside. The woman paused in the doorway and frowned around at the inside of our house. Her frown softened when she caught me watching her.

      “Is your mother here? I’d like to say hello.”

      I grunted in agreement and called out, “Mom! Simon’s mother’s here and wants to talk to you!”

      Mrs. Shapiro winced at my shout and I realized I probably could have kept my voice quieter. My mom stepped out of her bedroom, with sounds of the girls exclaiming in excitement in the background. The two women locked eyes and Simon’s mom stiffened, hands clutching at the snare drum she held, but she didn’t frown in disapproval like I feared.

      “Thank you for having my son over,” Mrs. Shapiro beamed.

      “It’s rare we have a full house, but it’s always welcome,” my mom grinned back and I ducked out of there before they roped me into the conversation and helped Simon with the last of his gear.

      “The carpet was a smart,” he nodded at the moldy strips tacked to the walls. “Your idea?”

      “My dad’s,” I shrugged. “He got tired of dealing with pissed off neighbors.”

      Simon nodded and didn’t press the conversation further, which I was grateful for. We worked in silence, setting up his drum kit while I routed cables around the room. It was strange hearing the sounds of laughter coming from the house but not unwelcome, and my mom and Simon’s were laughing when they stopped in the garage.

      “Mrs. Shapiro’s leaving. Did you get everything from her car?”

      “Yea,” I answered because Simon’s tongue seemed to have cleaved to the roof of his mouth as he stared at my stepmom. “Tell the girls to get in here.”

      “They’ll come when they’re ready, and don’t you go rushing them,” my mom admonished me with a crooked grin. “I gave Willa that Ibanez your dad never played. She’s going to take it home after tonight to practice, is that ok?”

      “Perfect,” I grinned in thanks.

      “Willa’s here?” Simon squeaked, and our moms were suddenly wearing identical smiles as they glanced at one another.

      “Perhaps I should stay and meet this… Willa,” Mrs. Shapiro said, earning herself a death stare from Simon.

      “Let the kids play,” my mom said, hooking her arm around Mrs. Shapiro’s back and steering her towards the front door. “They won’t get into any trouble in the garage. It’s not like I’m running a key party here or anything.”
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      I had no idea what she was talking about, but Simon’s mom guffawed in laughter, and then they were blessedly out of earshot. Picking up the Gibson, I felt a chill run down my spine as I slung the strap over my head and felt the weight settle into place.

      It felt right.

      Simon tapped at his drums, getting a feel for their positioning, and adjusting accordingly as I tuned the guitar. When I was finished, we looked at one another and grinned. I can’t say what we were smiling about but being in a fight with a guy has a way of bonding you like nothing else does, and I let the vibe guide my fingers into a hard cord. Simon jumped right in, tappity, tappity, thump, tappity, tappity, thump.

      “Rage at me, I’ll slap you down;

      “Take your girl and wrap her round;

      “My envy!”

      The music gripped us as the song flowed from me, and it took me a second or two to realize Simon had stopped playing. When I turned around to see what he was staring at, a smile stole onto my face.

      “You two got the punk rock treatment,” I waved at my mom, who closed the door behind the girls with a wink.

      Willa had changed out of her baggy clothes and into a black leather top and a puffy skirt with a tight pair of hyper florescent green leggings beneath that hugged her skinny legs. It wasn’t the redhead that impressed me, but her friend, who looked transformed.

      Anna’s long dark hair was pulled up away from her face. Tied back with a black scarf that matched the collar circling her pale neck. Gone was the bulky wool sweater and in its place was one of my mom’s tight band shirts. With her slender arms and waist, the girl’s round, firm breasts looked even bigger, and it took me a few seconds to tear my eyes away from them.

      “Those are exactly the reactions we wanted,” Willa beamed, patting Simon on the cheek as she passed him to bend over and plug the bass in.

      The large instrument was bulky and awkward, but the tiny girl managed it easily. Her skirts rising and giving Simon a delightful view. He turned to me, cheeks red and fighting to keep the grin from stretching ear to ear.

      “What were you guys playing?” Anna asked, “It was… good.”

      Her voice trailed to a whisper when I opened my mouth to answer, but those dark eyes never left my face. The girl seemed fascinated with my attention and didn’t know how to take it, twisting this way and that but standing straight. The short skirt and leggings looked even better on her than they did on Willa, but she was wise enough to keep her legs crossed when she sank onto the couch.

      “You’ll have to give me a minute to figure out how to tune this thing,” Willa frowned down at the bass.

      The guitar and her cello weren’t the same instruments. With the bass obviously having a lower range, and the strings being in perfect fifths, instead of fourths like the cello. My hopes weren’t high until she managed to tune it in less than a minute.

      “You have perfect pitch?” I asked her and she grinned, nodding in reply.

      “What’s that?” Simon asked, and as I explained, Willa plucked at the guitar, finding and holding a simple bass line.

      I trailed off in my explanation and took up the Gibson. I came over her bass line and she lost the beat for a second, but when Simon came into it, she found the rhythm again and the three of us were off.

      There is something special that happens when the right people get together and play music. Time stretches and contracts. Minutes pass by like seconds and hours can disappear in the blink of an eye. Before I knew it, the sky was dark outside and the pitcher of iced tea was empty, our cups scattered around the couches.

      Anna had long since risen from the couch and taken to dancing along with us as we jammed. My mom had passed her a tambourine, which she banged now and then. I didn’t sing, save for that first song with Simon, not wanting to strain the beautiful tension he and Willa were creating.

      The redheaded girl hadn’t given Simon a second glance in class or in the garage. But once her bass line was merged with his drumming, their eyes locked on one another’s and shy smiles formed. It was Simon, more than me, who lead that first jam session. The kid knew his stuff, pulling out all his tricks in his effort to impress Willa, and it worked. Near the end of the night, he did this open-handed, rapid technique I’d seen once or twice in jazz ensembles and I dug into the high notes, letting the Gibson carry me away with him.

      When my fingers stilled on the strings, I found the four of us weren’t alone in the garage. My mom leaned against the doorframe, and Mrs. Shapiro was standing in the opening. My mom wore a knowing smile while Simon’s mother’s jaw hung open and she wore a disbelieving expression.

      “That was marvelous!” Mrs. Shapiro enthused.

      “Don’t sound too surprised,” I grinned at the woman, causing her to blush.

      “I didn’t mean…”

      “You really thought it was good, mom?” Simon asked with a hopeful smile.

      “You three have something,” my mom nodded. “Your timing needs work, but there was a catchy groove there.”

      The three of us shared a grin, and I included Anna in it when Simon and Willa’s eyes locked onto one another. The brunette was snickering as the pair stared at one another and I noticed Mrs. Shapiro give the redhead an appraising glance before my mom ushered her out of the garage.

      “Tonight was rad, but tomorrow we’ll work on our first song so be ready to play the same thing over and over. Cool?”

      “Cool,” Simon and Willa said as one, then shared a laugh while Anna and I rolled our eyes at each other.

      “At least she isn’t obsessed with Devon anymore,” the girl whispered to me as I helped carry Willa’s cello to her car.

      “Tell me about it,” I nodded, trying to hide my worries.

      “You think it will affect the band?”

      It struck me how easily she called us that and it made me realize I was already thinking of them as bandmates too.  My mom was right. The three of us had clicked from the start. It had been easy, and I was looking forward to playing with them again, not only because it meant I had a shot now at the Battle of the Bands, but because it had been fun.

      I threw a look back at the house where Simon and Willa were having an awkward farewell.

      “If something comes of it, it will definitely affect the band,” I shrugged. “But for the good or bad… who can say?”

      Anna regarded me for a long moment, then shocked me by leaning forward and pressing a kiss to my cheek.

      “What was that for?”

      “For being even sweeter than you are gorgeous, and that’s saying something,” I blinked in surprise and pressed a hand to my cheek where her lips had brushed them, and barely noticed when Willa ran past with the bass.

      “I’ll practice all night! Thank you!”

      “Uhh huh,” I waved as the pair drove off, a pair of pink lips and soft brown eyes trampling through my head, destroying carefully laid plans.

      “They seem nice.” I turned to find my stepmom standing at my shoulder and winced when I saw the amusement in her eyes.
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      Simon agreed to leave his kit in the garage but took his sticks with him, ‘to practice’. I didn’t know how he was going to do that. Maybe with plates? It was late when we waved farewell and I was starving. My stomach rumbled ominously, and I followed the smell of something delicious into the kitchen.

      “Mrs. Shapiro brought over a casserole. Figured you’d be hungry.” I found a plate waiting on the table wrapped in plastic.

      She popped it into the microwave while I grabbed a drink.

      “That isn’t the girl who has your head twisted in knots, is it.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “No,” I frowned, sinking into a chair as she set the steaming plate before me.

      “Tell me about her.” She poured herself a small glass of tequila and dropped an ice cube in it, then sat across from me as I ordered my thoughts and stuffed my face with cheesy, pasta filled goodness.

      “She’s the prettiest girl in school… Blonde, popular, a budding starlet… and she doesn’t know I exist.”

      “Mmm,” she nodded, sipping her drink. “And I assume all of this,” she waved towards the garage, “was to impress her?”

      “Maybe,” I said, lamely.

      “Men never change,” she laughed and rose, finishing her drink. “You’ll have to get over it, you know.”

      “What?”

      “This notion that you’re invisible.” She shook her head and smiled. “I promise this girl knows who you are, Dean. I’d imagine every girl in your school does,” when I scoffed at that, her eyes sharpened on me. “You doubt me?”

      “It’s not that,” I shrugged. “It’s just… hard to believe.”

      “That brunette seems smitten with you.”

      “Anna?” I shook my head. “She’s nice, but I doubt she’s into me like that.”

      “Dean, Dean, Dean,” she shook her head sadly. “You really don’t know women, do you?” When I flinched, she waved away the comment and her eyes softened on me. “You’ll learn the truth, eventually. Better to learn it now, before you become jaded and break a million hearts… And I think I know just the person to help.” Smiling mischievously, she threw me a wink before leaving the kitchen.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I shouted after her.

      “You’ll see this weekend! Make sure you’re not late for the fundraiser!”

      Feeling put on the spot and annoyed because I didn’t know what she was planning, I cleaned off my plate and fell into bed. Visions of soft brown eyes and a firm pair of young tits, joining the larger pair of Mrs. Winslow’s as I eased one out.
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      I woke and dragged myself out of bed. The one bright spot in my morning was that it was Friday, and the school week was almost over. Stuffing myself in a backseat of the bus, I dug out a pen and scratched lyrics down on the margins of a textbook.

      My ribs still ached from the kicking I’d taken the day before, and I let the pain and anger fuel the song I was working on. I had most of the lyrics down and an idea of how I wanted to do the music when I had to hoof it up to school. I caught Simon in the hallways and told him about the new song before math.

      “Maybe we can practice it in class,” he said, but I shook my head firmly.

      “No,” I said adamantly. “Devon doesn’t get to hear us until the talent show. Fuck that guy-.”

      “You have a band?”

      I froze and turned to find Heather Overton standing directly behind me, with Marica and a couple of their friends in tow.

      “Uhh, yea,” I said, cursing myself silently for the lame response.

      “That’s so cool!” the blonde grinned, elbows pressing together as she bounced on her toes, deepening the shadow between those heavenly twins. “Your dad was in a band too, wasn’t he? My mom said he was the greatest guitarist she ever heard.”

      I blinked in surprise and looked over at Simon, but he was no help. His eyebrows had climbed up towards his hairline and he was trying to make himself as small as possible behind me. My stepmom’s words from the night before echoed through my mind, and I wondered, not for the first time, if she was a witch with mystical powers.

      “Your mom and my dad were friends?”

      “Oh no,” Heather waved her hands. “She was just a fan… So… you’re entering the talent show?”

      The girl fell in beside me with Marica shooting me a glare over the blonde’s shoulder. I didn’t know what was happening, but wasn’t going to pass up this chance to talk to Heather.

      “We’re going to win it,” I boasted, earning a flash of bright white teeth.

      “You certainly don’t lack for confidence. You just might. I’m going into Trig…” she paused, face growing serious as her hands pressed together before her waist. “I heard about what happened yesterday with Nate, and I’m sorry. He’s an ass, and I told him we’re over-.”

      “You two dated?” I blurted out.

      Heather blinked rapidly and opened her mouth, but whatever she was going to say she stifled the words when Willa came bouncing up with Anna in tow at her side. The brunette was still wearing the clothes my mom had picked out for her and she stood awkwardly while boys passed her in the hall stared.

      “We’re still on for tonight, right?” Willa asked, her pale cheeks coloring when she and Simon locked eyes.

      “Definitely,” I grinned back. “You’re welcome to come again too, Anna. You weren’t bad on the tambourine.”

      Anna didn’t reply but flashed me a wide smile before ducking her head back down to avoid Heather’s stare.

      “Anna Nelson…?” the blonde asked, blinking in surprise when she recognized the girl.

      “Can’t be,” muttered Marcia.

      “It is!” Heather flashed a bright grin and stepped close to Anna, fingering the tight band shirt that conformed to her corves. “Whoever gave you the makeover’s a genius. You look gorgeous!”

      “Thank you,” Anna’s blush spread down her neck, her face red as a beet as she stared at the gorgeous blonde in disbelief.

      Then Heather noted how Anna and Willa were standing with Simon and me, almost like two couples, and I saw her smile slip for a second before she pasted it back on, wider than before.

      “You’re both in Dean’s band,” Heather said, not a question, and I thought I caught a hint of something lacing the world that could have been envy or disbelief, but Willa took it as an invitation.

      “We jammed last night. It was incredible! You should hear us. I only know a few cords on the bass, but Simon and Dean are amazing-,” the bell rang, and Willa’s flow of words cut off. “I gotta get to class. See you guys in music!”

      Willa threw me a wave that fell into an awkward handshake when she passed Simon. My friend’s mouth cracked into a big grin for the first time, and he stared after the girl as she flounced off, red hair bouncing around her shoulders.

      “See you tonight,” Anna said to us, before she darted off after her friend.

      When I turned back, Heather was walking to class, towed away by Marcia, but I caught her glance back over her shoulder and we shared a wave before I hurried off to math. I was riding high until our teacher dropped a pop quiz on our desks. Then my grin slipped as I stared at a page filled with equations.
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      Pushing thoughts of music and girls out of my head, I focused on the problems and finished the quiz early. Sitting with my head on my desk, a pair of heads swirled back into my head. Until Heather’s words flashed through my head again ‘I told him we’re over…’ Those words wouldn’t leave me and I scrawled them on the margin of my book, adding onto them until class ended.

      “Next week we have school assembly, don’t forget!” Mrs. Winslow called after the class as we hurried from the room.

      I joined the stream of kids in the hall and spotted Nate standing with Devon and a few of their football player friends against the lockers. We locked eyes, and I almost dared him to do something. Anything to let me exercise the anger coiling in my guts. But all he did was mug me and I sneered in disgust as I headed into music.

      Devon came in right before the bell and refused to look at me as he sat down. He didn’t play well that day and got called out twice by Mrs. Winslow. he stormed out right when the bell rang, and I caught a flash of embarrassment on his face before he darted out the door.

      “I heard what happened yesterday,” Mrs. Winslow said as I was packing up my bag. “Are you ok?”

      “Yea,” I nodded. “It wasn’t the first time I’ve been jumped. Suspect it won’t be the last, either.”

      “Be careful,” she warned with a concerned frown.

      “Always,” I grinned back.

      Simon was waiting for me at the door, and I met him, but cast a glance back to find Mrs. Winslow watching me with a curious expression. She gave a jump when I caught her staring at me and turned back to her desk, making herself busy, but I didn’t miss the hint of pink in her cheeks.

      “Have you listened to Rush much?” I asked Simon, and when he shook his head, I gave him a list of songs he had to listen to. “Best rock drummer alive.”

      “I’ll check it out,” he said. “What do you think about Willa?”

      “She’s cool, I guess,” I shrugged. “Picked up the bass pretty quick last night. That’s encouraging.”

      “I mean,” he adjusted his glasses and glanced around to make sure he wasn’t being overheard. “How do I get her to you know… like me?”

      “I’m the last person you should ask for advice on, girls.” I shook my head. “Maybe buy her flowers? Girls like flowers.”

      “Willa doesn’t,” he grimaced and shook his head, then perked up as if he’d suddenly had an idea. “Maybe a venus fly trap!” I frowned at him and shook my head, but he ignored it. “You want a ride home today? It’s Friday so I can stay over late… If you know… you want to.”

      “Hell yeah, I’ve got some records you need to hear.”

      The rest of the day was uneventful, which only made it pass slower. I was watching the second hand tick its way around the clock when the bell rang. My chair tipped over, I ran out of there so fast and didn’t bother acknowledging my teacher when he shouted after me. The sweet scent of freedom was in my nostrils as I burst out the front doors and met Simon at the turnout.

      His mom gave me a wave when I climbed into the backseat and asked how our day went. I could tell she wanted to ask him about Willa, but she kept the questions to herself and sat in silence while we chatted about music and ideas for the band. When she pulled up outside my house, she asked when my mom would be home, that she had a bottle of wine she wanted to share with her.

      “Her shift at the station ends in a couple of hours,” I said. “But she’ll be up late setting up for the fundraiser.”

      “A fundraiser? Oh, wonderful! If you need more help, Simon and I are available,” she beamed, ignoring the sour frown Simon shot her.

      “I’ll tell her,” I said, then waved as the pair drove off.

      Simon was back at my place thirty minutes later, after dropping off his book bag, and we went straight into the garage picking up where we’d left off the night before. Time stretched around us, and I didn’t even hear the girls knocking and they were forced to walk around the house and come in the garage’s side door.

      “You started without me!” Willa grinned, swinging her bass over a shoulder, and grabbing up the amp cord to plug it in.

      “Sorry,” Simon blushed.

      “We haven’t started working on anything serious yet,” I reassured her.

      “Good,” Willa grinned.

      “Dean, is your mom here?” Anna blushed when she asked it, but I was happy to see she didn’t have trouble looking me in the eye today.

      “She should be inside.” I pointed to the door, and she flashed me a grin before heading in. I frowned after her, but when I turned to Willa for an explanation, the redhead’s lips were sealed in a knowing smile.

      “Let’s try that song again,” Simon said, tapping out the beat he’d found yesterday.

      That pulled my mind away from wondering what Anna and my stepmom might be saying to one another, and we dove into the song. The first few minutes things flowed, then we hit a snag and frustrations grew as the sound grew more and more discordant. Finally, I swung the Gibson off my shoulders and set it down.

      “Let’s take a break. Clear our heads. Then come back to it.”

      Simon didn’t meet my eyes and Willa was grimacing as I marched out of there in search of a bathroom. I didn’t know what worked yesterday that wasn’t today, but the spark wasn’t there. I was mulling over the problem after the washing up when I passed the kitchen and heard Anna and my mom talking.

      “That’s the trick of it,” my mom said. “How do you keep them enthralled when there’s another girl in each city?”

      “Or three,” Anna grumbled.

      “You see, the problem.”

      “How’d you deal with it?”

      “I was never a groupie,” my mom laughed. “Oh, I had dreams of it as a kid, but they were always disappointing when I met them in person.”

      “The rock stars?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      I knew I shouldn’t be overhearing this conversation. My mom had never talked to me about her early days in LA. I heard stories at the station about her, partying with the biggest bands of the time, but I’d been too nervous to pry, and she’d never offered.

      “He would never disappoint,” Anna said, and I felt my nails dig into the palms of my hands as a seed of jealousy formed in the pit of my stomach.

      He, who? I thought to myself, feet rooted in place as I strained to listen.

      “Hmm,” my mom tapped the table with an audible click of her nails. “How long have you been in lust with him?”

      “Wha-what do you…” Anna’s voice trailed off, and I heard her chair creak before she spoke again. “Ever since I first saw him, four years ago… It’s stupid, I know. They all are. You should have seen Heather today,” Anna snickered before quickly cutting off the sound.

      “Heather… I’ve heard that name before.”

      “Then you know why I’m asking about this.”

      Anna’s voice had dropped into a whisper and I barely caught the last thing she said. My mom’s response was as soft, and I heard even less.

      “If you think it’s for you, then tomorrow… …I won’t let envy become a poison, but it’s his decision… Abigail…”

      If I moved closer, I could hear more, but a flush of embarrassment swept over me at having eavesdropped this much and I hurried down the hall and into the garage. Wondering what they were talking about, I was only half paying attention to my surroundings, but I noticed Willa had their heads together, talking and both leaped away when I entered, faces red.
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      “What’s up?” I asked when the awkward mood registered.

      “Nothing!” Willa and Simon said as one, eyes cutting to one another and curious smiles tugging the corners of their mouths.

      “Whatever it is,” I said, not believing them one bit. “Put it in the music.”

      I followed my own advice and pushed the frustrations I felt into my guitar as we launched back into the song. For whatever reason, the music clicked again, and we got through the whole thing with only a couple of minor mistakes. That lit the fuel in us, and we got to serious work after that.

      Anna joined us a few minutes later, slipping onto the couch and tapping her toes along with the beat. I could tell from her expression when we were in a groove and found myself glancing over to the shy brunette often for a touchstone on how we were doing.

      The girls couldn’t stay late, but we got four solid hours of practice in and Willa’s fingers were as sore as mine by the end of it. The girl was picking up the bass quickly, and I pushed a stack of records into her hands before she left. Including Steely Dan, Herbie Hancock, Tower of Power, and Chaka Khan.

      “I’ve heard of the bands, but not these songs,” she frowned at the stack.

      “Trust me,” I said, “You already have a funky sound. Study these and it will help you take it to the next level.”

      “I’ll help you out!” Simon almost knocked over his kit as he scrambled out and joined the tiny redhead as she gathered her things.

      It might not be good for the band long term, but I couldn’t help smiling when I saw Willa flash a delighted grin. Nor could I miss how their hands brushed against one another’s as he helped her.

      “They look good together,” Anna said from just behind my shoulder. I turned in surprise to find the slender girl close enough I could feel the warmth of her breath.

      “If they’re good for each other, that’s all that matters,” I said, and her soft brown eyes focused on me.

      When she saw me catch her staring, she glanced down, but looked back up through long lashes and a hint of a smile tugged at her lips.

      “You’re not what I thought you were, Dean Graveson…” those eyes traced the lines of my face. “You’re beautiful, and kind, but when you sing… When you play… You have no idea what you do… Do you?”

      I snorted a of disbelief, seeking to break the tension of the moment as her gaze bore into me, but she wouldn’t let me retreat, pinning me in place with the intensity of her stare.

      “Your music’s transformative,” looking at the shy girl, standing tall, hair pushed back from her cute face, round cheeks shining and gaze almost challenging in its directness, I couldn’t find an easy argument to make. “You’re gonna be a shooting star, blazing a path through this world that no one can deny, and I’m here to witness it, if you’ll let me. I’ll do anything… anything… to make sure the world hears this music… Anything.”

      I swallowed, unable to process the enormity of what she was offering me right there. My mouth opened and closed, then I took a deep breath but still wasn’t sure what I was going to say when Willa called from the front of the house.

      “Gotta go. Thanks again,” the girl shocked me again by darting forward and brushing my lips with hers, before pulling back, face scarlet. “See you tomorrow!”

      Before I could ask what she meant about tomorrow, the girl was gone and the front door slammed shut behind her. When Simon came back into the garage, he has a silly smile on his face and didn’t seem to notice my own.

      Anna couldn’t have meant what I thought she did. My foolish fantasies were just that, fantasies.
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      Simon and I couldn’t find the groove again and left the instruments in the garage and sat by my record player, listening to music until early in the morning. Trading off the role of DJ, we played each other our favorite songs and artists, while talking about girls, movies, and sports, until our voices were hoarse.

      Simon brought the conversation back to Willa every few minutes. Commenting on the girl’s skill as a musician, beauty, or charm with a fervor that would have been comical if it wasn’t so earnest. I didn’t have much advice for him, but he was content to talk, happy to have someone who would listen.

      “If I had your looks and charm, I wouldn’t have any problems,” he grumbled at one point, wincing and opening his mouth to apologize immediately after.

      “Whatever I might have has been useless,” I shrugged, flipping The Righteous Brothers album over to play Unchained Melody. “My stupid heart shoots above my head. Heather… Mrs. Winslow…” I swallowed the last name and shook my head. “You don’t want my problems.”

      “Mrs. Winslow?” Simon asked with a laugh. “What about Anna? I think she likes you. And that makeover your mom gave her was…”

      “Surprising,” I grinned back, waggling my eyebrows.

      Simon winced and threw a pillow at me before groaning and finally joining in with me. It was four in the morning when we passed out and I slept the soundest I have I years, one head on my arm and a blanket pulled over me as Simon took my bed.

      I woke with warm sunlight on my face and the golden glow of late morning staining the sky outside the window. I learned a few minutes later that Simon wasn’t a morning person, and I left him to groan in the sheets while I grabbed us each a banana from the kitchen and turned on the radio.

      “It’s ten past the hour on this beautiful morning. A reminder, this afternoon there will be a fundraiser at the station. Games, food, live music, and it all for a great benefit.” Simon roused when he heard my stepmom on the radio and reached out for the banana I handed him. “This song is dedicated to a special someone. Gary from Torrance, Selina says she’s sorry and hopes this makes it up to you,” I laughed when Sex Drive by the Stones came on.

      “Your mom’s got a strange sense of humor,” Simon smiled back.

      “I think she’d laugh if someone dropped a baby in front of her,” I nodded. “Have you ever seen Hairspray?”

      “With Divine?”

      “Yea, that’s more her speed of comedy.”

      “She would get along with my mom. That’s her favorite movie.”

      We spent the morning lazing about the house, listening to music and jamming for an hour. Our fingers were aching, and we both decided it was best to save them for practice next week and Simon walked home while I started gathering stuff for the fundraiser. The station runs one every four to six months, and it’s become something of a routine with us.

      I almost broke my neck pulling boxes of banners, extra raffle tickets, balloons, and other stuff from the attic. The last one thumped to the ground when my stepmom bustled into the house, shouting that she only had thirty minutes before she had to be back at the station. We rushed, stuffing her car with the boxes, then she threw me a wave before climbing back behind the wheel.

      “Abigail will be by in a half hour to give you a ride. Don’t forget the Gibson!”

      I winced, but nodded. Playing in public wasn’t something I’d done in years, but she was right. It’d be good to dust off the nerves, and the station always needed people to play in between sets.

      “As long as I don’t have to play Free Bird,” I laughed when she rolled her eyes.

      “If you play that song, don’t look to me for help when the DJ’s jump you,” she laughed and drove off, waving out the window.

      After cleaning up from the night before, I jumped in the shower and pulled on a white t-shirt and jeans. I was trying to comb my hair into something manageable when there was a knock at the door. When I jerked it open, I blinked in surprise, eyes traveling up from a pair of black heels to take in the stockinged thighs poking out from a tight black skirt. Wide hips swept into a narrow waist, cinched tighter with a wide red belt, that held down a white tank-top straining to contain a chest that dried my mouth.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Mrs. Winslow twisted her hips, making the fringes on her skirt flare and giving me a peek of garter straps and the lacy tops of her stockings.

      “Mrs. Winslow… you look incredible.”

      “Thank you, Dean, and call me Abigail, please,” she flashed me a smile and patted my cheek before pushing past me into the house. “Your mom wanted me to grab something from her room. I’ll only be a minute.”

      She threw me a wink over one shoulder and set her hips to swaying in a way that pulled a groan from my throat. I thought I caught a throaty chuckle from her, but if so, she kept it quiet. When she emerged with my mom’s jacket a few seconds later, she paused to adjust herself. When she hitched one shoulder and adjusted the bottom of her pushup bra, I thought her massive breasts might spill into the open, but she gave her shoulders a shake and shifted them in place.

      “There, all settled… Are you going to stroke that thing today?”

      Her hooded eyes dropped to my waistline, and I jerked in surprise when I realized she was talking about the Gibson slung over my back.

      “Yea,” I smiled, ruffling the hair at the back of my head. “Probably have to play in between the band’s sets or something.”

      “I’ve never heard you play the guitar, only the piano in class. If what Vanessa says is true… you’re a virtuoso.”

      “Naw, my dad was the genius.”

      “Hmm,” her hand reached out, and she ran light fingers down the strap crossing my chest, her own heaving in a way that had the pale flesh straining against the fabric confining them.

      I tried to tear my eyes away from that dark valley of cleavage, but they held my eyes like a magnet holds iron. She said something as she passed that took a second to register as the blood rushed past my ears and my brain tripped down avenues of fantasy that could never be.

      “How are Simon and Willa working out?”

      “Uhh, great,” I replied, hoping she ignored that it took me several rapid heartbeats to respond. “Willa’s picking up the bass. When we’re grooving, things are awesome.”

      “And when you aren’t… What’s the cause?”

      I frowned and flopped into the passenger seat after setting my things in the backseat.

      “No idea.” I watched the neighborhood slip past as we talked about the jam session from the night before.
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      Mrs. Winslow and my mom went way back, but she wasn’t a regular at the house. I’d met her a handful of times before she became my teacher, but never when we were alone, always at the radio station, restaurant, or once at a record store when they ran into one another. I was seeing a different side of my teacher now; it was making my schoolboy crush grow into something deeper.

      She chatted about her years playing in orchestras as in theater productions. The theater was her true passion, but stage fright kept her from auditioning. The more I listened, I got the sense that it was the community she truly loved, and the production was secondary to that.

      “You ever thought about auditioning for a TV show or a movie?” I asked as we neared the station.

      “Dreamed about it,” she said, before frowning, “But I’m not the… starlet type.”

      “Bullshit. You’re the hottest teacher at school. I’d cast you if I was directing the movie.”

      “Thank you,” she smiled at me, and there was something soft in her eyes that brought an awkwardness to the atmosphere, and we didn’t speak as she pulled into a parking spot and shut the car off.

      I reached for the door, but she reached out and grabbed my other arm, holding me in place. When she turned towards me, the stiff fabric of her bra and heavenly warmth of what was trapped within pressed against my arm, making what was already uncomfortable, stiff as a steel rod.

      “No matter what happens today, promise me, if you’re ever uncomfortable that you won’t hesitate to say so.”

      “Of course. Why… what’s going to happen?”

      Her cheeks darkened further, and she gave a small shake of her head, but her fingers tightened on my arm and I was aware of her chest pressed against it harder as her breathing deepened.

      “Nothing!” she spoke too quickly, and I frowned in suspicion as I watched her climb from the car.

      Wondering what surprise could be coming my way, I grabbed the Gibson and followed her inside. The station was a buzz with activity. Only four people work for it, but all of them were on hand, hanging banners, laying out drinks, snacks, and fliers. Music blared over the speakers and there was a festival atmosphere.

      When my mom saw us, she flashed a bright smile and put Mrs. Winslow to work signing the crowd up for the raffle, and me working with one of the DJ’s setting up the band’s equipment. A local group agreed to play an afternoon concert. The chaos grew in those last minutes as we ran around like chickens with our heads cut off, putting the finishing touches up. All except my stepmom, who strode through the chaos like the eye of a storm, serene and calm.

      The band showed up and had their instruments tuned and ready in minutes, surprising me with their professionalism. A group of old players, they’d formed a band a few years before and were well known in the local scene for playing covers of hair metal bands. Once their instruments were good to go, the four men piled into the bathroom.

      “I’ll warm the crowd up, make sure they’re ready,” mom said to me, rolling her eyes at the cloud of hairspray roiling out of the bathroom as they teased long hair bigger than midwestern wives.

      I was hovering near the bathroom, listening as the small crowd cheered outside, when a familiar face poked his head in. Simon beamed at me and over his shoulder I caught his mom frowning around at the chain-smoking DJ’s.

      “You guys made it,” I grinned, then pulled back when the hall filled with enough chemicals to kill a rat.

      “How’s the hair look?” The lead singer, a leather faced man, asked, carefully pushing the coif of golden wings up with final sweeps of his brush.

      “Bitchin’,” I said, painting a smile on my face and surreptitiously kicking Simon’s ankle when a snort of amusement escaped him.

      The singer threw my friend a frown, then caught his mom over Simon’s shoulder and the frown turned into an oily smile.

      “What’s up gorgeous? Stick around and I’ll give you an autograph after the show,” with a final, lascivious wink he strutted down the hall, towards the stage set up out front.

      The rest of the band threw glances out the door, eyeing Simon’s mom as they followed the singer, with the drummer even biting his lip and nodding in appreciation. Mrs. Shapiro was scandalized and shot back death glares.

      “Their hair’s ridiculous,” she said, then noticed Simon grinning at her. “What’re you looking at?”

      “I’ve never seen you blush.” his laughter dried up when he saw the look that came over her face and he pushed his way behind me. “I’m gonna check out the rest of the station. Be right back.”

      I was left there with his mom glaring after him. The expression dropped with a blink when she caught me watching her.

      “Want to watch the band perform?”

      “Probably not,” she grimaced, then turned it into a smile and hooked her arm in mine. “I’ve never been that big of a rock and roll fan. Except for the Beatles… John and Paul were so gorgeous!”

      I laughed as she gushed about the pair and steered her around the stage and speakers and back to where Mrs. Winslow was signing people up for the raffle. When the band kicked into their first song, and the lead singer did a poor impersonation of Angus Young as they played Highway to Hell, I caught Simon’s mom wince and guessed this wasn’t her brand of rock and roll.

      “They aren’t as good as you three!” Mrs. Shapiro called out over the music and my teacher heard her and flashed a bright smile.

      “You heard them?”

      Mrs. Shapiro frowned at our teacher, eyes taking in the woman’s tight tank top and short skirt.

      “I’m their music teacher, Mrs. Winslow,” Mrs. Shairo blinked in surprise and flashed a smile at the other woman and took the offered hand.

      “Simon speaks very highly of you. Are you volunteering?”

      “Yes, Dean’s stepmom and I go way back. I help when I can,” Mrs. Winslow winced at a particularly off-key moment from the band and Simon’s mom laughed.

      “I think those boys could use your help.”

      The guy running the snack tent waved he was out of Diet Coke, so I ran to the back of the station and grabbed a couple of cases. I kept myself busy for the next thirty minutes, running around and helping, and only had time to throw Simon, Willa, and Anna a wave. The latter pair having shown up with matching strips of pink in their hair. In Willa’s red it was hard to notice, but the vibrant pink was stark against Anna’s dark hair and my eyes were drawn back to the girl again and again.

      “Back in five!”

      The lead singer abruptly set down his guitar and left the stage, dragging the rest of his band behind him as they cornered the station manager and got him to pop the top on a hidden case of beers.
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      The crowd had grown from a few dozen visitors to fill the parking lot as the neighborhood turned out. The station’s snack tent wasn’t the only place to buy food. Carts had come out selling tamales, ice cream, and even an industrious young woman selling girl scout cookies. It was a festival atmosphere, and the crowd groaned when the music cut off. The station’s loudspeakers kicked in, but the sound didn’t reach far over the crowd’s hum.

      There was a stir from the crowd and heads turned to stare when my stepmom stepped onto the stage, but she only came out to wave to me. Feeling eyes on my back, I hurried around behind the stage to meet her.

      “You brought it?” She asked, and when I nodded, she grinned, “get it in tune. You’re going to wrangle this wrestles crowd.”

      “I don’t know what to play,” I grimaced. The hairs were standing up on the back of my neck as the anxiety of performing before a crowd set in.

      It had been years since I’d played in front of anyone and then I’d had my dad at my side taking the lead. The stakes were low in front of a small crowd in broad daylight, but I still hunted for any excuse to get out of it.

      “Dean,” my stepmom took me by the shoulders and turned me away from the crowd, her pale blue eyes filling my vision and pushing back the nerves. “This is what you were born for. The crowds primed, hungry to feel something, anything. Just go out there and play whatever comes to mind and it will be perfect. Trust me.”

      The absolute certainty in her eyes almost had me convinced, and I was halfway through tuning the Gibson before her words reached my ears and the nerves were back.

      “I want to thank everyone again for coming out, the station and the Children’s Hospital. Thank you. The band will be back in a few but we have a special performance first.” the world paled when that smile tugged at her lips, and I wasn’t the only one locked in place watching her command the stage. “They’ll be making their debut at their school talent show, but Carwash Pigs’ guitarist will give you a little taste of their music.”

      My neck and back were sweating again when she waltzed off the stage and flashed me an impish grin. I wanted to curse her for setting those expectations, but she patted my cheek as she passed and whispered.

      “Break a leg, maestro,” there was a light in her eyes as she leaned against the speaker and watched me walk on stage.

      It was a mixture of pride, and something banked beneath that set my thoughts wandering down strange paths. I looked out over a crowd of faces reflecting back curiosity. With more than a few in outright hostility, I caught Simon standing off to one side with Willa and Anna.

      My friend wore a grin that matched the girls, and the confident expectation that still the rapid beating of my heart. As the hairs on the back of my neck and arms relaxed, I let my fingers play over the guitar, keeping to the fifth and sixth strings, playing the semblance of a bass line. My eyes wandered the crowd until I spied Mrs. Winslow and Simon’s mom near the back of the crowd.

      I locked onto that pair as my thumb walked from E to G, and my left walked the frets. I left the covers the band had been playing be my inspiration, but brought them down to a slower tempo. My mom was right. The crowd was primed and ready, and the deeper I dug into the music, the closer they pressed to the stage.

      After a couple minutes, their screams were matching the cries of the guitar. It wasn’t head bashing music, but a few of the larger guys covered in tattoos pushed a mosh pit into being. At first, I was concerned, but the guys running into each other were safer than the crowd pushing up against the stage.

      One woman at the front looked squeezed half to death as they pushed in behind her, but she didn’t seem to mind, screaming her head off and waving her arms above her head as the front edge of the stage pressed into her chest. She wasn’t the only woman going crazy, nor was she the only one to jerk her top down and flash me pale flesh. My fingers almost skipped a note when I saw that, and I let the wild lust fuel the music.

      It was when I turned my head and found the band off to the side, bouncing their heads along with the rest of the crowd, that it truly registered. I’d seen crowds like this as a kid, when my dad, or one of his bands, was playing their best and the flush of pride, joy, and excitement that flooded my system was better than any drug the worlds ever invented.

      The lead singer peeked out at the crowd and I saw envy flush across his features, but he didn’t break the ancient rule of ‘he who holds the stage, owns the stage’, and force his way out or cut me off. I knew how hard it was following a crowd as keyed up as this one and waved him and the band out.

      I winked at the drummer started playing Slash’s iconic guitar riff from Sweet Child O’ Mine. He pointed his sticks in agreement and then he and the lead guitarist jumped it right on que. If the rest of the song went as smoothly, I’d have never left that stage, but the lead singer stepped all over his big intro and took every opportunity to wax on with his vocals.

      The guy wasn’t terrible and knew how to work a crowd, but there was something missing for me. The band was proficient and had hours to practice together, but the magic I’d felt with Simon and Willa wasn’t there, and I yearned for it. When the song ended, I made a surreptitious exit from the stage.

      The crowd wasn’t calming down any time soon. Not with two kegs pumping plastic cups full of beer, and the sun shining overhead. My hands were shaking from energy, excitement, or both as I stepped off the stage and my heart was hammering in my chest. All I wanted was to walk back out there and soak in the crowd’s adulation, but they were no longer mine.
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      “You were brilliant!” my stepmom’s eyes shone with the same excitement buzzing inside me, but the station manager grabbed me by the shoulder and jerked me around to face him.

      “Dude…” his mouth worked as if searching for words, then he shook his head. “Dude!”

      “I think he’s a little shaken from it all, Randy. Why don’t you let me take him to the backroom?”

      “Oh, sure… great set, kid. I’ll be looking for that album!”

      I waved back in thanks as a warm arm steered me towards the station. The world was muted, sounds dull and lifeless and my thoughts spinning faster than I could catch up with. I spotted Simon and Willa on the side of the stage, and they waved, wearing bright grins and flashing thumbs-up but both hesitated before coming over and when I saw their hips colliding in time to the music and the way their arms brushed up against one another, I grinned back and waved for them to stay and enjoy the show.

      Simon held my eyes for a second and I read a hint of gratitude mingled with the joy as he and Willa jumped in time with the crowd to the music.

      “You’re covered in sweat. Let’s get you out of this.”

      The shirt was peeled off me, and a cold bottle was shoved into my hands. I cracked the plastic top and swallowed sweet, icy water down my throat. Taking a moment to get a handle on myself, I drew a deep breath in and let it out, but my body still quivered with energy. When I opened my eyes, my stepmom was gone and Mrs. Winslow was standing in the doorway to the station’s small back room, hands clasped together as she shook in excitement.

      “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen!” Her green eyes glowed as she stepped into the room, but it wasn’t at her eyes I stared but at the pale flesh bouncing with every step. The way her hands were clasped accentuated their firm swell, and the raging inferno inside me roiled when I spied and outlet.

      “Dean… what’s the matter?”

      “Nothing,” I began, but the words trailed off when she took another step forward and rested a hand on my bare chest. The contact of her skin on mine sent a shock through my system and I had to take a firm grip on myself to keep my hands from doing something they’d regret. “I just need…”

      “I know what you need,” Mrs. Winslow purred, steering me towards the old couch set against one wall. “You’re experiencing a high few will ever know, and the comedown can be more disorienting than the high if you’re not careful. Drugs are a simple escape from it, but they lead to more problems and addiction’s inevitable.”

      As she spoke, Mrs. Winslow pressed me back onto the couch and sank into the cushion at my side. Her hands never left my skin. One massaging the muscles of my arms and chest, while the other ran her nails lightly through my hair, scratching my scalp in a way that quieted the thrumming energy inside, but only because it shifted into a raging inferno of desire for my teacher that made my fingers twitch to reach up and grasp those lovely breasts.

      “Dean…?” a finger brushed under my chin, lifting my face so my eyes took in hers crinkled at the corners in a hungry grin that did nothing to calm the fires raging inside me.

      The woman’s fingers still brushed my skin and the voice that had been screaming about propriety and what was right quieted to a distant whisper. Mrs. Winslow swallowed hard and bit her bottom lip as I shifted on the couch. The older woman, so in control and confident in her classroom, was a trembling deer, frozen before the wolf’s jaw.

      “Oh god,” she husked under her breath as my hand slid up her stockinged thigh. Every contact of my fingers with her flesh seemed to send shockwaves through the teacher until it reached her waist, where tight fabric clung to firm, rounded flesh and then her hands were pulling me atop her.

      Perfume filled my nostrils as my lips met hers, explosions of excitement and desire rocketing through my brain. When my hand filled with one heavy breast, fingers digging into the thick fabric of her bra, I pulled away from the kiss and stared at the heavenly orb. Mrs. Winslow’s lips sent fire down my neck, and her hand was working at the waistline of my jeans when the door clicked open and both of us jerked around in shock.

      “Anna!” Mrs. Winslow breathed, tugging her top and bra up where I’d pulled them down, revealing the dark crescent of a nipple.

      The brunette blinked in shock when she took in the scene before her, eyes bouncing from the teacher’s mussed hair and makeup to the popped a button on my jeans and the tent pushing them upwards. Anna’s lips curled upwards at the corners and though I could never hope to track them, I watched a storm of thought pass behind those large brown eyes before she jerked the door closed behind herself and locked it.

      Trapping herself in the small room with us.

      “I don’t think the school board would enjoy hearing about this…”

      “I have broken no laws,” Mrs. Winslow hissed, eyes registering shock mingled with fear. “Dean is nineteen and this isn’t school prop-.”

      “You mistake me, Mrs. Winslow,” Anna cut the teacher off, blushing and hesitating when it actually worked, and the older woman regarded her with a frown. “I don’t want to stop you… I want to learn.”

      “Oh…?”

      “What is this?” I asked, but neither woman was paying attention to me.

      They regarded one another for a long moment. The teacher wearing a pinched frown that faded into a soft smile, and finally a throaty laugh, and Anna turned so pink her face matched the strip of color in her hair.

      “Lock the door,” Mrs. Winslow whispered, and Anna flashed a smile before flicking the lock into place behind herself.
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      I looked from the girl to my teacher and back, realization setting in as Mrs. Winslow pressed herself back to my side. Fantasies warred with reality, and for a brief second, I wondered if I was dreaming. If it was a dream, there was no chance I was letting myself wake before taking advantage of the situation.

      Those massive breasts still hovered before my face, and as my teacher shifted at my side, I reached up and cupped one, sighing from the back of my throat as the firm, heavy flesh filled my hand. Mrs. Winslow let out a surprised moan of pleasure, eyelids fluttering and nails digging into my back and thigh.

      “Lay back, Dean, I’ll show Anna how to suck this thick cock,” she purred the words, fingers tracing the outline of my stiffness reaching down my pant leg.

      Her offer sounded amazing, but I had other ideas. Anna was watching us with a mixture of awe and naked lust written across her features. Having her eyes on me as I kissed Mrs. Winslow only added to the thrill, and I left her there, staring with one hand pressed between her thighs and the other pressed to her upper chest.

      I put the girl out of my mind as I pressed my teacher back onto the couch. Her lips were sweet as candy when I kissed them, soft tongue darting into my mouth eagerly before a giddy laugh escaped her throat.

      “I’ve dreamed about this,” she whispered in my ear, groaning when my fingers slid under her shirt and across smooth, warm flesh until they found the clasp of her bra.

      I don’t know what I did, exactly, but a pinch of thumb and middle finger released the clasp, then I was pushing the cloth over her head and pressing my face into smooth, pale flesh. One dark nipple and then the other rolled between my lips, hardening as I suckled and Mrs. Winslow’s eager fingers fumbled my belt free, and she slipped a hand within.

      “Oh god,” I moaned when cool fingers caressed the length of me, easing the sharp ache and sending waves of pleasure radiating out from the touch.

      My teacher’s eyes regained their focus as she broke off the miss, lips curling into a hungry grin. Whatever our imaginings about how the encounter would play out, neither of us were prepared for the waves of need and desire crashing within us. Anna was gone from my mind, along with the rest of the world and the consequences as I tore her panties off. Literally tearing the fabric into tatters as I jerked them off her round hips.

      Mrs. Winslow didn’t seem to mind. Just the opposite. When she saw the ragged fabric in my hands, her body gave a convulsion, eyes unfocusing and the hand pulling my stiff dick between her legs lost its grip. When she came back to herself, a whimper of need escaped her mouth before I covered it with my lips.

      One hand slipped beneath her, cupping one perfect cheek as something wet wrapped around the head of my cock. The heat registered next, as something heavenly gripped me. My eyes flashed open and met hers. Mrs. Winslow nodded eagerly, nails dragging across my back until she gripped my ass and pulled me deeper within.

      “Oh god… oh god… oh god… oh goddNNGGG!”

      Time had stopped for me, and the world shrunk down to a feeling of indescribable pleasure. It radiated from where we were connected and took the strength from my legs. But only for a second. When the initial shock passed, nature took over, and I heard a deep growl echo around the small room. And only recognized it as mine when a third voice whimpered in response.

      The position was awkward. Mrs. Winslow jammed into the corner of the threadbare couch, one of my feet pushing on the carpet, while the other was jammed into the opposite armrest. None of that mattered when I looked down and saw the rounded, swaying body of my teacher moaning to God as I drove myself deeper and deeper.

      The sight was incredible, and nearly sent me over the edge by itself, but it was the feeling of hot, wet, tightness wrapping my cock that had me moaning in pleasure. Mrs. Winslow couldn’t take all of me on the first thrust and it was a few until I felt the head of my dick push up against something and she let out a high-pitched cry of ecstasy, nails dragging down my back.

      “Oh god, Dean… I’m cumming… again!”

      Her hissed words passed through my ears without registering because. Was fighting off my own impending orgasm. I didn’t want to end the incredible ride, and pulled one large breast to my face, sucking hard on the nipple as my cock throbbed within her. The tightness gripped me again, her pussy walls seizing on my cock as Mrs. Winslow cried out in orgasm again, then my own was rushing up in me.

      “I’m-.”

      I began pulling myself out of her only for Mrs. Winslow to jerk me up and crush her lips to mine, tongue sliding into my mouth. I tried to pull out, but her ankles locked behind my lower back and a growl escaped her mouth.

      “I want to feel it,” she purred into my lips, eyes watching my face carefully as the orgasm crashed into me.

      “Fuuuuuck!” I heard from the other side of the room, the words registering as my ass flexed and I flooded the teacher's womb with cum.

      The world faded, shrinking down to a pinprick as a pleasure I’d never known before swept through my body. It wasn’t only the orgasm, which was the most powerful I’d ever had, but it was who I was with. Watching the pleasure wash over Mrs. Winslow’s face as she came with me for the third time, I felt a flush of pride that mirrored what I’d felt walking off stage.

      Falling back onto the couch, I drew in deep breaths, wiping sweat from my brow as I came down from the high. Mrs. Winslow curled in on herself, a sublime smile on her lips and eyes closed as she savored the feeling of being full with my cum. The woman’s large breasts swaying and hanging as she shifted up to a sitting position would have captured my eyes and sent new steel to my cock but once I caught sight of Anna still standing against the door, all thoughts of Mrs. Winslow fled my mind.
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      The tall girl was leaning against the door, large brown eyes hooded by her lashes as she shuddered in place. One hand was shoved within her tight pants, the fabric bunching around the working fingers while the other gripped one large, firm breast. Those brown eyes locked on the slick stiffness rising from my crotch. I gave a hitch, drooping slightly, and a grunt of disappointment escaped her throat.

      That sound pulled me up, and I forgot about the teacher as I stalked forward, eyes drinking in the girl’s slender curves. The fire was in me, and the only quench for its roaring flames was the cool touch of another body against mine.

      Her eyes met mine and I read the consent and desire there. If her look of longing wasn’t enough, Anna’s hand began fumbling with the buttons on her pants, while the other clutched at her heart in nervousness. When her eyes dropped to my once more rising cock, I heard a whimper of desire escape her throat that sounded surprisingly similar to the one I’d heard from Mrs. Winslow not ten minutes before.

      Without a word, I reached out and pulled her towards me as I leaned forward against the door. Anna moaned into my lips, her long, slender body conforming itself to mine. Her hands hesitated before reaching out to touch me, but when they did, a shudder passed through her and those fingers were suddenly everywhere at once, caressing my arms, back, chest and ass.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” I purred into her lips, one hand slipping down the waistline of her pants and running my fingertips down the smooth curve of her firm ass.

      Anna pulled back from me, a look of shock registering on her face, but as her eyes darted around my face the shock turned to wonder. Her shy smile turned hungry and small white teeth pressed into her thick bottom lip. Then I was snatching her forward, intent on kissing that adorable face until it was red, but the girl had other ideas. Stealing a last, deep kiss, she twisted her hips, and with a jerk of one hand, had her pants down. That pale ass pressed back into my stiff cock and a look of intense longing passed over her face.

      Without another word, I reached down and gripped the base of my cock and pressed the head to her. Lips tight as slick rubber bands gripped me, halting my forward progress almost instantly. The girl’s teeth pressed harder into her lips, and she gave a groan of pleasure but reached back and pressed a hand to my hip.

      “Slow… oh god, Dean… You’re so big… I want it all… Please!”

      Her words switched between a groaning moan and a breathy hiss, before settling into a sharp cry of need that pulled me inexorably forward. Taking her slender hips in my hands, fingers gripping the hollows and thumbs pressed into the dimples on her lower back, I took Anna with painful slowness.

      She was so tight I couldn’t push more than a finger’s width in at a time. Pulling out her gushing wetness would let me gain another inch or so, as her pussy itself encased my cock. Almost painful in its tightness, I let one hand wander as I fucked the girl, pulling off her top and bra with a flick of thumb and middle finger, and reaching around to cup first one firm breast, then the other.

      When my fingers pinched a pink nipple, she let out a mewl of pleasure and a gush of wetness washed around my cock. Turning her head, she sought my lips with hers, soft tongue darting into my mouth to slide along mine as her innocence parted and I slid the last few inches into her.

      “Oh XXX… please… please… MMhnuughh!!”

      I pulled myself out of her, loving the needy edge to her voice as her fingers dug into my hip. The hand that had slowed my thrusts now dug sharp nails into me and pulled me forward with a desperate insistence. When I drove back inside her with a single, firm thrust her she let out a guttural grunt that relit the fires within me.

      The door thumped against the frame, hinges creaking as I pounded Anna into it. She pushed back into every thrust, her small, pale ass shaking as I bottomed out within her. My recent orgasm was the only thing saving me from shooting off in seconds as the impossibly tight pussy shivered around my cock.

      Anna’s eyes flashed wide, eyelids fluttering as one rolled back into her skull. The look of euphoria washing over her face filled me with pride and I pulled hard on one nipple, loving how her cry of pleasure sharpened and her pussy tightened on me so much I was forced to stop until her toes uncurled.

      Sagging in my arms, the dark-haired girl spoke in a wordless mumble as she urged me on. The sounds morphing into actual words as she took control of her body. The only thing holding her up for a few moments had been my arms, but she stiffened her knees and, biting her bottom lip, drove her ass back into me with needy determination.

      “Jesus christ,” I growled, and Anna’s flashed a sexy smile at my blasphemy and threw an arm behind my neck, pulling my lips to hers again.

      That did it for me. The feel of her soft lips, coupled with the incredible heat gripping my cock as I drove into her, sent me over the edge. It was my knees that buckled as my cock throbbed inside her, but we sank back onto the couch, her falling into my lap with a giggle, hand cupping my cheek.

      “Nngghhh,” I growled into the kiss, the feel of her slender body in my arms sending another throb of pleasure to my softening cock.

      “That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Mrs. Winslow whispered from beside us on the couch.
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      Anna jerked in my arms, as if she’d forgotten the other woman was there, and her creamy cheeks grew pink, but she didn’t curl her shoulders in on themselves as she once might have. The girl shocked me by leaning forward in my lap and pulling Mrs. Winslow into a kiss. Chaste at first. Their lips probed one another’s until the older woman let out a purr from deep in her throat and pushed forward, tongue driving into Anna’s mouth.

      Then it was my turn to sit in stunned witness as the pair made out above my face. Kneeling to either side of me, I watched Anna’s hand cup and caress one of Mrs. Winslow’s larger breasts and the older woman gave a faint whimper that had my cock throbbing, again. The tentative kiss grew more passionate and when both women caught me staring, their lips curled into pleased grins.

      Mrs. Winslow’s lips had trailed down the girl’s slender neck, eyes tracking the girl’s pale pink nipples when she caught sight of my erection rising like a staff from between my legs. She let out a purr of happiness and turned Anna’s head so the girl caught sight of me, too. They shared a smile and moving as one slithered onto the couch on either side of me.

      “What are you… oh fuck,” I breathed as they leaned down and their lips met on either side of my cock.

      Tongues reached out, curling around the shaft, licking their cum from my cock as they suckled their way to the tip. The couch wasn’t that big and with the awkward position they couldn’t move their heads much or risk cracking skulls, so they slipped off the couch and with a deep throated purr Mrs. Winslow pushed my legs wide and pulled the girl beside her as they crowded between them.

      “Is it always hard?” Mrs. blinked in shock, surprised she’d uttered the words aloud, and I grinned back.

      “When I’m around you two…”

      Anna flashed a smile and darted forward to gobble down the head of my cock but the older woman stopped her and with a motion of her eyebrows, as if to say, ‘watch me’ she ran her soft tongue up the underside and staring me in the eyes, wrapped her lips around the head and sucked me into her mouth.

      A purr of pleasure left me when her tongue started playing along the underside, finding and teasing every sensitive place, before she pulled back up with a ‘pop’ as her lips left me. Mrs. Winslow’s eyes danced with pride when she saw the expression pass my face as her fiery mouth left my cock, but Anna was right behind copying the older woman.

      The doe-eyed girl lacked the woman’s skill but made up for it with enthusiasm as her cheeks hollowed and she sucked me with a strength that had my ass lifting from the couch. Her eyes crinkled at the corners in a pleased smile when I groaned in pleasure, and she gave the tip a final soft kiss before making way for Mrs. Winslow again.

      The women traded me back and forth, the older woman instructing the girl on everything she knew. They broke off now and then to make out around the head of my cock, hands wandering each other’s bodies and making sure I didn’t miss a second of it. Reaching down, I ran my fingers through their hair, then down to caress each of their breasts, loving how Mrs. Winslow writhed in pleasure when I tweaked her nipples.

      “How do you want it?” she asked me, eyes pleading and eager all at once.

      “Suck it together,” I husked, guiding their lips together around the head.

      My head fell back in a moan of pleasure as they set to work. The wet sounds of their hungry mouths merged with their purrs and mewls of pleasure and when I picked my head back up, they were sitting facing one another, breasts pressed together as their gorgeous faces rose as one. Sucking either side of my cock, tongues slithering around, I was assaulted by pleasure and could only grip the couch with white knuckles and ride the awesome experience.

      “Cumming!” I whispered, and the pair let out twin cries of excitement, swiveling around until they were cheek to cheek, their wet fingers joined around the shaft and working as one jerked me with quick, eager movements.

      It took an effort to keep my gaze focused on the gorgeous pair as my toes curled and pleasure rushed through my body, but I did and was a witness to them fighting over my cum as it shot forth. Tongues lashing the sensitive head, they savored every drop before turning to one another in a heated kiss that only grew more so as their tongues traded my seed back and forth.

      Anna was pushed back, pants kicked from her ankle as Mrs. Winslow ran a hand up her side, cupping one firm breast. The older woman’s skirt was hiked over her hips and the pale curves of her ass called to me. But the steamy moment was broken by a sharp rap at the door that brought all three of us back to the moment and our surroundings.

      “The show’s ending in ten!”

      The voice was muffled, but I was almost certain that had been my stepmom and an icy chill passed down my spine, lifting the hairs on the back of my arms and neck when I thought about what she might have overheard.

      My mortification went ignored as Anna and Mrs. Winslow jumped to their feet, jerking clothes on, and not bothering to hide their giggles and laughter as they fumbled in the darkened space. I was the last to pull my pants on and Mrs. Winslow stepped close as Anna was hooking her bra and taking the waistline from me, buttoned the last buttons as she gazed smokily up into my eyes.

      “Next time you play before a crowd. I’ll empty these,” her hand cupped my heavy balls, before she ran it alongside my stiffened cock and, chuckling throatily, she turned and unlocked the door.

      Anna didn’t have Mrs. Winslow's confidence striding out of the room, but the girl walked with a swagger I’d never seen in her. That sway was doing delightful things to her slender hips, but my stepmom waiting at the end of the hall with a knowing grin wiped the smile from my face.

      “Welcome to rock and roll,” she said, before patting me on the cheek and hooking an arm in Anna’s and steering the girl towards the DJ booth. “What to see where we play the records from?”

      “Sure!” Anna enthused, and I wasn’t sure what to think as the pair disappeared.

      The show ended with raucous cheers from the crowd. Everyone pitched in, breaking the stage and sound system down, and we had it done in under an hour. I was ready for things to be awkward between Mrs. Winslow, myself, and Anna, but the pair disappeared soon after the show ended and I was left wondering what things would be like next Monday at school.

      Simon and Willa were inseparable that night, with the redhead wearing a black blossom on her shirt that she touched whenever she thought my friend wasn’t watching. Their budding romance captured my interest the rest of the night, and my mom left us to head down the street to get burritos. Once the food was delivered, I made my apologies, saying I was tired after the long day and left them to eat together alone. Simon threw me a grateful smile over Willa’s shoulder and the last I saw, they were laughing about an inside joke about something they’d seen at the show.

      When I got home, the house was dark, and I ate my burrito in my room while listening to music and trying not to overthink my day. I was either headed towards a storm of drama and hurt feelings with Mrs. Winslow and Anna, or into a world of art and love that I’d only dreamed about. The last image before my eyes, as sleep dragged me under, was the look of interest Anna had given Heather the day before. The same look I’d seen her give Mrs. Winslow in the heat of the moment…

      With dreams of brown and golden hair dancing in my head, and the music of the last generation echoing in my ears, I sank into oblivion.

      

      To Be Continued…
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